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  PROLOGUE




  North Norway, January 1945




  The night was cold and brilliantly clear. You could see for miles: peak after peak of ice-mountains rose into the dome of the sky, jagged crystal teeth squeezed between the

  deep inroads of the jet-black fiords.




  High in the mountains the near-full moon cast long shadows and lit the snow with transparent brilliance so that visibility was particularly good. Which was just as well for the two young men who

  were making a quick but properly cautious descent of the mountain known by the Lappish name of Goalsvarre.




  At 4,230 feet the peak was not the highest in the Lyngen Alps – there were several higher, many of which were tantalizingly unclimbed – but Goalsvarre was close to the village of

  Lyngseidet and convenient for the bus and ferry ride back to Tromso.




  Most people, had they known of this expedition, would have considered it foolish. It was irresponsible enough to go mountaineering in the depths of a winter night, but to do so when the place

  was thick with Germans was asking for trouble.




  But no one did know. And even if they had, the young men would have argued that winter was the best time to go mountaineering – the snow was firm and powdery – and that at sixty-nine

  degrees north, well within the Arctic Circle, the long hours of darkness at this time of year made night climbing more or less unavoidable.




  And as for the Germans – well, the Occupation had lasted five years and if one waited for it to end one might wait for ever.




  The descent of the upper slopes went smoothly and by seven in the morning they had regained their camp on a bluff below the main ridge and were eating a spartan breakfast. They made desultory

  but contented conversation. It had been a good hard climb and they had done it in record time with the minimum of equipment.




  Taking to their skis, they began the descent of the lower slopes. The moon was setting but the snow was vibrant with reflected starlight. Above the northern peaks the polar sky flickered with

  the ghostly radiance of the northern lights.




  As always, Hal led and Jan followed. They travelled in silence; there was no need to speak. It was enough to hear the soft hiss of the skis on the virgin snow, and the resonant hush of the

  frosty air.




  A frozen lake discharged into an equally frozen stream, its course discernible only by a slight depression in the thick snow. As the young men followed it downward Lyngenfiord began to open out

  before them, a narrow black gash between the glistening mountains.




  Hal gestured and they came to a stop.




  From deep in the fiord rose a low hum. The two listened for a moment then skied on until they could see across the distant water to where Route 50, the German Army-built north–south

  highway, snaked its way tortuously down the far shore of the fiord. They paused again and stared, transfixed by the sight of a procession of glimmering pinpricks of light creeping slowly

  southward.




  ‘Retreat?’ Jan asked, unable to keep the excitement out of his voice.




  ‘This far, anyway,’ Hal said cautiously.




  ‘But surely they’ll keep going. They’re bound to.’




  ‘Well . . .’ Hal said doubtfully. ‘It’ll depend on the Russians.’




  ‘That’s what I mean. The Russians’ll chase them out!’




  Hal was silent for a moment. ‘I hope so,’ he murmured finally.




  The German 20th Mountain Army had been on the retreat from the Russian border for two months, dragging themselves across Finland and the top of Norway to this, the Lyngenfiord. During the

  retreat along the Arctic coast, the German Army had been pursuing a ruthless scorched-earth policy, evacuating civilians, burning towns and villages, destroying livestock. For weeks evacuees had

  been arriving in Tromso by coastal steamer, many of them to be sent further south. Now over a hundred thousand German soldiers of the 18th and 36th Mountain Corps were encamped at Lyngen.




  Hal tried to imagine what this retreat must have cost the Germans, floundering first through the forests and lakeland of northern Finland then across the vast emptiness of the high plateau until

  they reached this, the deeply indented coastline of northern Norway – and all in the depths of winter, on primitive roads that were often closed by avalanche and drift snow. And with the

  Russian Army on their heels.




  It must surely rank as one of the most difficult retreats ever undertaken. Hal knew how impossible it was to move a heavily equipped army quickly, even in ideal conditions; at the age of twelve

  he’d had a taste for military history, and had read his way through a detailed account of the Napoleonic Wars. For a while he’d even wanted to be a soldier. But then at fourteen

  he’d discovered the glory of the mountains, and that had spoilt him for everything else.




  Now he was almost eighteen and his old ambition to be a soldier had returned. Like every other boy of his age he wanted to get hold of a decent weapon and have a shot at the Germans and force

  them to get out of Norway.




  But would the Russians come? There were rumours: it was said the Russians were already deep within the northernmost province of Norway, named Finnmark, and advancing fast on Lyngen. But

  Hal doubted it. No army would risk getting trapped on this coast, hemmed in by the fiords and open sea on the one side and the mountains on the other.




  No: the Russians would hold off. And the Germans, having abandoned Finnmark, would stay here at Lyngen until the bitter end.




  ‘Come,’ he said to Jan, and they refastened their hoods and adjusted their gloves and set off once more.




  As they continued downward the night retreated a little and the outlines of the mountains lost their sharpness and became soft and blue-tinged as the winter day, which would grow to no more than

  a dim twilight, glimmered slowly to life.




  Lyngseidet came into view beneath them. Pausing, they looked down. The small village on the edge of Lyngenfiord was choked with German vehicles that hadn’t been there the previous

  evening.




  ‘Better keep clear,’ Hal said.




  They turned away from the village and headed towards a pass through the mountains. This led to a small fiord called Kjosen, a finger of water that almost dissected the forty-mile-long Lyngen

  peninsula. A narrow snow-packed road led over the pass towards the Tromso ferry. Even this road, though far from busy, had more traffic than usual.




  Hal decided it would be risky to take the bus, even if it was running, which was doubtful. Their papers were in order, but with all this activity the guards at the checkpoints might be

  over-zealous and ask questions about the unusual amount of food and survival gear in their rucksacks. The guards were always on the lookout for young men fleeing over the mountains to Sweden to

  avoid Arbeidstjenesten – known as AT – the so-called ‘labour service’ introduced by the Quisling government in a thinly disguised attempt to force Norwegians into

  the German Army.




  Hal led the way down into the pass and, when it was safe to do so, on across the snow-packed road and up the opposite slope. Keeping high above the road and the checkpoints, they made their way

  along the mountainside, parallel to the road, until the pass was left behind and Kjosen Fiord lay below and to their left, a dark gash between the steep blue-lit slopes. Along the shore an

  occasional farm nestled darkly in the snow, the windows blacked out, the buildings dead-looking.




  The hillside got steeper. Hal looked up, trying to remember the formation of the hidden upper slopes. There was a hanging glacier, he knew, and at least one deep snow-filled gully: avalanche

  country.




  Finally they were forced to descend on to a gentler slope covered with sparse birch scrub. The road was now only a hundred yards away. Occasionally a German military vehicle sped past, throwing

  up clouds of snow but, screened by the scrub, the two skiers remained unnoticed, striding along in the long sliding gait of practised cross-country skiers.




  A valley opened out to the right. They curved into its mouth to distance themselves from the road.




  Suddenly Hal stopped dead so that Jan almost ran into him. Motionless, they listened. The air was very still. For several moments the silence was deep and unbroken. Then a muffled sound floated

  across the snow.




  A human voice.




  Hal stiffened. He saw them now: a group of skiers about half a mile away, coming straight for them on a reciprocal course. There were six of them, uniformly dressed in white parkas with rifles

  slung over their shoulders: a German patrol. And travelling fast.




  Why ski-troops should be down by this road Hal couldn’t imagine, but they were. And there would be no escaping them.




  It would be best to look casual and unconcerned when first seen. With a sigh of resignation and anger, Hal gestured to Jan and led the way forward again.




  Just as it seemed the patrol must spot them, the leading soldier halted and trained his binoculars up the narrow side-valley. He appeared to see something for, with a sudden movement, he grabbed

  his rifle and put it to his shoulder. Then, just as abruptly, he lowered it again and, beckoning excitedly to his men, led the way into the valley, skiing briskly.




  The opportunity was too good to miss. The moment the patrol was gone Hal and Jan thrust rapidly forward in a rapid kick-glide movement that was almost a run, and crossed quickly behind the

  disappearing Germans.




  As he ran Hal glanced sideways. The reason for the soldiers’ excitement was now clear. High in the head of the valley were two black dots, plainly visible in the blue light. Men on skis.

  Climbing slowly up the steep slope at the head of the valley, like two ants on a white wall.




  Reaching the comparative safety of a thick clump of birch at the far side of the valley mouth, the two young men paused.




  Jan whispered: ‘Who can they be?’




  Hal gave a shrug. The two figures couldn’t be Lapps – the Lapps were miles inland on the plateau at this time of year – and they weren’t likely to be mountaineers –

  it wasn’t exactly a popular sport. They were probably AT evaders. Hal wished there was something they could do to help, but short of sidetracking the patrol and getting themselves arrested or

  shot in the process, there was nothing to be done.




  The Germans had now reached the head of the valley and were striking up a deep gully, climbing awkwardly and slowly. It was hard to be sure from such a distance, but to Hal’s eyes the

  gully looked heavy with drifts, bulges and hummocks of snow. Some distance above the gully was a steep snowfield, with a thick cover of snow, smooth as a cake topping, which gleamed ice-blue in the

  late-morning twilight.




  The gully looked tricky but it was nothing to the snowfield. That looked wildly unstable. Only fools or men untrained for these mountains would have chosen that route.




  But the two black dots higher on the mountain knew their stuff all right, for they had bypassed the gully and were now making short work of a ridge well to the side of the pregnant snowfield.

  Soon they would reach the safety of the high mountains. Hal put up a silent cheer.




  Halfway up the gully the soldiers were making heavy weather of their climb. They had slowed down visibly and the leader was stationary, as if undecided about the route ahead.




  Suddenly the silence was broken by the distant sound of a shot, echoing once, faintly, through the valley.




