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THE ONE MAN




PROLOGUE


In the years leading up to 1943, British and American intelligence in WWII focused on the possibility that the Nazis were creating sophisticated and potentially decisive weapons, weapons powerful enough that they could potentially alter the war, including the possibility that the Germans were making progress on what the Allies saw as their own decisive weapon—the atomic bomb. British intelligence networks undertook a vigorous campaign to determine the extent of the Nazis’ progress in this area.


As far back as 1939, it was determined that the Germans were engaged in atomic research, built around the use of deuterium oxide (D2O), or “heavy water,” which acted as a moderator for the crucial step of isotope separation, essential to the creation of an atomic bomb. D2O required enormous amounts of electrical power to produce, power not available in Germany. But D2O was being produced and synthesized in smaller quantities for the end use of ammonia fertilizer at the Norsk Hydro plant at Vemork, Norway. This remote plant was tucked into a narrow gorge under the Hardanger vidda, or plateau, one of the most desolate and inhospitable mountainous regions in Europe.


In October 1941, these worries grew even more dire. British intelligence received a report from the Danish underground detailing a meeting between the Nobel laureate physicist Niels Bohr and Germany’s leading atomic scientist, Werner Heisenberg, director of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in Berlin. Their conversation alarmed Bohr enough to send an immediate warning to London that he was convinced the Nazis were on the verge of obtaining a devastating weapon based on the heavy water experiments in Vemork.


On both sides of the Atlantic, Churchill and Roosevelt gave the matter their highest attention. In England, a secret committee was formed to deal with the issue, part of an organization known as the Special Operations Executive, or SOE, that only a handful of people even knew existed.


What follows is the story of how only a few brave men put an end to that threat.




PART ONE
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March 1942


The old, creaking ferry steamed across the sun-dappled mountain lake. The Telemark Sun was a serviceable ship, built in 1915, coal-fired, and at around 490 tons, it could still make the thirty-kilometer jaunt across Lake Tinnsjo from Tinnoset to Mael in just under an hour and a half. It held about sixty passengers that day, as well as two empty railway wagons in the bow, heading back to the Norsk Hydro plant at Vemork after loading their cargo onto the train to Oslo at the railway depot across the lake.


Kurt Nordstrum had taken the boat across the lake a hundred times, but not in the two years since the Germans had occupied his country.


He had grown up in this region, known as the Telemark, in southeastern Norway—a place of lush, green valleys in summer and endless expanses of snow and ice in winter—between the town of Rjukan and the tiny hamlet of Vigne at the western edge of Lake Mosvatn. Like most Northmen, Nordstrum had learned to ski these mountains before he even rode a bike. He grew up hunting and fishing, in the way boys in other places kicked footballs around. To this day, the network of huts and cabins that dotted the Hardanger vidda were as familiar to him as were the lines on his own hands. His father still lived in Rjukan, though Nordstrum dared not visit him now. At least, not directly. Nordstrum was known to be one of those who had escaped to the hills and continued the fight against the Nazis. It was common knowledge that the Nasjonal Samling police kept an eye on the family members of known resistance fighters in the hope of tracking them down. The Hirden of the NS party were everywhere, as feared in their tactics as the Gestapo. Followers of the puppet dictator Vidkun Quisling, they had forsaken their country and king to do the Nazis’ bidding. It had been two years since Nordstrum had seen his father, and it was unlikely he would see him on this trip.


On the aft deck, dressed in workman’s clothes and carrying a satchel of carpentry tools, but with a Browning .45 in his belt, Nordstrum sat back as the boat came within sight of the familiar mountains of his youth ringing the Tinnsjo. It felt good to be back in his valley. He let his face soak up the sun. He hadn’t seen much of the sun lately. Since April 1940, when he’d left the university in his second year of engineering school to make his way up to Narvik and join the British trying to blockade the Nazi invaders, the blue skies of Norway had seemed under a perpetual leaden cloud. At first they’d managed to hold them off. The Germans focused their blitzkrieg on the cities. First Trondheim, then Bergen and Oslo fell in a week. Then the king took flight, first to Nybergsund, and then on to Elverum, near the Swedish border, and people knelt in the street and wept. Nordstrum had seen his share of fighting— in Honefoss and Klekko and the Gudbrandsdalen valley. A year ago in Tonneson he hooked up with what was left of a militia unit—a small group of men in tattered uniforms who would not give up. “Here,” they said, and put a Krag in his hand with only thirty rounds of ammunition. “That’s all you get, I’m afraid,” the captain said apologetically. “Better make them count.” Boys, that was all they were, with rifles and Molotov cocktails to make them men, and down to a single cannon taken out of mothballs from the last war. No one knew how to wage a fight. Still, they’d left their mark on the bastards. They blew up bridges, disrupted supply lines and motorcades, ambushed a couple of high-ranking SS officers; they’d put an end to a few Quisling traitors as well. At Haugsbygda, the fighting became close in. Knives and bayonets when the bullets ran out. Until they were no longer going up against soldiers and machine guns, but tanks and artillery and nose-diving fighters unloading bombs. Fifty-millimeter shells rained in from a mile away and blew their trenches into the sky.


“You’re a sergeant,” they told him. Mainly because Nordstrum, who’d grown up a hunter, could shoot with the best. And because he’d seen his share of bloodshed. He was tall and well built, with a high forehead and short, light hair, and a kind of purposefulness in his gray, deep-set eyes that from his youth people seemed willing to follow. His looks had hardened now. Two years of watching limbs blown in the air and a man next to you dropped by one to the forehead had made him appear ten years older.


But somehow, he was still alive. His ranks had long since splintered; most of his friends were dead. Now it was simply do whatever he could do. The king had made it to London. Nordstrum had heard they were forming some kind of Free Norwegian Army there. England . . . Maybe in ’40, it might have been possible to find your way there—250 kilometers across the vidda through blistering storms to Sweden and then hop a neutral ship. Today, it might as well be China. He’d made the trek to Sweden once, after fleeing Narvik, but, finding little support there, came back to resume the fight. And even if you made it all the way to England, and weren’t sunk to the bottom of the North Sea or handed back over by the Swedish police to the wrong people, yes, you could join up. And then what . . . ? Sit the war out and train. The Free Norwegian Army . . . He had to admit, it had a nice ring. He knew there’d be a new front one day, the real one. In time, the Allies would invade. With its endless jagged coastline that in all of Europe was the hardest to defend, Norway actually made good military sense. And Nordstrum’s only remaining hope was to stick around long enough to be a part of it. To take his country back. In the distance, through the glare of the sun off the water, he spotted the port of Mael. He’d left Rjukan for the university some six years ago, still a boy. He wasn’t sure what he had come back as.


“Take a look.” Nordstrum elbowed his friend, Jens, a fellow fighter who was from the region as well, pointing toward the ring of familiar mountains. “Like an old friend, no?”