  Hal stiffened, thinking: They’re mad.




  There was a long and deathly silence.




  Another shot rang out, reverberated once, feebly, and was quickly absorbed by the snow.




  Jan gasped audibly.




  A small puff of white had appeared at one side of the snowfield. Slowly, almost leisurely, more delicate puffballs ballooned out, like cannon smoke from a broadside.




  The sound came seconds later, a low rumbling of distant thunder. Denser clouds blossomed out from the bottom of the snowfield which lay curiously pristine and untouched in the centre. Yet this

  was an illusion, for the whole face was in fact sliding, the bottom already voiding itself like some vast ponderous waterfall, a white cataract disgorging tons and tons of compacted snow into the

  gully beneath.




  The surface of the snowfield cracked and heaved and segmented, and was slowly obscured by the billowing snow which rose up and outward in a vast cloud.




  The six soldiers below seemed rooted to the spot. Then, as if at a signal, they moved at once, racing down the gully in jerky zigzags like insects fleeing a fire. Two figures collided and one

  fell. The others pressed on, their progress in the heavy snow painfully slow.




  It was a race that couldn’t be won. The avalanche poured remorselessly into the gully. Hal winced as the dense white cloud engulfed the first man and the next and the next, until four had

  been overcome. For a moment it seemed that the last two might escape – they appeared to be keeping ahead of the advancing wall – but then they too were enveloped in the rumbling

  cloud.




  A German Army truck passed by on the road behind. It did not stop.




  It was a full two minutes before the last thundering echo died away. A pall of blue cloud hung in the valley like morning mist.




  Hal and Jan exchanged brief glances. They both knew what the other was thinking. Had the buried men been Norwegians they would have gone for help and tried to dig them out. But it was impossible

  to feel pity for Germans. It had been a long war and few families had suffered more than Hal’s. In 1941 his elder brother had been lost at sea in a torpedoed cargo ship and a year later his

  father had been deported to Germany.




  Without a word they turned away.




  Hal set off at a smart pace: the sooner they were clear of the scene the better. In the absence of anyone to blame, the Germans would doubtless arrest them.




  Jan made an exclamation and, calling to Hal, gestured back up the valley. Following his gaze, Hal saw with surprise that the two fugitives had reappeared. Their tiny figures were heading

  downhill again, back into the valley.




  Jan raised his eyebrows questioningly at Hal.




  Hal thought for a long moment. ‘They might need help.’




  His words hung heavily on the air. If the men were wanted by the Germans the risks would be considerable. The penalties ranged from deportation to a forced labour camp to a bullet in the

  head.




  There was no discussion. Hal and Jan turned and skied into the valley. A short way up the valley they stopped and waited in the cover of a thicket of dwarf birch.




  The figures had reached the lower slopes at the head of the valley. But instead of hurrying towards the valley mouth, they made a long traverse, heading for the vast pile of avalanched snow at

  the foot of the gully. Halting on top of the white burial mound, they went first one way then the other, as if searching for something.




  After a while they seemed to find what they were seeking, for one moved across to the other and they both crouched in the snow. They remained in the same spot for some time, and Hal thought he

  could see them digging.




  Finally, after a good five minutes, the two figures stood up, their task apparently completed, and began to ski down the valley.




  Hal let them get quite close before emerging from the thicket.




  The two men stopped dead. One slid an automatic weapon quickly off his shoulder.




  Hal called a casual: ‘Good morning.’




  There was a long silence, then: ‘Who are you?’




  ‘Friends.’




  They murmured to each other then moved cautiously forward until the four of them stood face to face. The two strangers were hooded and muffled, but Hal could see from their eyes that they were

  young, roughly his own age, he guessed.




  Hal decided on the direct approach. ‘We saw what happened. We thought you might need help.’




  The taller of the two pulled the hood down from his mouth. ‘Help? You could say that. You could tell us how to get out of this place!’




  ‘Where are you going?’




  There was a pause while the tall one eyed Hal thoughtfully. He seemed to make up his mind. ‘North.’




  Hal blinked with a mixture of alarm and admiration. Only desperate men would try such a thing. The new German lines would be almost impenetrable. And even if they got through they’d have

  to run the gauntlet of the demolition squads before they could hope to reach the relative safety of the Russian lines.




  ‘Not easy,’ Hal said.




  The tall one gave a short harsh laugh, the sound uncomfortably loud in the silent valley. ‘Well, we know that, my friend!’




  Hal flushed. Recovering quickly, he tried to think. ‘All I could do is direct you to a place where there are boats. Someone might be able to take you a few miles up the coast, past the

  lines. Though it’s an awful risk.’




  The two exchanged glances. ‘We’ll give it a try,’ said the second one. ‘Anything’s better than freezing up there.’ He indicated the mountains.




  ‘We need food, too,’ said the tall one. ‘As much as you can find.’ It was the request of someone accustomed to getting what he wanted.




  ‘You’re welcome to what we’ve got,’ Hal offered solemnly.




  Another German vehicle passed along the distant road. Aware that both the fugitives had highly visible automatic weapons over their shoulders, Hal added urgently, ‘We must get away from

  here.’




  He led the way out of the valley and along the side of the fiord, keeping as high above the road as possible. Finally the narrow strip of lowland by the shore opened out into a wide flat plain

  and, hugging the edge of the mountain, they curved away from the road until safely out of view of passing vehicles. They stopped and made camp, waiting for the cover of the deepening afternoon

  twilight.




  The two fugitives ate ravenously, consuming all Hal and Jan’s remaining rations. While they ate Hal examined them. They were both about eighteen, he guessed; twenty at the most. The taller

  one had a handsome face, with regular features, a thatch of thick yellow-blond hair and vivid blue eyes. But what one noticed most was his taut energy: a sort of driving force that commanded

  attention. He talked in great bursts, as if his energy could barely be contained, and his eyes were charged with a restlessness which only fell away when he laughed; then he seemed exhilarated,

  almost euphoric.




  His friend, who was dark with a pleasant round face, was altogether quieter, appearing strangely unaffected by the day’s events.




  They didn’t offer an explanation of how they had arrived in Lyngen or where they had come from, and Hal didn’t ask. But their accent was not a local one. It was from further south,

  though Hal couldn’t place it exactly.




  It was Jan who asked: ‘Have you come far?’




  The first one shot his friend a warning glance, but too late to prevent him from saying: ‘Trondheim.’




  There was an awkward pause, then the conversation switched to the avalanche. The two strangers discussed it with great amusement, even pride. With a slight shock Hal suddenly realized that it

  was they, and not the Germans, who had fired the shots. He stared at them, slightly awestruck. Finally he asked: ‘You meant to start the avalanche?’




  ‘Well, we didn’t mean to, exactly. But we certainly caused it!’ said the tall one. He gave a brittle laugh, his blue eyes sharp and shrewd, and Hal had the feeling that he had

  known exactly what he was doing with those shots. ‘We did well out of it too,’ he added. He patted the sub-machine-gun propped against the rucksack beside him. ‘A

  Schmeisser,’ he said proudly. ‘Now we have one each.’




  ‘And ammo, and a knife, and new gloves, and goggles, and a warm fleece-lined cap!’ his friend added, pulling article after article out of his rucksack.




  ‘And look at this,’ the tall one boasted, producing a pair of field glasses, rubber-jacketed and overpainted with flaking white paint. ‘The Germans are very good at making

  binoculars. They make the best lenses in the world, did you know that?’ He put the glasses to his eyes and twiddled with the focus. ‘Excellent!’




  Hal wasn’t so sure this booty was excellent at all. He murmured: ‘If they catch you with it . . .’




  The tall one gave his short snorty laugh. ‘If we’re caught, we’re dead anyway!’




  Hal wondered what they had done that was so serious. As if reading his thoughts, the tall one indicated his friend and said: ‘He beat up an officer, I – ’ he

  paused – ‘I executed one of their lot!’ He said it with a bright mocking smile, as if he didn’t care a damn, but his quick eyes darted straight to Hal’s face,

  searching for a reaction.




  There was a moment’s silence. Hal was meant to be impressed, he realized, but he could only feel a stab of concern. When one of their number was killed the Germans always exacted terrible

  reprisals, executing dozens of civilians – sometimes even women and children.




  The tall one sensed his dismay. ‘Sometimes these things have to be done,’ he said defensively. ‘We did everyone a favour, believe me. We’re heroes back home. Or at least

  I hope so!’ He laughed again. The sound was sharp and discordant in the silence. No one spoke. After a while the two strangers settled back in the snow and dozed. Hal and Jan kept watch until

  gathering clouds brought an early darkness. Waking the sleeping men, they packed up and set off again.




  Luck was with them: the cloud thickened and they were able to travel across the flatlands with little fear of being seen.




  Hal led them along the wide shore of Ullsfiord until they were safely past the checkpoint at the ferry link to Tromso. Then he explained the way to the isolated settlement where they might find

  a boat.




  ‘One favour,’ the tall one said to Hal.




  ‘If I can.’




  ‘Your skis. You see, one of my bindings is almost off. I can’t fix it without tools, but it wouldn’t take a moment in a workshop. You don’t mind, do you? I’ll

  return them or at least repay you – I promise. Though I can’t say when!’




  Hal’s face fell in the darkness. His skis were new. It had taken him two years to get hold of some seasoned spruce and hickory, and another year to persuade the local ski-maker to make the

  skis to Hal’s own design: spruce upper with laminated hickory sole; narrow and very fast. They had proved to be everything Hal had hoped they would be, and more.




  ‘You can’t fix yours?’ he asked, hoping for a miracle.




  ‘Afraid not. And we’ve a long way to go.’




  Hal sighed inwardly and, wishing he didn’t mind quite so much, bent down to remove his skis. He thrust them quickly into the other man’s hand and took the damaged ones in

  exchange.




  The tall one murmured to his friend in the darkness: ‘Yours all right, Petter?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The four of them parted, shaking hands gravely in the darkness.




  On impulse Hal said, ‘If for any reason you can’t get away and you find yourselves in Tromso, ask for the Starheim house.’




  ‘Thanks,’ said the tall one in the distant tone of someone who never expects to have to take up an offer. And then the two of them were gone, and Hal and Jan turned back along the

  path to the ferry and the faint hope of a bus ride home.




  Two days later the news flew around Tromso: a boat had been stolen from Ullsfiord the previous night and gunfire had been heard in the fiord.




  No one knew anything more. But in Hal’s imagination it was only too horrifyingly obvious: the two boys had been captured and were already in Gestapo headquarters in Tromso. The memory of

  his father’s incarceration in the grey forbidding building on Bankgata was still vivid in his mind. It was said that everyone thrown into its notorious cells talked in the end.




  His friends on Ullsfiord would be betrayed and punished – probably executed.




  But those fears were nothing to what he felt when he remembered he’d told the two young men his family name. His name!




  He couldn’t believe what a fool he’d been. His mother, his sister, himself – they would all be taken and shot.




  Two days passed with agonizing slowness. Then another day, and another. Still the Gestapo did not come. Neither was there news of any arrests at Ullsfiord.




  Gradually Hal began to hope. Perhaps, despite everything, the two boys had got away.




  After a month he finally allowed himself to relax and, far from minding about the loss of his lovely new skis, grew quite fond of the other pair. Not that they were any use: quite apart from the

  damaged binding, one ski had a long crack down the length of the grain.




  Had the fellow known about the crack when he suggested the swap? Probably. But in a strange way Hal didn’t mind. In the same position he liked to think he would have had the nerve to do

  the same thing himself.




  On examining the skis closely he saw that something had been carved into the tips then scratched out. From time to time he made desultory attempts to decipher the markings.




  Then, several months after the German capitulation, when no harm could possibly come from knowing, he took a soft pencil and thin paper and did a rubbing.




  Initials, faint but distinguishable.




  R. B.




  After that Hal put the skis in the cellar and forgot about them. Only now and again, when he was climbing in the Lyngen Alps or passing the insignificant valley off the Tromso–Lyngseidet

  road, did he wonder about the skis’ owner and whether he had got through.




  He still liked to think that he had. But, on consideration, he thought not. The Russians had stopped short many miles to the north-east. It would have been an impossibly long journey across the

  devastation of Finnmark, and without supplies in the harshness of Arctic January.




  No, the fellow probably hadn’t made it. Hal was sorry.




  







  PART ONE




  February 1960




  







  ONE




  The major pulled up the hood of his parka and stepped out into the night. The cold snapped him awake as he’d hoped it would and, though his body was still warm from

  sleep, he stamped his feet and clasped his gloved hands to get his circulation moving.




  He wandered idly away from the hut. It was four in the morning, but the dawn, such as it was, wouldn’t come for a long time. Even then the day would be over almost before it had begun.

  What a godforsaken place this was! Too remote and lonely for his taste. Even the cold felt different – harsher, unforgiving, like the landscape.




  The north had a sort of fascination, of course – he wouldn’t be a good Norwegian if he didn’t believe that – and on a night like this he had to admit that it had a stark,

  if severe, beauty.




  The air was astonishingly clear. The outlines of the surrounding hills and distant mountains were hard-rimmed against the night sky. To one side the main body of the camp lay quiet, dark except

  for the perimeter lights and sentry posts, the huts clearly outlined against the soft reflections of the snow. Below, he could just make out the rough winter road from the Arctic coast running up

  the floor of the valley, a ribbon of white through the sparse birch wood. The road was, of course, quite devoid of traffic. It continued southward past the camp until, somewhere deep in the

  interior, it rose clear of hills and trees and disappeared into the wilderness of the plateau.




  The major had never been on to the plateau. On the rare occasions when he came up here to Finnmark he went straight to some garrison or military installation on the coast. It was such a distance

  – the best part of a thousand miles from Oslo to the Arctic coast of north Norway – and travel was so difficult and very time-consuming that, once his business was finished, he usually

  wasted no time in getting back.




  He shivered and checked the time: 0410. Five minutes to the weather forecast and forty-five minutes to the off. He stamped about for another minute then went back into the hut to see what was

  going on.




  In the mess the two travellers and their driver were eating breakfast, talking quietly. The major did not join them. He was too tense to eat, and would anyway have felt out of place: the three

  had already formed themselves into a group, friendly but exclusive.




  Instead the major asked shortly: ‘All right?’




  Jan Johansen, the leader, looked up and smiled. ‘Fine.’ It was a reassuring smile and the major took comfort from it. The success of the venture lay with these men, yet the major was

  only too well aware of where the blame would fall if anything went wrong.




  In the passageway a door banged. A staff sergeant appeared with a written forecast. Strong northerly winds and a sharp drop in temperature. The major passed it to Jan Johansen who gave a slight

  dismissive shrug. The major, however, felt a twinge of concern: it didn’t sound too good to him. He found himself wishing that Starheim were still around to discuss it.




  Aware that he was hovering over the breakfasting men, the major went outside again. Two soldiers from the local battalion were loading the Land Rover.




  ‘Is that the lot?’ the major asked.




  ‘Apart from the skis.’




  The major inspected the gear. There didn’t seem very much of it. ‘Has this been checked?’ he asked.




  The soldier nodded. ‘By Major Starheim.’




  ‘Starheim? Oh you mean – yesterday?’




  ‘No, about an hour ago.’




  The major hid his surprise. ‘I see.’ Starheim had left after the briefing the previous afternoon, giving every indication that he wouldn’t be returning. Yet here he was again,

  unannounced. The major should have been annoyed – if it had been anyone else he would have been – but in truth he was rather relieved.




  ‘Where is Starheim?’ he asked.




  ‘Gone skiing, major.’




  This time the major blinked visibly. ‘When is he expected back?’




  The soldier pointed up the hill behind the hut. ‘He just went to the top. He said he wouldn’t be long.’




  The major scanned the slope above. He couldn’t imagine climbing it in less than half an hour. But then he was neither an Arctic explorer nor a mountaineer.




  He sauntered off until he was clear of the lights and sounds of the hut. The night was swathed in silence. Nothing stirred save the wisps of snow drawn from the peaks by the hard cold breeze. It

  was difficult to believe that anything existed on the wind-scoured slopes. Yet he didn’t doubt that Starheim was up there somewhere. The major pictured him, moving silently and invisibly

  across the snow, a mountain man in his element. He tried to imagine himself like that: inured to cold and hardship, self-sufficient to the point of total independence, at home in the most desolate

  of places. But his imagination failed him, and he gave a sudden violent shiver.




  Halvard Starheim stood high on the hill and looked down the length of the valley, towards the north and the distant mountains that stood above the Arctic fiords.




  The air was cold, and it was going to get even colder. All the signs were there. The night was hard and clear. The surface of the snow, glowing luminously in the brilliant starlight, was

  powder-dry. And now a wind had sprung up, as yet no more than a sharp breeze, but already frost-cold against his skin.




  He turned his face to it. Northerly. With perhaps a touch of east in it. Ice-bearing wind from the Arctic Ocean and the Pole beyond; a wind that was capable of taking the temperature down really

  low. Not a problem in itself – he and Jan had been through minus seventy °F overwintering in the Northwest Passage – but something to be borne in mind all the same.




  He wished it was the only thing there was to worry about.




  Over the Arctic horizon the northern lights shimmered in an iridescent curtain and, even as he watched, the aurora leapt outward until the sky was filled with silvery radiance. Instinctively he

  thought: Radio contact will be bad. Then he remembered that there wasn’t going to be any radio contact and he exhaled harshly, his breath vaporizing in a milky cloud.




  He liked nothing about this expedition, as the major from military intelligence insisted on calling it. He disliked clandestine activities at the best of times. But most of all he disliked not

  having had a bigger say in the planning of it. Weather, ice, blizzard, terrain: he could deal with those. But this, with all its politics and subterfuge – this was distinctly tricky

  ground.




  Sounds drifted up from the camp below. There were lights and movements outside the hut. Time was getting on. He pulled the drawstrings of his hood tighter over his face, checked his ski

  bindings, and looped his sticks over his wrists.




  Out of long habit he paused briefly for one last look around before setting off. Then he began a long traverse, the narrow skis hissing softly through the deep virgin snow, occasionally rasping

  noisily as they touched some unseen rock. Approaching a bank of what might have been soft drift, he prepared to turn. Pushing his uphill ski well out, he made a long sweeping telemark turn, then

  straightened again for the next long traverse.




  As he dropped fast towards the hut he came on to hard crust and risked a jump turn, a difficult manoeuvre when wearing narrow cross-country skis and soft boots attached by the toe alone. But the

  turn went well and he allowed himself a moment of satisfaction.




  He came to a neat stop on a knoll just above the hut and bent down to unfasten his skis. The quiet was disturbed by the sound of an engine whirring. The Land Rover warming up. Fifteen minutes to

  go.




  More sounds: the crunch of hard boots on snow. Hal looked up and saw a figure shrouded in a parka making his way carefully towards him. He recognized the man from military intelligence: Major

  Thrane.




  Hal picked up his skis and went to meet him.




  ‘How was it up there?’ the major asked pleasantly.




  ‘Oh – good.’




  ‘The weathermen seem to think it’s going to get cold.’




  ‘I’ve no doubt they’re right.’




  ‘But that won’t be a problem?’