“An old friend if we were actually coming back to live,” Jens replied. “Now it’s more like some beautiful woman that you can’t have, who’s teasing us.”


He’d known Jens from their days in school. He was from Rauland, just to the north. Their fathers had been friends. As school kids they played football against each other; hunted and skinned deer together. Skied the same mountains.


“You sound like an old man,” Nordstrum said reprovingly. “You’re twenty-five. Enjoy the view.”


“Well, two years of war will do that to you.” Though through it all, Jens had somehow maintained his boyish looks. “I look forward to one day coming back here with no one shooting after me and—”


“Jens.” Nordstrum cut his friend off in mid-sentence. “Look over there.” This time, he indicated an officer in full gray Hirden uniform who had stepped out on deck like some preening rooster, as if the ribbons on his chest came from battlefield valor instead of from some political appointment. The Quislings were in control now, National Socialists who took over after the king had fled, and who happily had become the Nazis’ puppets. Traitors, collaborators, they stayed at home, spying on their townsfolk, making secret arrests, spouting propaganda on the radio, while all the brave ones fought in the mountains and died. Enough of Nordstrum’s friends had been put up against a wall and shot on information squeezed from informants by the Quisling police to make his stomach tighten in a knot at the sight of the traitor.


The officer sauntered toward them. He had a pinched-in face like an owl and beady, self-important eyes under his peaked officer’s cap, his chest puffed out by his meaningless rank. National Unity party, it was called. Unity in hell. Nordstrum would have gladly spat at his feet as he went by, if his journey here didn’t have some real importance attached to it.


“I see him,” said Jens. The Hird had a pistol in his belt, but they had a Bren at the bottom of their tool bag, and the will to use it. They’d taken care of many such traitors over the past year. “Just give me the word.”


“Why do you need my word?” Nordstrum said under his breath, nodding pleasantly to the officer as he approached. “Good day to you, sir.”


“Good day to you. Heil Hitler.” The Quisling raised his hand and nodded back.


Jens, who looked like he barely shaved, but had killed as many Germans as Nordstrum, merely shrugged as the man strode by. “Because you’re the sergeant.”


Sergeant. . . Nordstrum laughed to himself. Anyway, their outfit was now dispersed. His rank was meaningless, though Jens never failed to bring it up every chance he could. “Because we promised to meet up with Einar,” Nordstrum said. “There’s a reason, if we’re looking for one.” He held back his friend’s arm.


“You’re right, that is a reason,” Jens acknowledged with a sigh of disappointment. “Though not much of one.” They followed the Quisling as he made his way down the deck. “There’ll be other times.”


Einar Skinnarland had gotten word to Nordstrum in the mountains near Lillehammer that he needed to see him on a matter of the highest urgency. He couldn’t tell Nordstrum just what it was, but Nordstrum’s friend was not one to trifle with when he claimed something was urgent. Nordstrum had known him from youth as well, and they both had gone on to engineering school in Oslo, though Einar, two years older, had graduated before the war and now had a good job on the Mosvatn Dam, as well as a wife and son. Please come, the message read, so Nordstrum did. No questions asked. At considerable risk. They were to meet at a café on the wharf in Mael on the east end of the Tinnsjo, near where the ferry docked.


From there he and Jens had no idea where they would head. Likely search for some unit up in the mountains to join up with. He had some names to contact. One had to be very careful today about what one did. The Nazis had adopted a forty-to-one policy for all acts of sabotage, rounding up and shooting forty innocent townsfolk for every German killed. Protecting the home folk was vital to Nordstrum, as to all true Norwegians. What else were they fighting for? What did it really matter if it was forty soldiers killed in an effort to retake their country or forty innocents lined up against a wall and shot? Forty dead was forty dead. Nordstrum had seen this policy carried out firsthand, and still carried around the pain in his heart. He didn’t want to be the cause of it to others. It didn’t put them out of business; it only changed the rules a bit. And it made him loathe the bastards even more. They just had to be careful about what they did.


Farther down the deck, the Quisling came up to a young woman with a child by her side. She had dark hair and a swarthy complexion, and hid her eyes as the officer went by, which was like milk to a cat to these weasels.


“May I see your papers, please?” The officer stopped at her, putting out his hand.


“Sir?”


“Your papers,” the Hird said again, his fingers beckoning impatiently.


Frightened, the woman held the child with one arm while she fumbled through her bag with the other, finally producing her ID card.


“Kominic . . .” The Quisling looked at the picture on it and then back at her. “What kind of a name is that? Gypsy? Jewish?”


“It is Slav,” the woman declared in Norwegian. “But you can see, I’m from Oslo. I’m just taking my son to his father, who’s been working in Rauland.”


“Your Norwegian is quite good, madame,” the Quisling said. “But it is clear you are not of Norwegian blood. So what is it then?”


“It should be good, sir, I’ve lived in Norway my whole life,” she replied, an edge of nerves in her voice. “I’m as Norwegian as you, I swear.”


“Yes, well, we will have to verify this when we get to Mael.” The Quisling looked again at her ID card. “Do not disembark until you see me, madame. Otherwise I have no choice but to turn you and your child over to the authorities there.”


Fear sprang up in her eyes. Her boy, sensing his mother’s agitation, began to whimper. “Please, sir, we’re not meaning anyone harm. I only beg you to—”


“Your child appears sick, madame. Perhaps you should keep him separate from the other passengers.”


“He’s fine. You’re just scaring him, that’s all.”


“If you have nothing to hide, then there is nothing to be afraid of, I assure you.” The Hird handed her back the card. “We are only interested that the law is followed and all Jews and non-purebloods must be registered as such with the state. Now, I insist you take your son and wait for me inside. We’ll settle this little matter in Mael.”


Clearly upset, the woman struggled to pick up her belongings, and, grabbing her son’s hand, led him to the third-class seating. A nearby man got up and helped her gather her things. But it was hard not to notice the agitation that had taken over her face. Her papers were likely correct. She could be a Jew or a Gypsy. Nordstrum had heard they’d begun to round up those people and send them to places like Grini, a guarded camp outside Oslo, and some of them shipped even farther to places in Europe, to who knows where? Maybe she was fleeing into the mountains with her son to hide. Maybe she had someone there to take them in. Whatever, they were no bother to anyone. Nordstrum looked toward the shoreline. They were about three-quarters through the crossing. Another half hour or so to go. The tiny ferry stop at Mael, tucked underneath the mountains, was now visible in the distance off the port side.


“Fucker.” Jens gritted his teeth in disgust. “Using his power to terrorize an innocent woman.” He looked toward Nordstrum with a kind of conspiratorial gleam in his eye, a silent communication they both instantly understood. Are you up for it?


And Nordstrum, angered by the Quisling as well, looked back with resignation, as if unable to stop what would happen next. “Why not? Let’s go.”