  Hal suppressed a wry smile. Desk men always fretted about the wrong things. ‘No, not on its own,’ he replied.




  The major nodded. ‘I wasn’t expecting you back.’ His voice was friendly but curious.




  ‘I thought I’d come and see them off. I hope that’s all right.’




  ‘Of course,’ the major said quickly. ‘Glad you stayed.’




  They walked slowly towards the waiting vehicle.




  The major cleared his throat and said a little awkwardly: ‘Last night I had the feeling you were still unhappy about something. Was I right?’




  Hal hesitated. He often made the mistake of speaking too plainly. It was his greatest failing, at least as far as his career in the army was concerned. It had made him at least one enemy in high

  places. And he couldn’t afford that at the moment.




  The major waited expectantly. ‘Please feel free,’ he pressed. ‘Say what’s on your mind.’




  Hal stopped and faced him. Thrane was in his early thirties, about the same age as Hal, with sharp watchful eyes suggesting a deep intelligence. ‘Well, if you really want to know,’

  Hal said finally, ‘I don’t like the idea at all.’




  ‘I see,’ Thrane said stiffly. ‘Well, I’m sorry about that.’ There was a pause. ‘Obviously if there’d been another way . . .’




  ‘It can’t be right to use civilians on a military operation.’




  ‘But it’s not a military operation. It’s an intelligence expedition – operation.’




  Hal gave him a hard stare. ‘Come on.’




  The major conceded the point with a reluctant shrug. ‘Well – all right. Semi-military, then.’ They began to walk again.




  ‘In which case I should be going,’ Hal said.




  ‘You know that’s out of the question,’ Thrane said in a soft patient voice.




  Hal gritted his teeth. Whether on exercise or one of his own expeditions he was used to being up there with his men. Staying behind went right against the grain.




  Thrane murmured: ‘You’re a serving officer. You know you can’t be found – outside.’




  ‘Outside?’ Hal echoed, shaking his head. Like all intelligence personnel, the major had a gift for euphemism. ‘You mean, it would be embarrassing if I were caught, but all

  right if they are?’




  ‘They’re civilians and more importantly Lapps – or part Lapp at least. They have a right to be there.’




  ‘They’ll still be spies.’




  Thrane winced at Starheim’s choice of word. ‘Hardly. In fact, no, definitely not! No one would call them that.’ He sounded quite hurt. ‘Besides, no one will ever know

  they were there.’ There was a finality to his words and he changed the subject briskly. ‘Now, about this cold – it isn’t going to slow them down, is it?’




  They came to a halt some yards from the Land Rover. ‘Maybe. If it falls below minus forty.’




  ‘But they’ll be able to keep going?’




  ‘Difficult to say. Other things are more likely to slow them down – strong winds, heavy snow, a sudden thaw. It’s not just the cold. But we’ve allowed for it.

  They’ve got time to spare.’ Hal added, almost to himself: ‘I’d be more worried about the other chap getting there on time, if I were you.’




  Someone was gently revving the Land Rover’s engine, so that clouds of vapour spewed out of the exhaust into the night air. Thrane murmured: ‘Well, one can only make plans and assume

  everyone will do his best to carry them through.’ He exhaled sharply, and added with sudden intensity: ‘Look, he’s important to us, this man. Believe me. Otherwise we

  wouldn’t be going to all this trouble.’




  Hal thought: I’d love to know why. But he didn’t bother to ask. Secrecy was Thrane’s stock in trade. Like the others, Hal had been briefed on the need-to-know principle. In his

  role as survival expert Hal had needed to know where Jan and Mattis were going, and that was about all. He’d been told nothing about the man that Jan and Mattis were to meet and bring back

  – not his name, age, language or nationality, nor even his ability as a skier.




  Hal disliked secrecy because in his experience it always led to misunderstandings and mistakes. On his own expeditions he always insisted on each man being fully aware of what he was doing and

  why.




  A door opened. The soldier who was to be the driver for the first leg of the trip emerged from the hut and climbed into the vehicle.




  While they waited for the others the major stamped his feet, making a full circle, and said in a conciliatory tone: ‘My God, I’d hate to be up on the plateau when the weather’s

  bad. How on earth do you survive it?’




  Hal gave a small smile. ‘We survive.’ People from the south always thought of the northern interior as empty and hostile, but then they had been fed on the richer diet of forests and

  pastures, and couldn’t see the plain beauty of simple things. The north might be relatively bleak, even harsh, but it certainly wasn’t the barren uninteresting place people believed it

  to be.




  ‘I first came up here in ’45,’ Thrane was saying. ‘Helping to rebuild things. There was nothing left. I was posted to Alta. Hardly a house standing. At the time I

  wondered if people would ever bother to come back. But they did, of course.’ He shot Hal an apologetic glance. ‘But of course you come from this region, don’t you?’




  ‘Not quite. From Tromso.’




  ‘Ah,’ the major grunted. ‘I read that somewhere.’ He added almost accusingly: ‘It’s impossible not to read about you nowadays. All the magazines and papers.

  Doesn’t it bother you?’




  ‘Not any more.’ It wasn’t quite true, but Hal didn’t feel like going into that now.




  ‘And you’re planning another expedition, I suppose?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘The North Pole again?’




  ‘No.’




  The major wasn’t going to be put off. ‘What sort of expedition then?’




  ‘A mountain.’




  ‘Ah.’ The major smiled. ‘A tall one no doubt.’




  A figure emerged from the hut. It was Mattis. Hal went to meet him, grinning broadly. ‘Okay?’




  ‘Okay, Hal.’ They had known each other a long time. Mattis was a nomadic Lapp from a family that wintered in the middle of the plateau at Kautokeino and summered at Kaafiord, not far

  from Tromso. He was also an ex-army cross-country ski champion. Like many nomadic Lapps he was small, barely a couple of inches over five feet, with characteristically bandy legs. He was dressed in

  traditional winter costume, a luhkka of reindeer-fur, reindeer-skin leggings and finnesko, large grass-lined moccasins.




  He climbed into the Land Rover and laughed: ‘We’ll be there too soon in this weather!’ Hal didn’t doubt it. Mattis had once skied ninety miles in twenty-four hours.




  Hal wandered back towards the major, who immediately picked up the conversation again. ‘So where’s this mountain?’




  Hal took his time. ‘In the Himalayas.’




  ‘Not Everest!’




  Hal tried not to feel annoyed at Thrane’s astonishment. ‘Yes. The West Ridge.’




  ‘Ah. Is that difficult?’




  ‘It’s never been climbed.’




  Thrane nodded as if he’d known all along. ‘An army expedition?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Oh. I assumed—’




  ‘The army gives me leave, that’s all. And the odd piece of equipment when it wants something tested. I get no financial help.’ He was always explaining this. Outsiders seemed

  to believe that money for expeditions grew on government trees.




  Thrane considered for a moment. ‘Tell me, I can understand doing the Northwest Passage – in the footsteps of Amundsen and all that – but why did you try for the

  Pole?’




  This was a popular question. Hal pretended to consider his answer, although he knew it by heart. ‘Because I wanted to show that, if one was sufficiently well prepared, it was possible to

  travel fast and light to anywhere in the Arctic, even the North Pole.’




  ‘There were just the two of you, you and Johansen? And dogs?’




  ‘Yes,’ Hal said patiently.




  ‘But the supply plane didn’t find you?’




  ‘Well – something like that.’




  Their radio had packed up and, reaching a drop zone three days late, they’d found that the Canadian Airforce plane had been and gone, having dropped a few supplies blind. Though

  they’d managed to retrieve some of the scattered packages, they didn’t have enough supplies to continue the attempt. Just a hundred miles from the Pole they’d been forced to turn

  back for Ellesmere Island.




  But then you couldn’t expect to win them all.




  Jan appeared at last, much taller and looser-limbed than Mattis. Jan wore an entire outfit of reindeer skin, complete with leggings and finnesko, while on his head perched a stylish and

  gaily coloured Lappish hat. Hal screwed up his face and laughed: ‘A real Lapp!’




  ‘My grandmother would have been proud of me.’ Jan smiled and in the reflection of the lights it was possible to see in his features a hint of the high cheekbones, smooth skin and

  dark eyes that mark so many Norwegians from within the Arctic Circle. Jan was a quarter Lapp and, unlike many, proud of it.




  He glanced at the sky. ‘It’s going to get cold, eh? But no snow, I think. So – nothing to slow us down.’




  Hal chuckled. Jan had a way of seeing the positive side of everything. During the winter of ’54 when the two of them had been iced up in Prince Albert Sound in northern Canada and the

  blizzards had kept them hut-bound for three weeks, Jan’s quiet optimism and ingrained good humour had never flagged. Hal had needed that; it counterbalanced his own darker, more impatient

  nature.




  ‘Good firm going,’ Hal agreed. ‘The luck of the devil.’




  He pulled open the Land Rover door. The two men stood for a moment, smiling at each other.




  Hal indicated Mattis. ‘Have you warned him about all the chattering you do in your sleep?’




  ‘No, but then he hasn’t told me about his snoring.’




  It was an old joke, but they both grinned anyway, and a dozen memories of shared laughter echoed through Hal’s mind. Memories, too, of the bad times, experiences they had survived

  together. It was as a team that he and Jan had developed Arctic travel and survival techniques.




  Now, suddenly, they weren’t a team any more.




  A wave of affection caught Hal and, overcoming his usual reserve, he reached out and embraced Jan awkwardly. Jan, after a momentary surprise, returned the embrace. The two men pulled back a

  little and patted each other’s shoulders.




  Hal said with forced cheerfulness: ‘See you then.’