Jens grinned. “Now you’re talking.”


Nordstrum stood up. He got the officer’s attention with a wave, motioning the man toward him.


He and Jens stepped back toward the stern, where there were no passengers around.


The Hird came up to him. “Yes?”


“You were asking about that woman?” Nordstrum said. “I know her. If you want, I can fill you in.”


“There are rewards for good citizens as yourselves.” The Quisling’s eyes grew bright, likely thinking of the favor he would receive for uncovering and turning in an escaped Gypsy or Jew.


“Over here, then.” Nordstrum motioned him to the railing, Jens a step behind. “Not everyone feels the same way. I don’t want anyone to hear.”


The breeze whipped off the lake, sharp and chilling. Most passengers were either inside having a coffee or lining the deck amidships in the sun. One couple was having a cigarette on the second deck by the rear smokestack, the gusting wind flapping their hair.


“We’re workmen. We’ve seen her in Oslo, as she says.” Nordstrum leaned close.


The Quisling sidled up to him. “Go on . . .”


The two on the second deck had now turned and were pointing toward the mountains. Nordstrum caught Jens’s eye, and then leaned close to the Quisling. “Well, you see, it’s like this . . .”


From behind, Jens lifted the officer in the air. There was barely time for him to realize what was happening. “What the hell—”


“Here’s your reward,” Nordstrum said, seizing the man’s legs. “Enjoy your swim.”


They carried him to the rail, the Hird kicking against them now with a shout that was muffled by the whipping wind, and then hoisted him, his arms cycling frantically and his face twisted in shock and fear, over the side and into the icy lake.


The Quisling’s scream was drowned out by the heavily churning engines as the Telemark Sun, chugging at ten knots per hour, pulled farther away.


“Heil Hitler to you, as well!” Jens called after him, extending his arm.


There was barely a noise as he hit the water.


But someone must have seen him from the decks. Suddenly there were shouts. “Man overboard! Someone in the water!”


On the top deck, people ran to the railing, pointing. The alarm began to sound, a big booming whorl, whorl. Passengers rushed out to see what was happening.


The frigid March waters were probably no more than thirty-five or -six degrees, Nordstrum figured, and, coupled with the weight of the Quisling’s now water-sodden coat dragging the struggling man down, even the strongest of swimmers wouldn’t last more than a couple of minutes before he succumbed.


People were shouting now, gesturing toward the water. “Save him!” Two of the crew ran to the stern, one of them holding a life preserver and untying a coil of rope. Bravely, he climbed onto the rail, readying himself to throw it. “Hold on!” he called to the drowning man. But it was pointless to hurl it now; they were too far away.


The boat’s engines slowed as the ship gradually came about. People streamed to the lower deck, passengers and crew, pointing toward the water as the Quisling struggled and flailed, the weight of his jacket and medals dragging him under.


“Someone do something!” a woman yelled. “Help him!”


“It’s the Quisling,” another said.


“Oh. Let the bastard swim then.”


One member of the crew gamely removed his jacket, about to dive in. Nordstrum held the man back. “Let him be.”


“Let him be, sir?” The crewman looked aghast. “The man’s drowning.”


“He’s not drowning.” Nordstrum shrugged. “He’s swimming.” And when the puzzled seaman looked back in confusion, Nordstrum told him again, “Just let him be.”


In the minutes it took for the ferry to make a sweeping turn and come around, the Quisling had disappeared. All that was left was his gray, billed officer’s cap, bobbing on the surface.


A woman crossed herself. “He’s gone.”


The captain, a gray-bearded man in a thick sweater, finally made his way down from the bridge. “What the hell’s happened here?”


Nordstrum shrugged and met the seaman’s gaze. “He wanted to take a swim. Who were we to hold him back?”


“Take a swim . . . ?” The captain glared accusingly. “There’ll be hell to pay when we make land.”


“He was a fucking Quisling,” Nordstrum said. “Any problem with it?”


People huddled around, on the main deck and on the deck above, staring.


The captain’s eyes slowly drifted to the place in the water where the officer’s body had gone down. Then he looked back at Nordstrum and spat into the lake. “No problem at all.”


No one uttered a sound.


“Full speed ahead,” he shouted up to the bridge. “We’ve got a schedule to maintain.”
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An hour later, at a café called The Gunwale along the wharf in the tiny village of Mael, Nordstrum, Jens, and Einar Skinnarland sat at a table having beers. The town was barely larger than a few docks and a rail depot, where cargo from the Norsk Hydro chemical factory in Vemork was carted down the mountain and loaded onto the ferries.


Nursing his Carlsberg, Nordstrum noticed the surprising number of Germans in town, which made him uneasy. Up to now, any Germans he encountered this close, he usually killed.


“You have to get used to it,” Einar said. “Things have changed since you’ve last been here.”


“I hope I never get used to it,” Nordstrum said, his eyes roaming to the Germans milling about freely.


“Before we start, I just wanted to say, Marte and I were very sorry to hear about Anna-Lisette.” Einar gave him a nod.


“It’s war.” Nordstrum shrugged. “Things like that happen. But thank you. Tell Marte the same for me.”


“It may be war, but it’s still a fucking shame. And what’s the word on your father?” Einar asked.


“Not well, from what I hear.” Nordstrum’s father had been a train mechanic for twenty years, and now ran the small farm on the edge of town where Nordstrum had grown up. “Working around all that coal has finally gotten the better of him.”


“I’m sorry to hear.”


“Maybe you can get word to him for me. Let him know I’m okay.”


“How long has it been since you’ve seen him?”


Nordstrum took a swig of beer. “Not since the war. Two years.”


“Two years . . . A lot’s changed in two years. I’ll see what I can do.”


“I’d be in your debt,” said Nordstrum. “But, more important, tell me, how is your son?” Karl was merely a baby when Nordstrum had seen him last.


“Booming.” Einar’s face lit up with pride. “He’s going on three now. His vocabulary’s already larger than mine.”


“Now that’s not much of a surprise,” Nordstrum said with a grin, and took another sip of beer.


Einar laughed obligingly. “And we already have him up on skis.”


“Of course. Like any Northman. He’ll be beating you down the Hawk’s Nest before you know it. And then, he’ll—” Nordstrum stopped mid-sentence as his gaze shifted to two SS officers who took seats at a table at the opposite end of the café. They were polite and removed their caps. The proprietor of the place hurried over to them with napkins and silverware. “Look over there.”


“Relax.” Einar shrugged. “You don’t have to worry about them. They’re far too busy to care about us. It’s the stinking Quisling militia you’ve got to worry about. They’ve got their noses in everything now.”


“Well, we know one less you’ll have to pay attention to.” Jens sniffed, pushing a blond curl off his forehead.


“How do you mean?”


“There was one on the ferry putting the fear of God into some woman and her boy, probably a poor Jew on the run,” Nordstrum explained. “Anyway, he had this sudden urge for a swim.”


“A swim? It’s freezing in the lake this time of year.”


“You know these Quislings. . . .” Nordstrum’s face barely twitched. “Hard to stop them when they get their minds set on something.”


“Jesus . . . !” Einar’s eyes went wide and he said under his breath, “You sent him over the side. What are you trying to do, hang a sign around your neck, ‘Come and get me—I’m right here’?”


“Couldn’t be helped,” Nordstrum said with a glance toward the Germans.


“These bastards . . .” Einar sipped his beer with an eye to the soldiers as well. “They’re all over, like fucking crickets in June. Rjukan’s overrun with them.”


“Rjukan?” Rjukan was Nordstrum’s home, about as unstrategic a place as could be. “Why here?”


“The Norsk Hydro plant. Up in Vemork. They’ve got something big going on up there.”


“Norsk Hydro? I thought all they made up there was fertilizer,” Jens chimed in.


“Ammonium nitrate.” Einar nodded. “But that’s all small potatoes now. These days it’s run by the Germans.” Nordstrum gave him a look of surprise. “All very top secret. It’s actually why I asked you here.”


He reached into his pocket and took out something, careful to conceal it from the German officers on the other side of the café, who had ordered sardines and beer.


It was a toothpaste tube, halfway rolled up.


“Trying to tell me something, Einar?” Nordstrum said. “I know I’ve been up in the hills a long time.”


“Perhaps. But this one’s likely the most important tube of toothpaste in all of Europe. It was smuggled to me by Jomar Brun. He’s the chief engineer at Norsk Hydro. There’s something inside it.” Einar took a cautionary glance at the Germans, who were trying to gain the waiter’s attention for two more glasses of beer. “Microfilm.”


“Microfilm?” Chief engineer was an important job, Nordstrum thought, and the Norsk Hydro factory was one of the largest operations in all of Norway. It was built into the narrow gorge a mile up the valley, since the rivers and cataracts that came down from the vidda were an excellent source of hydroelectric power. Truth was, the Norsk Hydro plant was the only reason Rjukan even existed as a town in the first place.


“He says we have to get it into the hands of Leif Tronstad, Kurt. That it’s a matter of the highest importance.”


“Tronstad?” The name got Nordstrum’s complete attention. “Tronstad’s in England, is he not?” Leif Tronstad was a world-renowned scientist whose name was known to most Norwegians. In fact, he had run the Norsk Hydro plant years earlier, before he escaped to London. Word was, he was a leader in the Free Norwegian Army there now. Nordstrum inspected the tube. If Tronstad needed to see this, one could be sure it was of the utmost importance. He handed it back to Einar. “Microfilm, huh? Of what?”


“Brun would only say that it was vital to get it safely into Tronstad’s hands in the fastest possible way. He knew I had contacts.” He put the tube back into his pocket.


“Getting to England isn’t exactly an easy thing, Einar.” Nordstrum took a pencil and sketched a map on his napkin. “Sweden would be the best route. But that’s not an easy journey. The sun may be shining here, but in the mountains it’s still winter. And even if you make it there, through the storms and German patrols, there’s still no guarantee.”


“That’s why I contacted you, Kurt. You know the way. You’re at your best up there on the vidda. I’m hoping you’ll come with me.”


“With you? You’re an engineer, Einar, not an agent. You belong in the field, checking for cracks on dams, not playing with guns. Besides, you have a family to take care of. It’s two hundred and fifty kilometers to Charlottenberg.” The town closest to the Swedish border. “You’re truly willing to take this on?’


“I can hold my own as well as any in the mountains, Kurt. Brun said it was vital. And besides . . .” He trailed off.


“Besides, what . . . ?” Nordstrum took another sip of beer.


“Besides,” Einar gave him a smile, “I already took my full vacation allotment to do this. Twelve days. If I can make it back by then, they’ll never even know I was gone.”


“Twelve days . . .” Nordstrum shook his head. “Even if you do make it, I can promise it won’t be much of a vacation. Does Marte know?”


Nordstrum knew her from back in school. Pretty and no pushover. His friend had chosen well in that department.


“The country needs this, Kurt. Maybe the world needs this. So yes, I am prepared. But I’d be a damn sight happier if I had you along with me. And, of course, you too, Jens, if you’re game?”


Jens shrugged. “I’m game for whatever the sergeant here says. . . .” He took a swig of beer, leaving a foam mustache on his lip.


“Sergeant?” Einar widened his eyes. “I’m not surprised.”


“All it means is that I can point a rifle and pull the trigger.” Nordstrum waved it off.


“Still, I’m sure you’ve seen some things.” Einar’s eyes grew serious and Nordstrum knew exactly what he meant.


“We’ve all seen some things, Einar.” He nodded grimly. “But getting across the vidda is no easy feat. You know the difficulties. Storms, German patrols. It surely won’t be twelve days, no matter how we ski.”


The weather on the vidda could change in an instant. There would be days when travel would be next to impossible. They’d have to arrange food, clothing. “And even if we get to Sweden,” Nordstrum took a sip of beer, “what do we do, just put out a hand and hail a taxi to England?”


“Brun felt certain he could arrange transport for us through the British embassy in Stockholm,” Einar said.


“He felt certain, did he? You know if you’re caught by the militia there they just ship you right back. And there are Germans waiting with big smiles and their hands out on the other side of the border to pick you up. It’s what almost happened to me.”


“I know all that,” Einar said. “But I’m still going. With you or not.”


Nordstrum shook his head and sniffed, as if it were folly. He knew his name was on a list of fighters in the resistance. Lately, it was getting far too dangerous here. It was only a matter of time before he and Jens ended up shot or handed over to the wrong side. And Tronstad . . . A true hero. A man the whole country admired. And it would be good to join up with the Free Norwegian Army there and one day return to take his country back for good. As part of a real fighting force. That was the true new front in this war, the way to make a real difference.


“The fastest way, you said . . . ,” said Nordstrum, thinking.


Einar smiled, his hope rising. “Yes.”


Nordstrum tapped his index finger against the table. “And you’re one hundred percent willing to put your life at risk and take this on? Who knows when you’ll be able to make it back?”


“In my view, the importance far outweighs the risk,” the engineer said. “So, yes.”


“And you’re in as well, I assume?” Nordstrum turned to Jens. “Though in your case, I know I hardly need to ask.”


“I don’t exactly have a vacation to devote to it,” Jens said. “But my dance card is surprisingly free.”


“All right then . . . In that case, the fastest way to England would be by ship,” Nordstrum said, turning to Einar.


“Ship . . . ? Across the North Sea? That’s crazier than the vidda.” Then, as he ran the thought in his head, his eyes grew brighter. “It would certainly have to be a large one.” He seemed to be warming to the idea.


“So what did you tell them at your job that you’d be doing while on vacation?” Nordstrum drained the last of his beer.