  Jan climbed in and Hal slammed the door. The engine roared. Jan gave a brief wave and then the Land Rover was pulling away, its tail lights weaving red traces across the astonishing clarity of

  the night.




  Hal watched until long after the lights had disappeared. He felt depressed.




  The major shuffled up. ‘Well, they seemed happy enough.’




  The two men made their way back to the hut.




  ‘Incidentally,’ Thrane said, ‘will you be in contact with Johansen’s wife?’




  ‘I’ll be seeing her. The day after tomorrow.’ A vision of Ragna swept into Hal’s mind.




  ‘She’s been told some story, has she?’




  ‘What? Oh, yes. That he’s field-testing some new equipment for me.’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘Though I doubt she believes it.’




  Thrane ground to a halt. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Well, she’s not stupid.’ Hal pulled open the hut door and after a moment Thrane followed him into the warmth of the interior. ‘Jan can do field trials on his own

  doorstep, in the Lyngen Alps. He doesn’t have to disappear into Finnmark for the best part of a week.’




  ‘Oh,’ the major said heavily. ‘Well – I trust she’s discreet.’




  Hal thought of Ragna. She was many things: funny, bright, irreverent. And discreet: yes, that too.




  In the mess there was coffee and a basic breakfast of rolls, cheese, and cold meat. The two men helped themselves and sat down.




  Hal buttered a bread roll, and eyed Thrane across the table. He’d come across plenty of office men in his time, ambitious types who sat safely behind desks, determining other

  people’s actions, taking the minimum of risk, and expending the larger part of their energies on plotting their own advancement. Certainly Thrane had all the polish and self-confidence of a

  man who expected early promotion.




  Hal was irritated by him on principle. He asked suddenly: ‘What happens if anyone finds out about this operation? Like the Finns, for example.’




  A flicker of what could have been annoyance crossed the major’s eyes, but he recovered well and said evenly: ‘Why should they?’




  ‘That’s not an answer.’




  ‘They won’t find out,’ Thrane said firmly. ‘Anyway that’s our problem, not yours.’




  Hal persisted: ‘But these men have no protection if anything goes wrong.’




  ‘I don’t see what you mean,’ Thrane said lightly. ‘The men are merely going into Finland to meet someone. They won’t be breaking any laws. And they certainly

  won’t be crossing any other borders, will they? There’s nothing that can go wrong.’ He smiled soothingly. ‘Besides, they volunteered. They weren’t forced to

  go.’




  ‘Not forced, maybe. But heavily persuaded!’ As always when Hal showed his considerable anger, he instantly regretted it. He added more reasonably: ‘Well, that is my

  opinion.’




  Thrane eyed him tolerantly. ‘One has to be practical. There are certain jobs that have to be done. Grey areas which have to be covered. In an ideal world it wouldn’t be like that,

  but as it is . . .’ He trailed off.




  Hal drained his coffee and got to his feet. ‘I have to go or I’ll miss my transport.’




  The major stood up. ‘It’s been a pleasure.’




  Hal searched for a hint of sarcasm, but there was none. He softened a little and gave the ghost of a smile. ‘You’ll let me know?’




  The major said smoothly: ‘But I won’t know much, if anything at all, until it’s over. I’ve no doubt you’ll hear direct from Johansen before you hear from

  me.’




  A typically evasive reply. Hal thought crossly: I should have known.




  Quickly, before he said something he might later regret, he turned on his heel and left.




  Thrane wandered over to the window and watched Starheim stride off into the darkness towards the main part of the camp. It was a pity they had parted on less than amicable

  terms. Under different circumstances the major felt sure they would have hit it off. Starheim had a sort of prickly independence that Thrane always admired.




  That independence was the trouble, of course. Starheim resented someone from Oslo telling him what to do. He was used to running his own show. No cloudy issues in Starheim’s operations.

  Thrane doubted Starheim had appreciated his allusion to grey areas. Men like Starheim saw things in black and white, which was ideal for the front line or expeditions to the North Pole. But in the

  real world the areas of dark grey were just as vital, otherwise you lost the battle before it had begun. And Norway being where it was, there were plenty of grey areas to attend to.




  Besides, the operation couldn’t misfire. Starheim was overreacting.




  Although it would be embarrassing if anyone found out.




  Starheim was right about that.




  







  TWO




  It is best known by its romantic name: the land of the midnight sun, and in midsummer it is indeed a land of continuous light and sudden, abundant fluorescence.




  But it is also the land of the Dark Time, as the Lapps call it. For two months in midwinter the sun never rises above the horizon, and the day, such as it is, passes in a few brief hours of

  twilight. February is an improvement: the sun shows above the horizon for a brief hour or so with long periods of twilight on either side. The extra light is, of course, welcome, but it brings

  little relief to the inhabitants, for the winter is still tightening its grip and will not let go for another two months.




  But this northern land within the Arctic Circle is two worlds. There is the coast, its fiords and attendant valleys successfully if sparsely inhabited; and there is the interior – which

  might as well be another planet.




  The interior is mostly high plateau, or vidde, a great wilderness which reaches from the coastal mountains across northern Scandinavia to Russia, a stretch of tundra flowing into the

  wastes of the Siberian Plain.




  The plateau is not completely flat; its surface is covered by a maze of low hills and shallow valleys interspersed with small lakes. The land consists of moor and bog and to the inexperienced

  eye appears barren, especially in winter. But hidden under the snow are lichen and moss and berry-yielding plants, waiting to blossom thickly during the intense but brief summer. Towards Finland

  and Russia, the plateau falters and drops away to silent lakes, or is cleaved by a deep-running river, and there dwarf birch and willow grow.




  But now, in the depths of winter, everything is covered in ice and snow, and even the most adaptable of the plateau’s inhabitants lie low.




  For there are inhabitants: arctic fox, ermine, wolverine, the rare lynx, wolf.




  There are men, too. The nomadic Lapps have wintered on the plateau for centuries and made a living from this most unpromising of lands. For it is here that the reindeer come to scratch away at

  the wind-scoured snow to find the frozen lichen and moss that is their winter fodder. Their summer pastures on the coast, though less cold at this time of year, are covered by deep drift snow which

  makes foraging impossible. The herds of reindeer, long domesticated by the Lapps, still range free, and the Lapps follow them on their migration to the winter pasture.




  But the pastures cover hundreds of miles, the herds are widely scattered and the Lapps are few. So to the traveller the wilderness appears featureless, a rolling desert of snow stretching into

  an endless distance, a hostile land where man is out of place.




  And the traveller is wise to see it like this: the plateau is no place for people who don’t know or understand it. On the vast unbroken plain the temperature had been known to drop to

  minus fifty or more. Animals, including man, can tolerate this sort of cold, but the wind is more difficult to survive. The long winters are punctuated by savage storms which drive heavy snow into

  the long fiords and steep mountains of the coast, then rise up on to the interior, where the winds tear unchecked across the bleak plateau, ripping at the snow cover and blowing it God knows

  where.




  Yes, as everyone will tell you, it is the wind which is your enemy, for unless you have shelter the wind can freeze you to death.




  From the army hut at Porsangmoen, the army Land Rover headed inland, climbing steadily on to the high plateau. As the land became flatter the driver kept an eye on the marker

  posts, for the wind was blowing a fine drift across his path and the posts were his only reliable guide to the course of the road whose snow-packed surface was indistinguishable from the

  surrounding whiteness.




  Eventually, after several hours, they came to the Lapp town of Karasjok, formerly the winter quarters of nomadic Lapps but now a permanent settlement and a spiritual centre of Lapland. Perched

  in the middle of the plateau, it was the only real civilization for fifty miles.




  On the outskirts of the settlement, by a single-storey wooden house, the Land Rover came to a halt. The two passengers got out and removed their gear. The vehicle disappeared in the direction it

  had come from.




  The two men went into the house, unmistakably a Lapp dwelling with its roughly built outhouses, sledging equipment, carcasses hanging from the eaves, and racks of drying reindeer skins. Inside,

  the men were given coffee and bread and cheese. Half an hour later a rather battered truck drew up outside and an old Skolt – eastern – Lapp got out and entered the house. After further

  refreshments and some exchange of news the two men followed the Skolt Lapp back to his truck and, loading their gear, clambered in.




  The truck set off. In the town – though town was a rather grand term for it – the road forked. One road turned left, to skirt the northern border of Finland for two hundred miles

  until, at the most easterly corner of Norway, the road came to the Soviet border and an abrupt halt.




  The battered truck did not take this turning, but took the right fork that led across the Karasjok River and, ten miles later, to the Finnish border.




  The Skolt did not anticipate any problems at the border. The old man was a trader who went through about twice a month. Often the border guards waved him straight through. Only very occasionally

  did they glance at the contents of the vehicle or ask for identification.




  This occasion was no exception. When the truck drew up at the frontier a guard strolled out and peered at the vehicle. The old man wound down the window. The guard saw the distinctive Skolt

  costume the old man wore and nodded in recognition. The guard did not bother to ask him where he was going or why; the Lapps were a law unto themselves and naturally secretive. Besides, apart from

  certain restrictions on goods, there was free passage between Norway and Finland. With a brief smile, the guard waved them through.




  As he drove off again the old man started to talk, telling the younger men how his grandfather had remembered hearing from his grandfather about the days when there had been no such

  things as borders in the far north. Lapland and much of northern Scandinavia had been inhabited entirely by Lapps, and they had ranged freely across hundreds of miles of country. But then the land

  that had been theirs for thousands of years had been parcelled out, becoming part of Norway, Sweden, Finland or Russia. Slowly and inexorably the Lapps were driven further north; many gave up their

  wanderings and settled by the coast to become farmer-fishermen, others became non-migratory herders; many had their land taken from them.