“A few days of skiing . . . Helping out a bit with the kids . . .”


“Maybe instead you should have told them you were thinking of going on a cruise.


“Three more!” Nordstrum called to the proprietor with a friendly wave toward the table of Germans, who raised their mugs back to him. “We’re Vikings, aren’t we?” His gaze drifted to the wharf. “For Vikings there are always ships.”
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The road out of Rjukan toward Vigne was usually quiet after dark. Nordstrum huddled in the shadow of the stone wall that ran from the church to the border of his father’s farm. The old stabbur wooden farmhouse, situated on four hectares, that Nordstrum grew up in was built in the traditional Norwegian style: a narrow first floor suitable for storing grain and hanging meat, and larger living quarters situated on top. Tonight, the house was dark. The room Nordstrum had as a boy was over the front door and faced the street. His father still kept a couple of Telemark cows on the property and a few hens, which his mother had tended when she was alive. After she died, when Nordstrum was only twelve, his father took his pension from the railway company and retired to the farm. In his tastes, Alois Nordstrum was a simple man, but in action, he was as large as anyone Nordstrum knew. A man who could sustain himself for weeks alone on the vidda in winter with only his hands and his wits. He taught Nordstrum how to shoot, how to make a shelter, how to make a fire with only dried vegetation in all that snow, how to melt water. When Nordstrum was eleven, his father took him into the mountains in the dead of winter to a hut above Mosvatn, fifteen kilometers from town. “If you are to be a man you must find your way back,” his father said to him. “Otherwise, you are still a boy.” Then, leaving only a rifle and a few liters of water, his father skied away.


It took Nordstrum six hours to make it back down. A squall picked up on the way and he had to ski through snow so thick and blinding he could barely see his hand in front of his face. If it hadn’t blown through quickly, he would have had to shoot his own food and make a camp to survive. Hours later, in darkness, Nordstrum finally trudged back to the house—exhausted, frozen, so spent and cold his skis just fell out of his hands and he collapsed to his knees inside the door. Furious, his mother scolded his father for what he had done, but the old man just told her to shush and waved to Nordstrum. “Come here, Kurt.” Wet and famished, and a little angry too, Nordstrum did. His father picked him up and held Nordstrum’s blue face close to his chest and said, “‘In the Northlands, a true man goes on until he can go no further—and then he goes twice as far.’ Remember that, boy. One day, you may be called on to give a lot more than you think you have. Now you know you have it in you. In the meantime . . .” He put Nordstrum back on his feet and mussed his hair. “Tonight, you sit here.” He lifted Nordstrum into his own chair at the head of the table. “You’ve earned it.” As the biting wind cut through him on his miserable journey home, Nordstrum had cursed his father the whole way, but now he felt proud and knew the old man was right. He had been called on to do more. More than he knew he could. And while other children doubted themselves as they grew into men, Nordstrum always had this strength he could count on. He knew what he had inside, and others felt it.


On the road now, a beer truck clattered by, carrying Ringnes to the taverns in Rjukan. And shortly after, two Germans zoomed by on motorcycles. It was March and the wind was still sharp and brisk, and Nordstrum watched the house in his woolen jacket, huddled against the chill. He knew it wasn’t wise to go inside—he was a known conspirator and the NS could easily be watching—but as it grew dark he thought, What the hell, and looped around back from the neighbor’s property, through the fence, past the cow sheds and tractor stall, and snuck inside through the storage room door, which they always kept unlocked. He knew his father had been sick, though he was helpless to do much for him. This might well be the last time he would see him for a while. Perhaps for good. In the hearth, the fire was low. He saw his father’s reading glasses on a table by a book. The Master Builder, by Ibsen. Nordstrum smiled. The drama was one of his favorites. His father always saw himself as kind of an uncompromising figure himself. Growing up, Nordstrum had heard about the hubris of Halvard Solness and the wanderings of Peer Gynt a hundred times.


“Father!” he called out in the empty house.


No one replied.


Nordstrum knew that sometimes after work his father would head off to the Ox and Wheel in town for a couple of beers and a game of checkers. He picked up a photo on the table: his parents in front of the Royal Palace in Oslo, before Nordstrum was even born. And there was also one of him and his sister, Kristin, with whom Nordstrum had shared a room until he was twelve. She had married a professor and was living in Trondheim now. There was the familiar smell of tobacco about, his father’s pipe left in its ashtray, a smell from his youth that brought his childhood back as soon as it met his nostrils, and made him visualize his father as if he was sitting in his chair with a book on his lap, or sanding down wood for a sled, his pipe clenched between his teeth. Nordstrum opened the Ibsen, placing the ashtray on the book’s spine to spread it wide. He placed something in it, something that would let his father know he had been here.


Then, knowing the more time he spent here the more dangerous it became, he headed back out through the storage room and left.


From across the street, he kept an eye out until it grew late and cold. His father had never wanted Nordstrum to go off and fight. He wanted him to come back to Rjukan, to the farm, and wait out the storm here. His old man wasn’t a political person in any way; he thought the whole thing would all blow over quickly. “A fuss about nothing,” he insisted at first. “What do we even have here but snow and ice? By winter, the bastards will all have numb fingers and leave.” By then, Nordstrum was in his second year in engineering school in Oslo. Watching the house, his mind drifted to Anna-Lisette, his fiancée, in her last year of economics, with a face like a picture of the Sognefjord in May but a will of steel. In Oslo, many of the students donned the blue and yellow colors of the king. Patriotism raged like wildfire. Many looked to Nordstrum, who was strong and could handle himself in a fight and so was regarded as a kind of leader. “What about you, Kurt?” his fellow students asked. “You’ll be joining up as well, won’t you?”


“I don’t know,” he would reply. “Have you ever even shot a gun? Don’t be so quick to jump into uniform.”


Then the German flagship Blucher was sunk in the Oslofjord, and what was merely a threat became a full-out war.


Anna-Lisette went back to her home up north in Lillehammer. The Nazis weren’t anywhere near there yet. Nordstrum took her as far as he could on the train on his way to Narvik to fight.


“Please be safe, Kurt.” She held him close. “And smart. You always put others before yourself. In a war, that’ll only get you killed.”


“I promise,” Nordstrum said, making a little fun of her. “I will let the others do all the fighting for me.”


“I mean it, Kurt,” she said reprovingly, in her red and green reindeer sweater, her blond hair in braids. The Nazis had run easily through Poland, France, and the Netherlands. No one knew what was ahead of them. A ring of worry pooled in her blue eyes.


“Anna-Lisette, don’t be afraid.” Nordstrum brushed his hand against her cheek, more serious. “You don’t have to worry about me.”


“It’s not just me,” she said. She leaned over and kissed him, and pressed the baptism cross she wore around her neck into his hand. And then she was off the train at Lillehammer and he went on, leaning out between the cars and waving to her from the hand rail as it took him away, like some red-cheeked boy heading off to a soccer match, not to war. “I’ll be back for you!” he shouted, holding up her gift. They exchanged a few letters. By June she said the fighting was coming close to her; already there were Germans in the Gudbrandsdalen valley. It was August when he got word that a gruppenfuhrer’s car had been blown up on the road into town. Anna-Lisette was at the market when the German truck troop pulled up in the square. Soldiers jumped out, selecting townspeople at random. “You there! And you. Yes, miss, you.” Until they numbered forty. A proclamation was read aloud, then Anna-Lisette was put against a wall and shot, alongside thirty-nine of her townspeople. It was part of the new response to acts of sabotage against the Reich. And this time it was an act Nordstrum’s own unit had set up. He only found out what had happened much later.


Now, back on the road from Rjukan, Nordstrum saw lights coming toward him and then weave to the other side of the road. His father’s truck—the coughing old Opel that somehow continued to run, for even in war, it defied imagination how something so beat up could still be moving. Nordstrum’s heart sped up. The truck slowed, and Nordstrum almost made a move to follow it. It turned through his father’s gate and bounced along the rutted, unpaved road to the house.


From far away, Nordstrum watched the old man climb out. He looked older, of course, stooped a bit, maybe a bit wayward from the beer. In two years, he looked as if he’d aged ten. A man who once could ski thirty kilometers with barely a stop for water, and who could drop a reindeer from a hundred meters with a single shot. Nordstrum watched him collect some wood and load it into a kindling strap, push with his shoulder against the heavy wooden door to their house, which stuck for a moment as it always had, and head inside.


The coast seemed clear. Nordstrum stepped out of the shadows of his hiding place, about to cross the street.


But before he fully stepped into the light, a bolt of caution grabbed him and he ducked back against the wall.


A car came alive from down the road near the church and crept toward him. The crest of the Quisling NS party on its door. It slowed as it came up to his father’s road, and then stopped. His father was upstairs now; a light was on in the house. The shades were open and you could see him making his way around, dropping off the collected wood at the hearth, kneeling, stoking the flame. Two men stepped out of the car. The streetlight showed them in dark suits, the uniform of the Quisling police.


Nordstrum’s fists clenched into a ball.


They waited for a while, looking down toward the house. One of them whispered something to the other. The heavier one headed down the street, his footsteps clacking on the stone. The other remained by the car. Nordstrum’s hand found the Browning in his belt. He could take them both, he knew. No doubt of it. But his father would be the first casualty. And after his meeting today with Einar and what lay ahead for them both, that would not be wise.


So he remained huddled against the church. The one who had gone around the side came back and conferred a bit with his colleague watching the house. Nothing to report, they must have decided. They climbed back into their car and started the engine. Slowly, they passed the house, and, as if satisfied nothing was afoot, drove on.


Only then did Nordstrum remove his hand from his gun.


Inside, he saw a figure at the window. He was either watching the NS car—the old fox likely knew they were there—or, as he looked out, beyond them, to the street, something else.


On the Ibsen that he’d laid open on his father’s table, Nordstrum had left his school ring.


His father stood there, looking out, knowing exactly what it meant. As if he knew Nordstrum was still there. He made a brief wave with his hand; not so much a greeting, with any affection, merely enough to convey Move on, Kurt. It’s not safe here for you now.


Not now.


Then, with the slightest nod, he closed the shades.


Who knew what lay ahead? Nordstrum would be gone in the morning. He didn’t know if he would ever see the old man again. War came with that risk. Truth was, he didn’t even know if he would survive the next days himself.


He put up his collar and headed away from the wall, taking the long way back toward town, around the rectory, away from the road, through fields of snow. The biting wind knifed through his jacket. In his mind, Nordstrum felt the strangest sensation of being lifted up, a child again in his father’s arms, feeling the safety of his grip, then being put down into the large chair that was his father’s seat at the end of the table.


“A true man goes on until he can go no further, Kurt,” he heard his father say proudly, “and then he goes twice as far. Remember that.”


And he had.
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Two days later, in the town of Flekkefjord in southern Norway, the D/S Galtesund pulled away from the dock with three loud blasts of its horn.


On the wharf, in this quiet fishing village where the war seemed yet to have visited, people waved as the coastal steamer drifted into the fjord and came around. For thirty-five years, the Galtesund, at 620 tons, had chugged along at a max of thirteen knots, with a single smokestack and a crew of twenty. Like an old dog that knew its way home, it slowly chugged its way up Norway’s western coast to Kristiansand, Bergen, Trondheim, and Tromso, all the way to Hammerfest in the north, if the ice was free, and then reversed its route and made the long slog back to Oslo. It was a kind of maritime bus, dropping off vital supplies, businessmen, and families, a lifeline along the coast. There were two classes onboard, and twelve small staterooms for any willing to make a longer trip of it. Not exactly the Queen Mary, even the captain knew. But it damn well got there.


A few fishing vessels got out of its wake as it chugged up the narrow fjord.


Stavanger, the next stop. Four hours.


On the aft deck, Nordstrum, Einar, and Jens, along with two other men known to Einar, Odd and Lars, smoked in the freezing drizzle, waiting for the ship to clear the sight of land.


They had on everyday workmen’s clothes, as if heading to their jobs at the boatyards of Bergen or the gunnite mines of Tromso. They carried heavy satchels, which to anyone’s eye would appear to be their tools, a common practice in Norway; tools were passed on from father to son. In reality, the bags contained two Bren submachine guns with ammunition clips, several handguns, and a handheld radio. Despite the Occupation, there were still large parts of Norway that went on as if the war had not touched them. And this was one. The boat was filled with happy families and regular folk just traveling up the coast. No sign of soldiers or police onboard. Just the crew.


“So far so good.” Einar gave a nod to Nordstrum, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.


Nordstrum flicked his cigarette into the water. “Let’s hope it continues.”


An hour later, they had cleared the mouth of the fjord and were steaming up the coast at thirteen knots, barely in sight of land. Nordstrum had sized up the crew. A few young merchantmen just going about their jobs. Nothing to worry about. A few more were grizzled veterans. Family men. And the captain. Nordstrum watched him as they readied for sea. Smoking a pipe in his blue uniform with a gray beard and weathered blue eyes. Nordstrum pegged him as the type who would not roll over easily. Happily, they hadn’t seen sight of anyone military on board. If they had, they would have had to dispose of them. But you never knew; knew how far someone would go to protect the passengers. Or—be it with Quisling or the king—where their sympathies lay?


An hour out of Stavanger, they chugged along, as much in the North Sea as along the southwest coast.


It was time.


The men looked to Nordstrum, who flicked another cigarette into the sea. “Let’s go, boys.”