  The two younger men found the old man’s curious eastern dialect difficult to understand and missed a word here and there, but they understood the underlying message well enough, and

  sympathized, not just because the Skolt was older and venerable, but because among their own generation there was a growing awareness that one way and another the Lapps had lost out.




  For mile after mile the road snaked across the lonely snow-swept plateau of north-eastern Finland. Finally it descended towards the lowlands that stretch up from central Finland to Petsamo on

  the northern coast: a strange and unexpected region of primeval forests and silent frozen lakes.




  The men could see from the snow flurries that the wind had freshened and that the temperature, already minus twenty, must still be dropping. But they were not concerned: one took the weather as

  one found it, and as the truck spun onward the snow was thick and firm beneath the wheels, the visibility adequate, and they knew they were making good time.




  It is two worlds, this northern province. There is the plateau, and there is the coast.




  On the coast the winter is a miracle. The miracle is that the weather is not far, far worse. At this latitude the sea should, by the normal laws, become ice-locked for months on end, and the

  land seized by a deep and unbearable cold which no summer could entirely thaw nor many creatures survive.




  Yet animals and men survive pretty well. For the real miracle is the Gulf Stream, whose long arm reaches up the Norwegian coast from the south, keeping the sea ice free and the air temperature

  bearable even in the depths of winter. The summer, when it arrives, comes quickly, so that oats grow as far north as North Cape, and thick forests grow in protected valleys.




  The ice-free sea is used by sealers, whalers, travellers and traders as an open all-season road to the Arctic. A blessing indeed.




  But, as with many blessings, there’s a dark side to it.




  Norway is not the only country to rely on the Gulf Stream waters. There is also her vast neighbour to the east. Like a powerful genie trapped in a bottle, the Soviet Union has no year-round

  outlet to the Atlantic Ocean except through the bottleneck between Norway and the Arctic pack-ice.




  She guards these waters jealously and uses them continuously, sending the ships of her Northern Fleet out through the neck of the bottle into the Atlantic, to cover her western flank.




  And what a fleet it is. At this time, in 1960, it is growing rapidly; they say it will soon be the largest in the world. A massive collection of warships and submarines and auxiliaries, backed

  up by vast dockyard and technical facilities grouped around Murmansk and the Kola Peninsula. Murmansk: the only ice-free port in northern Russia, and, uncomfortably for everyone, very close to

  Norway, a Nato country.




  They call the Kola Peninsula the most valuable piece of real estate on earth.




  But it’s the sea lane that’s beyond price.




  And whoever controls Norway controls the sea lane. Norway is the key. And, not to put too fine a point on it, she rather wishes she wasn’t.




  So the warming waters of the Gulf Stream are a blessing, but rather a curse, too.




  Hal reached the boat in mid-afternoon as the twilight deepened. Across the water the peaks of the snow-covered island were hard and clear against the dark incandescent blue of

  the sky.




  Almost home. He felt better already.




  He ducked down the companionway to the engine compartment and, giving the Volvo Penta diesel a firm pat, bent down beside it. Releasing the valves, he gave it a few hand cranks to get the oil

  moving, sprayed it with Easy Start then pressed the starter. The cold batteries turned the crank with agonizing slowness until, with a loud splutter, the diesel coughed once, twice, and chugged

  sluggishly into life.




  Hal shook his head. The damned thing always did that – sounded like death, made his heart sink, and then proceeded to clatter away happily as if it were used every day.




  He returned to the wheelhouse and waited for the engine to warm up a bit. Then, tightening the hood round his face, he stepped out on to the deck and went forward to let go the mooring.




  The wind was fierce now. It blustered across the sound, solid and heavy with Arctic cold, sending sharp-ridged waves hissing against the hull. The cove, sheltered from most winds, was exposed to

  northerlies, and the deck pitched and jerked beneath his feet.




  The mooring safely away, Hal made his way back into the wheelhouse and, slamming the door, pushed the engine into gear and pointed Skorpa’s nose out into the open water. It was

  three miles across the sound to the island and in the clarity of the dying light he could already see the twinkle of Arne’s lamp balanced on the rim of the far-off shore.




  The diesel settled into a steady throb as Skorpa found the rhythm of the waves and surged forward. She was a good boat, Skorpa. A modern fishing cutter of thirty-five feet, she

  couldn’t fail to be an improvement on the small petrol-driven boat he’d inherited from his father, which had specialized in spluttering to a halt halfway across the sound at dead of

  night.




  The snowy peaks of the island were clearly visible ahead, gleaming palely against the sky. Its lower outlines were indistinct though, merging into the mass of the islands that surrounded it. For

  the island was only one of a long chain of islands, rocky islets and barren skerries that formed a massive natural barrier to the ocean beyond.




  This particular island was in fact twelve miles by five and its name was Revoy. Fox Island. Though Hal had discovered that it also had an ancient long-forgotten Lappish name – Gumpe Fuolo.

  Wolf Island.




  Whether there had ever been foxes, let alone wolves, on the island Hal very much doubted. The only wildlife there now were hares and ptarmigan and, in the summer, eider and mallard ducks, oyster

  catchers and sandpipers.




  Skorpa buffeted her way into the short choppy sea until finally the island provided some lee and she rode more smoothly. It was four in the afternoon. The journey had taken almost

  twelve hours. First an army transport had taken Hal as far as Alta Fiord, then, after a two-hour wait, he’d caught a seaplane to Tromso. Taking a ferry across Tromso Sound – the new

  bridge connecting the island of Tromso to the mainland was not yet open – he’d picked up the Land Rover and driven the twenty miles to the cove where he kept Skorpa.




  In just over twelve hours he would be leaving again. It was a lunatic way to live, but this was the only home he had and he felt a need to come here when he could, if only for a few hours.




  The twin peaks of Revoy loomed higher. Nestling between them, deep in a valley, glimmered a soft golden light from an oil lamp placed in a window: the house. Down by the shore was the sharper

  whiter light of the hurricane lamp on the boathouse, its reflection glinting in the dark water. As he closed on the shore, Hal turned the boat westward until he caught the silhouette of the mooring

  buoy in the flickering reflection. Then he drove Skorpa straight up the path of light, ducking away at the last minute to turn a half-circle and bring Skorpa to a stop with her

  nose above the buoy.




  As he secured the heavy chain there was a hail from Arne on the shore, and he returned a brief shout before going aft to stop the engine. As he lowered the dinghy into the water, a steady

  barking echoed across the water and he grinned to himself.




  He jumped into the dinghy and rowed in long steady sweeps to the shore. Arne caught the boat and the two men pulled it well up the beach. A nose thrust itself into Hal’s hand. Bamse. Hal

  took the dog’s broad head in his hands and fondled it roughly, saying, ‘You devil! You old devil!’




  The dog growled softly and thrust his weight against Hal’s legs.




  Arne grunted in the vague direction of the wind: ‘A northeaster. Cold.’




  ‘It’s a lot colder up there.’




  ‘Ah, there,’ Arne said, understanding immediately that he meant the plateau. ‘Ha! I don’t doubt it.’ To Arne people who ventured on the plateau in winter

  were crazy. Nearly everyone – and certainly everyone Arne knew – lived on the coast. Only the Lapps belonged on the plateau.




  Arne was sixty and looked eighty. A farmer-fisherman all his life, he had more lines on his face than a mosaic and his expression was fixed in a permanent frown. A widower for fifteen years, he

  lived alone a mile along the island shore, and looked after Hal’s place when he was away, which was nearly all the time.




  ‘I’ve lit the stove,’ Arne said. ‘And put something on the table.’




  ‘Thanks, Arne.’




  Arne took the hurricane lamp down from the side of the boathouse and extinguished it. They trudged up to the snow-covered track that was the only road. ‘I have to leave early in the

  morning,’ Hal said. ‘About five.’




  Arne nodded. ‘I’ll come for the dog.’




  With a brief wave, the two men parted. Hal started up the valley. Bamse danced around him like a young dog, which he wasn’t any more, then, remembering his dignity, scouted ahead, nose

  firmly to the snow, his limp less pronounced than usual, his tail wagging in a circle of pleasure.




  The valley was two miles long and half a mile wide, its sides rising abruptly to the mountains on either side, giving it the name of Brattdal – steep valley. The valley floor rose quite

  steeply too, so that it was a brisk climb to the house.




  As Hal left the sea behind, the hushed murmuring of the waves receded and he was met by the rushing of the wind swooping down from the mountains and hissing across the snow.




  The house was hidden behind a slight hump in the valley floor, and it was not until he had been climbing for some minutes that it finally came into view. His stomach tightened with pleasure. He

  held his breath for a moment, savouring the powerful sense of homecoming.




  The place always had this effect on him. Which was why he kept coming back.




  The house was distinctive – some people called it extraordinary. It was the sort of house that wealthy nineteenth-century merchants built for themselves – in towns. A tall two-storey

  wooden house embellished with high old-fashioned gables and ornate carved vergeboards and architraves, and fronted by a long veranda with fine latticed arches. It was a far cry from the simple

  functional dwellings that the fishermen built for themselves along the shore. Far from blending into its surroundings, the house sat proud and erect on the rising ground, like a grand old lady who,

  refusing to move with the times, still wore her most extravagant crinoline.




  The light of the oil lamp burned large and gold in the window. Arne had lit the stoves well, and a wall of warmth met Hal as he entered the house.




  A pungent scent of burning birchwood mingled with the elusive smell of age the house had always possessed, ever since Hal’s childhood. The panelled rooms, their wood darkened by time,

  reflected a soft glowing light. A familiar sense of peace and security settled over him.