Jens opened his tool bag and hid a Bren under his peacoat. He slipped another to Lars. Nordstrum took his Browning. They kicked the bags beneath a bench. Lars went to the third-class cafeteria, where the bulk of the passengers gathered. Nordstrum and Einar climbed to the foredeck and headed to the bridge. Jens and Odd slipped inside a poop door and headed to the engine room.


On the bridge deck, Nordstrum and Einar took one last, quick glance at each other, then opened the side door and went in. The captain was drinking a coffee and looked up, surprised. The first mate was plotting the course. A third officer, who handled the radio, was scribbling at some kind of word puzzle.


“We have a request, Captain,” Nordstrum said.


“No passengers on the bridge.” The captain waved them off. The radioman quickly leaped up to bar their way. “We’re behind in time. We have a schedule to maintain.”


“We understand you have a schedule. It’s just, I’m afraid you’re about to be delayed even further,” Nordstrum said.


They removed their guns from underneath their jackets. Einar stepped back and pointed the Bren at all of them. Nordstrum announced, “In the name of the king, we’re seizing control of your ship.”


“My ship . . . ?” The captain put down his mug and stood up defiantly. “What do you mean, seizing control?”


“I’m afraid we won’t be stopping at Stavanger any longer. We’re diverting. Navigator, please put in a new destination.”


“New destination?” The captain glared back. “What in hell are you talking about? New destination where?”


“A bit off your regular headings,” Nordstrum said. “Due west. Aberdeen.”


“Aberdeen?” The captain’s eyes bolted wide. “Aberdeen’s in Scotland! Are you mad? That’s a two-day journey. We barely have enough fuel aboard to make Trondheim. Besides, when the Germans get wind of our course they’ll blow us out of the sea. Even if we could make twice our speed, we won’t make it halfway.”


“May I use the radio then?” Einar asked the befuddled radioman, who glanced toward the captain.


“Radio?” the captain said. “The frequencies are monitored by the Germans day and night. Isn’t that right, Svorson?”


“It is, sir,” the seaman in headsets answered.


“Well, let me have a try then. Who knows, my frequencies may bring better luck. We’ll have an escort as soon as we clear Norwegian waters.”


“An escort? In the name of the king, you say . . . ?”


“You’re a patriot, aren’t you?” Nordstrum asked. “You’re not a Quisling?”


“Quisling?” The captain’s bushy eyebrows rose. “I fought in the last war with the Danes against the Huns. I’m no collaborator. But king be damned” —he glared— “this is still piracy. If we’re caught, you’ll all be hanged. If we’re not blown apart first.”


Nordstrum leveled his gun, a sign for the radioman to get up from his chair. “There’s no time to argue, Captain. It’s Knudson, right?”


The captain nodded tentatively. “Aye. Knudson.”


“Well, Captain Knudson, either take the wheel, or you can spend the rest of the journey in your quarters. With your crew locked in their mess.”


“There’s a hundred and forty passengers on this ship to worry about, and keep safe.” He refused to budge.


“And we intend no harm to any of them,” Nordstrum assured him. “Or the crew.” He picked up the intercom and went to hand it to him. “Change of course, Captain. Tell the engine room full speed ahead. Due west.”


“They won’t accept it. I promise you.” He didn’t move.


“And I think they will, sir. In fact, two of my men are down there persuading them right now.”


Eyeing him defiantly, Knudson took the handset from Nordstrum and muttered under his breath, “You realize we’ll all be dead by nightfall. . . .” He pressed the intercom button and contacted the engine room. “Sven, this is the captain. You have a visitor down there?”


“Aye, Captain. Two. And armed. What’s going on?”


“They say we’re to go full speed ahead with a change of course.” The captain read them their new bearings, his hard, sea-gray eyes locked on Nordstrum, as if telling him, This will end in disaster. You’ll see. The engineer in the engine room seemed to question him at first, then finally responded, “Did you say due west, Captain?”


“Aye. West.” He spat. “And with all you have.” He put the handset back in its place.


“I’m afraid, sir, the crew will have to be kept under lock,” Nordstrum said. “Other than what it takes to man the engine room, and those in food service, of course. For the comfort of the passengers. I’m sure you understand. Now take the wheel.” Nordstrum directed him to it.


The captain didn’t move.


“Take the wheel, sir.” Nordstrum pulled back the hammer on his gun. “Or you can be certain, I will.”


Slowly, with a kind of gruff but helpless glance that read, I hope to God you know what the hell you’re doing, Knudson put his hand around the ship’s wheel and spun it left. The Galtesund, with a loud start from its engines, made a sweeping turn away from the mainland.


Maybe a few people on deck noticed the change.


“One more thing,” Nordstrum said to the captain. “It will make the rest of the voyage far more relaxing on everyone’s part. . . .”


“And what is that?”


“I believe the ship’s weapons are in your quarters, kept under lock and key. I’m sure you’ll entrust the keys to my colleague here. And now,” he handed the captain the handset, “if you would make an announcement to the passengers to let them know what is going on.”


Knudson took the handset and gave Nordstrum a defiant glare. “They’re never going to let us leave, you know. That you can be certain of.”
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The next day. German Coastal Command, Bergen, Norway.




Artillery Major Klaus Freyn was relieving himself in his private bathroom at the Norwegian Air Defenses when he heard the knock on his office door. “A minute, please,” he called out, squeezing the last from his aching bladder. Whatever condition he’d been suffering from these past six weeks had not improved a bit with these useless antibiotics they had prescribed for him. This was the fifth time he’d had to go today, and it was only 2 P.M. He winced as pain knifed through his groin. “Just be patient. I’ll be right there.”


As the officer in charge of the coastal command, Freyn’s job was to oversee the radar and coastal reconnaissance network on the North Sea sector, sweeping for enemy aircraft on potential bombing missions or the first signs of coastal assault—an impossible task, he knew, since the coastline of this frigid country was as irregular and unrelenting as his kidneys. His job was to identify any intrusion and scramble the Luftwaffe or a destroyer to repel the threat. Or, if the urgency was greater, alert German Military Control in Oslo. To this point, other than twice for a drill, in the year he had had this job Freyn had not had to make a single call.


He flushed, ran tap water over his hands, straightened his fly, and stepped out of the toilet. Lieutenant Holm, who oversaw the radar room, stood at Freyn’s desk.


“I am sorry, Herr Major,” the lieutenant said, “but it’s urgent.”


“Nature, my apologies, Lieutenant,” Freyn grunted, even though he was well aware his staff privately laughed about how much time he spent occupied. He motioned with his fingers for the report. “What do you have?”


“One of our planes has spotted a ship, apparently a Norwegian coastal steamer,” the aide announced. “The Galtesund. It was due in Stavanger yesterday afternoon, but never arrived.”


“The Galtesund.” Freyn took a seat at his desk. “Spotted where, you say?” He looked over the paper routinely. A coastal steamer, urgent? Who in their right mind even cared?