  He stoked up the stoves and checked the woodstore. He put dried fish down for Bamse, who was still outside reestablishing his territory, then cut some cheese and bread from the supplies that

  Arne had left on the kitchen table. He took the food and sat in his favourite seat at the desk in the living room.




  Most of his childhood had been spent at the family home in Tromso, but Brattdal was his spiritual home, the home of endless summers and happy family holidays. It had never occurred to him that

  those days would end. But his sister had married and gone south, his brother had been lost at sea, and both his parents were dead.




  The old roll-top desk had been his father’s. Hal remembered him sitting there, late in the bright summer evenings, reading aloud from Egge or Hamsun. On the wall above was a photograph of

  his father taken in 1930 when he was thirty-three, a year older than Hal was now. Dressed formally in a three-piece suit and dark hat, he looked every inch the successful merchant he had become.

  Yet, if one looked carefully one could see a warmth in the eyes, hinting at the man beneath, the man who read extensively and spoke four languages and had great compassion for his fellow man.




  His compassion had not been appreciated by the Nazis however. They had objected to his attempts to save some young men from reprisal executions. At the end of the war his father had come back

  from the concentration camp alive – but only just. He died two years later. Hal’s mother had died of a tumour four years after that. Hal still missed them a lot.




  Bamse scratched at the door. Hal let him in and cuffed him affectionately. Bamse was half Laphound and half Husky, although his parentage was by no means certain. Hal accused him of having wolf

  blood. He had a long nose, a shaggy grey coat, white jowls and sharp pointed ears. Normally Bamse stayed with Arne on Revoy, but occasionally, when no one was looking, Hal took him on training

  operations.




  Bamse growled and, taking Hal’s arm gently in his teeth, pulled at it.




  ‘No time for games, you!’




  Hal finished his meal, then, with a sigh, found the pile of post that he had picked up in Tromso. With Bamse at his feet, he began reading. There were letters concerning the new expedition,

  which, thankfully, he could hand over to the newly appointed expedition secretary. But there were others that could not be got rid of so easily: young climbers wanting advice on training, clubs

  wanting him to come and visit them; even a request from a group of Lapps asking him to support a Lapp rights movement.




  He was curious about that one. Why had they written to him? He read the letter thoroughly. The Lapps wanted him to support their campaign for the reintroduction of the Lapp language in their

  schools and to protest about the use of some of their lands for a military training area.




  Privately he sympathized on the language question. The Lapps’ culture was dying and it was wrong for the government to force the Norwegian language on them. But it was a political issue

  and he couldn’t possibly become involved in it.




  As for protesting against a military training area – he gave a wry smile: that would be a quick way of getting fired.




  In fact he’d thought about leaving the army a lot recently – though preferably not by getting fired. It had become increasingly obvious that something in his life would have to go,

  and the only part of his life he could spare was his military career. He’d only kept at it this long because the army were tolerant of his long absences, and he needed the pay. For years

  he’d ploughed his earnings from lecture tours, books and articles back into his expeditions, with the result that he was permanently broke.




  He thought of the time it would take him to draft a suitably polite letter to the Lapps, and wished he had someone to deal with this sort of thing. He could do with a housekeeper too. Arne was

  not exactly the most adventurous provisioner and, as for the cleaning, that probably hadn’t been done in weeks.




  On a sudden impulse, he got up and threw open the doors of the cast-iron stove. The light leaped out and licked the panelling with flickering tongues of amber. It almost made the place seem

  lived in. Almost. The past rushed forward, and for a moment the room contained all the love and warmth of family evenings.




  Would he grow old here? He hoped so. One day he would like to start a proper farm at Brattdal, and go fishing regularly, and write books during the long winters.




  Hal stared thoughtfully at the flames. It would be no good on his own, though. He had been thinking about that a lot recently. When he looked at Jan and Ragna, so happy together, he

  couldn’t help feeling a pang of envy.




  In his twenties he’d carefully avoided long-term involvements. Looking back, he’d been rather too ruthless and single-minded about it. Then, four years ago, there’d been a

  serious girlfriend. He’d gone out with her for almost two years, he’d liked her a lot, but in the end something had held him back. A last urge to keep his freedom, perhaps, or a feeling

  that she wasn’t quite right – he wasn’t sure. But, whatever the reason, he had failed to write to her from the Polar expedition and when he returned, she had gone.




  Since then there’d been others. There was a girl in Tromso he saw quite regularly. She was pretty, cheerful and very sweet, but . . . But what? He wasn’t sure, that was the trouble.

  All he knew was that he didn’t want her to come and live at Brattdal.




  Now he was aware of time slipping away and a loneliness that crept up on him, reaching under his guard, troubling him even here, in this house, where he had always felt happy. The feeling had

  nothing to do with the exhilarating aloneness you felt on the Arctic ice or hanging on a rope from an ice wall. This was different – a forlorn kind of feeling, an ache of the spirit.




  Bamse stirred briefly from his sleep and gave a loud yawn.




  Hal said: ‘You’re no good to me!’ Bamse lifted his head and stared at him.




  Hal said affectionately, ‘Go to hell, you!’




  Bamse yawned again and curled into a ball. He was a law unto himself, Bamse. That was why Hal liked him so much. He’d been a working dog most of his life and didn’t have a lot of

  time for people – apart from Hal, of course. He’d belonged to a farmer over on Lyngen. Hal had found him one spring day, high in a valley, half dead, caught by the foreleg in a vicious

  leghold trap. His owner had wanted to shoot him. Hal had brought him back to Revoy.




  Bamse was a good companion. But one shouldn’t get too fond of a dog.




  He closed the stove with a bang and, going into the front lobby, threw on a coat and, bracing himself against the wind, stepped outside on to the veranda. A new moon had risen and, in the

  transparency of the night, he could see across the water to the promontory where the cove and Skorpa’s mooring lay, and beyond, to wide Ullsfiord and the jagged peaks of the Lyngen

  Alps. The view, though familiar, never lost its power to move him. Neither could he look at the Lyngen Alps without remembering that there were still a couple of good unclimbed peaks among them. He

  had marked them down for his retirement.




  But for once his mind wasn’t on the mountains. He was thinking of the wind.




  Hal peered at the thermometer nailed by the door. Minus twelve: cold for the coast. It would be colder on the plateau – it was always colder on the plateau – maybe minus thirty with

  another ten or fifteen degrees of windchill.




  Jan and Mattis would be well into Finland by now, perhaps even as far as the lake. The weather wouldn’t bother them, there was no reason why it should. He thought: So why am I uneasy

  then?




  But he had no answer to that.




  After some minutes he roused himself. Time was getting on. Tomorrow would be a busy day. Reluctantly he went back into the house to face the pile of unanswered post.




  







  THREE




  Rolf Berg tore the paper out of the typewriter and stared blankly at his living room wall. These articles were such a balancing act. Too much alarmist talk and people began to

  ignore what you said. Too little and you might as well not bother. He hadn’t got the balance right on this one yet, not by a long chalk.




  He focused on his latest acquisition: a painting by an up-and-coming Swedish artist. It was a remarkable piece of work. He felt a glow of satisfaction: he had been right to buy it. Quite apart

  from being a thing of beauty – and he very much liked having beautiful things around him – it would be a good investment.




  He fed another piece of paper into the machine and typed his name at the top. He concentrated hard, turning more ideas over in his mind, but none of them gave him the attention-grabbing start he

  needed.




  After a couple of minutes he exhaled noisily and decided, not for the first time, that fate hadn’t intended him to be a journalist. Too much impatience. Too little self-discipline. As if

  to prove the point, his mind wandered. He remembered that he had a meeting later that evening, a meeting he was not looking forward to. He’d been hoping there might be some way of avoiding

  it. But there wasn’t. He would just have to grit his teeth.




  His mind then wandered to something far more pleasant: an Italian girl called Isabella, a warm vital piece of sunshine in the drabness of the Oslo winter, and very new – he’d only

  met her a couple of weeks ago; but then new relationships were the only kind he really enjoyed.




  The blank paper stared up at him. Berg pushed himself out of his chair and strode over to the window. The outlook was bleak: an early darkness had settled over the quiet residential road and a

  veil of fine snow-flakes whirled past the streetlamps, blurring the outlines of the apartment buildings opposite. A pedestrian walked cautiously along the icy pavement, his head bowed against the

  wind.




  He forced himself back to the typewriter. He really had to get this piece done. It was important. The subject was nuclear weapons, and the issue whether or not they should be allowed on

  Norwegian soil. He was reasonably confident that the Labour government would make the right decision, but a powerful article might just help to consolidate opinion.




  He retrieved the screwed-up sheet from the floor and reread it: In 1958 Norwegian Airforce planes started carrying American Sidewinder missiles. Last year US ground-to-air missiles, operated by

  American personnel, were installed on Norwegian soil. Next, if the US have their way, these Nike missiles will carry nuclear warheads.




  The Soviet government have made it clear that they will be forced to draw only one conclusion from this progression of events – that Norway’s intentions are aggressive. Putting

  ourselves in their place, can we blame them?




  Berg shook his head. Wrong: far too pedantic and opinionated. Though the same could be said for most articles in the Norwegian press. He must think of something punchier. Finally it came to him

  and he wrote: Norway is fast approaching a vital decision. Whether to step into the front line of the Cold War.




  Not brilliant, but it got the point across.




  For three hours he sweated away at the body of the article until he felt it struck the right note of balance and reason, giving the idea that he might have come down on either side if the

  evidence had justified it. He read it through once more, then put it to one side.




  He would come back to the article later and give it a final polish before handing it in the next morning. But it had taken him much longer than he’d realized; it was almost five. Damn. Now

  he’d hardly have time to see Isabella. He should have got down to work earlier.




  He changed out of his Levis into a pale blue cashmere sweater and grey flannel slacks – both picked up on assignment in Paris – and wound a long white scarf round his neck.