“Fifty-six point five longitude north, three point five latitude east . . .” The lieutenant read off the coordinates.


“And that would put it . . . ?” Freyn glanced toward the map, sucking in his bladder and wincing.


“That would put it precisely here.” The lieutenant placed his finger on a spot. “Directly in the middle of the North Sea, sir.”


“The North Sea?” Freyn stood up.


“That is correct, Major. And heading due west, according to our plane. At thirteen knots. To this point, they’ve ignored all radio warnings to turn around. By the looks of it, it appears to be making a run for it.”


“A run for it . . . ?” The lieutenant had Freyn’s attention now and he turned to the map on the wall. “A run for where?”


“The only possible answer is for England, I believe, Major.”


A knot rose up in Freyn’s gut, the irritation in his bladder suddenly a million kilometers away. He took hold of his phone. “Give me German Military Command. General Graebner’s office. In Oslo.”


“General Graebner, sir?” the attendant replied with surprise.


“Graebner, yes, and quickly, Corporal!” He turned back to Lieutenant Holm. “What is the weather in the North Sea at those bearings?”


Holm paged through his report. “Clouds at two thousand meters, it appears. But weather is approaching fast.”


“And do we have any ships in the area that can intercept?”


“I am told no, Herr Major. The closest destroyer is the Z32. And it is over three hundred nautical kilometers to the south.”


Freyn looked again at the map. He plotted the approximate position of the coastal steamer. And then the destroyer. It was 560 nautical kilometers from Bergen to Scotland. If Freyn was anything, he was prepared. At fifteen knots, England was only a day and a half away. They’d never catch it. He pushed back the pain. What would a coastal passenger steamer be doing in the middle of the North Sea?


From outside his office, his attendant called, “General Graebner on the line, sir.”


Freyn picked up. Graebner was in charge of all Norwegian air defenses. “Herr General, good day to you. We seem to have an event here, a civilian coastal steamer that is making a run for, of all places, England . . .” He explained the situation, as well as the likelihood that it could never be caught. “I don’t know, sir. I have no idea why a coastal passenger ship would be making a dash for England.”


The senior officer quickly barked his commands in Freyn’s ear.


Freyn drew back at the command. “You are certain, sir?” he asked, and just as quickly, the order was confirmed. “Then it will be done, Herr General. I will inform you as soon as I have news.” He put down the phone, ashen, staring blankly past Holm to the map.


“Sink it,” he said to his lieutenant.


“Sink it, sir?” The junior officer looked dumbfounded.


“You heard me, Lieutenant. Call Luftwaffe command in Bergen on my orders and order the ship to be sunk.”


“Herr Major, may I remind you the Galtesund is a civilian vessel and likely filled with nonmilitary passengers. Whoever has commandeered it, may I suggest we at least give it proper warning and then—”


“Did you not understand my orders, Lieutenant?” Freyn shot back. Personally, he didn’t give a shit if the ship made it all the way to fucking America. His only real care was that the pain in his bladder would soon give him some relief. But orders were orders. And he had covered himself appropriately. “Radio our planes to sink the ship.” Freyn handed back the report.


“Yes, Herr Major.” The lieutenant reluctantly nodded and headed for the door.


“And Holm . . .”


The junior officer turned at the door.


“Make no attempt to rescue any passengers on board.”
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Somewhere in the North Sea. Second day at sea.




The first night on the ship passed uneventfully, as did the following morning. Nordstrum and his co-conspirators sequestered most of the crew belowdecks, allowing only those roles that the captain insisted were essential to the running of the ship to be performed. The passengers were in a state of distress, of course. Afraid. Angry. There were business appointments that had been missed, families that were expecting them at Stavanger and Bergen who were now without word, not to mention the extreme danger they were being put in. The whispering among the passengers was that there was no way the Germans would allow them to go without force. That resistance fighters, however justified in their cause, were putting everyone at risk, even children, families, to make their own escape.


But what other choice was there? Nordstrum asked himself. Explain to everyone on board that there was a purpose to what he and his men were doing that was far more critical to the war than all their private concerns?


No, there was no other way, he knew. Or any reasonable alternative. They had done what needed to be done. This was war. They had to get this film to England. He felt certain that the Germans would allow the boat to return once he and his men had left.


He pressed the captain to push his speed to twenty knots.


“Twenty knots? We’ll run out of coal before we get halfway.”


That morning, two planes were spotted in the eastern sky, black war crosses unmistakable on their wings. People pointed in alarm. “They’ve found us! You’ll kill us all,” they appealed to anyone with a gun. One or two stopped Nordstrum on deck. “You know what will happen. The Germans will never let us leave.”


“There are families on board,” others protested worriedly, “not soldiers. What of them?”


Einar kept at it on the radio to England, begging for air support, constantly transmitting their position. But scrambling a squadron of planes to escort a civilian ship required approval from higher-ups, and that took time. Even with a cargo as important as theirs was, which could not be explained over the radio.


“So where is your escort now?” the captain spat accusingly, with a nervous eye to the German planes as well. They kept their gazes peeled as, high above them, the fighters circled the ship not once, but twice.


Then, as if by some miracle, they disappeared.


People cheered. Maybe the Nazis had let them go after all. But Aberdeen was still close to 300 kilometers away. And every one of them would be fraught with danger.


Hours passed. The skies remained clear. “How are we on fuel?” Nordstrum asked the captain on the bridge.


“You see these seas . . .” the captain replied. Indeed, they had grown heavier. Waves now crashed against the Galtesund’s sides. “And the winds are coming from the northwest. Right into our faces. They’re up to twenty knots. We’re not equipped for this. We’re down to less than half fuel.”


Less than half. . . Nordstrum did his own calculations and realized, at their present speed, they’d better get into the safety of English waters soon or they would be sitting ducks. And they certainly weren’t about to outrace anyone, if it came to such a thing.


“Keep radioing,” he said to Einar. “Tell them it’s imperative we get an escort.”


“You think you’re all heroes, don’t you?” The captain glared at them, brimming with contempt. “But it’s not so heroic, if you ask me, putting innocent lives at risk, so you can do what, flee the Nazis and avoid capture?”


“That’s not at all what this is about.” Nordstrum defended his actions as best he could. But he could not tell the captain any more. “And in war, innocents are all at risk.”


“Then what is it, mind you? Don’t get me wrong, we all respect those who stood up and fought the Nazis. But in my thinking, true Norwegians go out of their way to protect their fellow countrymen’s lives. Not put them in peril. That’s what separates us from these . . .” The word he held on the tip of his tongue, but did not say, was “savages.” Nordstrum could feel it. “That’s what makes us Norwegian.”


“We’re carrying something that needs to be put into the right hands,” Nordstrum finally said, as much as he was prepared to divulge. “Something very important to the war. And those hands are in England, unfortunately.”
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