  Pulling on a cashmere coat he hurried out of the flat to his car. There was a bit of traffic along the park, but then it eased and he was away: the Oslo working day finished at four and the rush

  hour was over. He stopped at a florist as it was closing and bought some roses. He loved gestures, however banal: anything that added amusement to life which, if one wasn’t careful, could be

  frighteningly serious.




  A traffic light was turning red. He shoved his foot down and drove through it. Very un-Norwegian.




  As he pulled up outside Isabella’s flat, he suddenly remembered that he hadn’t phoned to say he was coming. But he’d told her he might drop in: she would probably have waited

  around just in case.




  She hadn’t: the doorbell remained frustratingly unanswered. He left the flowers standing up against her door and scribbled a note: Where were you?




  As an afterthought he took off his tie and pushed it into the jaws of the letterbox. He put a PS on the note: For the rest of me apply 747229. Now she’d have to phone him. It

  would be a test. If she took it in the right spirit – lightly – she’d be okay. Okay to Berg meant fun while it lasted and no hard feelings afterwards.




  When he got back to the car it was only five-twenty. He didn’t want to be early for his next appointment. He decided to take the long route and use the time to get into the right mood.




  Adjusting his mood wasn’t easy. These meetings were always a strain. They’d been going on a long time – in fact, how long was it? He tried to think. A year. No, fourteen

  months. Good Lord.




  It was beginning to feel like a life sentence.




  He reached the suburb of Vinderen at five-forty. As usual, he parked some way away from the house and in a slightly different spot from the last time, to avoid being noticed by neighbours. It

  was all a bit cloak-and-dagger, but he rather liked that. It gave a frisson to the evening, and it needed it.




  He waited in the car for fifteen minutes, smoking a cigarette, then, with a weary sigh, he got out and began to walk. The house was five minutes away. The evening was very cold, but pleasantly

  so. The snow had stopped and the air was dry and fresh against his skin. He rather enjoyed the climb through the avenue of tall pines, which sighed and moaned as the strong wind ripped at their

  tops. He should spend more time out of doors, he decided. One of these days he would go ski-touring again.




  As he approached the house he paused for a moment, waiting in the shadows of the trees. As usual she was there before him, her car parked in the driveway and a light showing in the living room

  window. As he watched, a light came on upstairs. He knew exactly which room that was.




  He stood a moment longer under the firs then strode up to the back door and tapped with his fingers. After a while he heard the sound of her footsteps. The door swung open and she stood before

  him.




  Fat, frumpy, fiftyish Sonja.




  He smiled.




  She gave the small laugh she always gave and stepped back to let him in. She closed the door and took his coat and hovered expectantly.




  He embraced her and managed a reasonably enthusiastic kiss, saying: ‘How’s my girl?’




  She looked embarrassed and pleased all at the same time. ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘You look well.’ What she looked, in fact, was her age.




  ‘You too,’ she replied with a shy smile. She stared at him for a moment, then, replacing her spectacles carefully on her nose, said in a light voice: ‘I’ve got salmon

  tonight. I hope that’s all right.’




  He followed her into the kitchen. The evening always followed a pattern. She would offer him a drink – Scotch, which she knew he preferred – and she would cook and they would chat in

  a general sort of way. After the meal they would go upstairs. That was the bit he quietly dreaded. In the beginning her body had had a perverse sort of attraction for him, but that had long worn

  off.




  The evening was generally over quite early. He’d never had to stay the night, thank God. The house was theirs only until ten-thirty when its owner – a friend of hers –

  returned.




  He sat down at the table and waited for her to pour his drink. He let her pour until the glass was almost full. She gave him a questioning look. ‘Hard day?’




  ‘Very.’




  She went to the stove and rattled some pans about, talking in that smoothly reasonable way of hers, which he found rather irritating. At least he wasn’t expected to reply until he’d

  finished his drink. He took the opportunity to eye her over the rim of his glass.




  Her name was Sonja Bjornsen, and she worked for the Norwegian Intelligence Service, known as FO/E.




  In the beginning it had been so easy – amazingly easy. He’d been doing an article about Norway’s involvement with the CIA – an article doomed never to be published, of

  course. He’d been watching the offices of FO/E in an attempt to prove that the Intelligence Service did exist – a fact no one in authority would admit. She was among the people

  he’d seen leaving the building on Platous Gate. She’d looked just the right type: a spinster in a senior secretarial position. It had been a simple matter to follow her home. A week

  later, on her weekly visit to the cinema, he’d bumped into her – well, not quite accidentally.




  After that things had progressed extremely satisfactorily. He’d had to take risks, of course, far greater risks than he’d ever taken before, but it had been worth it. She’d

  turned out to be a veritable goldmine, though it had taken several months for him to realize just how valuable she was. In the last year he’d got two frontpage exclusives on defence policy,

  in addition to a steady stream of pointers and hints which he’d built into nice little stories.




  Yes, a goldmine.




  Then she’d got promoted.




  When she’d told him he’d barely been able to conceal his delight. She’s been made queen bee: secretary to the Director.




  But within a month his euphoria had faded. The lady had taken her new responsibilities very seriously indeed. Instead of dropping bigger and better morsels into his beak, she’d given him

  little more than crumbs. All he got nowadays was office gossip and interdepartmental politics.




  He looked at her now with irritation. He was bored with having to make all this effort for nothing, he was bored with being patient. If she loved him so much why on earth didn’t she give

  him what he wanted?




  She had stopped talking and was smiling gently. ‘I’m sorry, I’m chattering on. Poor Erik, you look shattered.’




  Yes, thought Berg, poor Erik. Poor Erik Leif.




  Sonja always forgot how beautiful he was. It was odd to think of a man being beautiful, but there was really no other word to describe Erik. Whenever she opened the door to

  him, the sight of that face always gave her a small shock of pleasure. During the long days they were apart she thought about him a lot – even when she was working – yet her memory

  never quite did him justice.




  Leaving the cooking for a moment, she sat down and prompted him to talk so that she could examine his features one by one. Straight nose, wide mouth and blue eyes. But it was his hair that one

  noticed most of all – it was very thick and very blond. So many Norwegians were mousy-haired or pale blond, but Erik had really yellow hair.




  He had stopped talking and was looking bored. She said hurriedly: ‘I’ll get the food,’ and went to serve up.




  She’d met him in a cinema queue. When she’d realized he knew exactly who she was she’d been rather alarmed, but as soon as he’d introduced himself properly everything had

  become clear. He was in the ‘other’ department – the Security Service, known as FO/S.




  She’d checked up on him of course. That was automatic. She’d phoned Anna, her opposite number in the Security Service, and Anna had confirmed that Erik Leif worked in FO/S. The hair

  colour, height and age had matched.




  Which had left Sonja with just one concern: why someone as wonderful as Erik should be bothering with her. But he’d explained that as well. In fact he’d been quite open about it,

  rather endearingly so.




  What Erik wanted was a little inside knowledge.




  And for a reason she could appreciate. Between their two departments there was some not-so-friendly rivalry which occasionally led to what was euphemistically called ‘difficulties’.

  Erik wanted to cut through the ponderous inter-service liaison machinery to, as he put it, help things along. Which really meant: help his career along. Because Erik was ambitious. One only had to

  look at him to see that. But Sonja didn’t mind; on the contrary, she loved being close to such drive. It made her feel young.




  And so the affair had begun. She’d had a few shortlived affairs in her twenties, but nothing like this – nothing remotely like this. She’d had no idea she could feel so –

  powerfully. His body, the things he did to her – he was like an addiction. She couldn’t help herself at all; she wanted more and more of him.




  She didn’t fool herself about their relationship, of course. She was perfectly aware that she was no beauty. In her youth she’d looked quite pleasant, many people had thought so, but

  in recent years she’d let herself go. There was an awful lot of weight in unsightly places. But looks weren’t everything. In his own way Erik cared for her, she knew he did. He gave

  small signs of fondness now and again. He obviously respected her judgement. That was enough . . .




  Their relationship was essentially a bargain, of course. The inside gossip in exchange for this time together. But she didn’t mind the idea of a bargain. In fact, she rather preferred it;

  it gave her a sense of worth and self-respect, it gave the affair balance.




  She chatted as she put the food on the plates. She always tried to accumulate a little store of amusing anecdotes and stories during the week, hoping they might interest and amuse him. She was

  careful to keep off certain subjects that bored him though. Her mother, for instance, who lived with her and was virtually bedridden. But then Sonja liked a rest from her too.




  Sonja brought the meal to the table. ‘How’s your drink?’




  Without a word he drained his glass and held it out for a refill.




  ‘Things must be bad,’ she said with a short laugh.




  He shrugged. ‘Just rather a lot on at the moment.’




  ‘Really?’




  His mind seemed to be elsewhere this evening. ‘What? Oh, there’s a lot of manoeuvring going on for the Deputy’s job, that’s all. Which means that a lot of work is getting

  off-loaded on to us.’




  She was surprised. She’d thought the Deputy’s job at FO/S was filled. But maybe it hadn’t been announced yet.




  She began to eat. Erik pushed the food half-heartedly round his plate.




  ‘I hear the Head of E Branch might be next,’ she said, smiling in expectation. He should be interested in this one. ‘E’ was his own branch: Protective Security.




  ‘I’d heard,’ he said shortly.




  ‘Oh, have you? Tell me, what’s the real story behind it?’ And she paused with her fork halfway to her mouth to stare at his lovely face.




  She was waiting for an answer. This sort of office gossip was always the trickiest part of the evening. He had to remember exactly what he’d told her the previous week

  – she had an excellent memory – and outline a plausible series of developments. Once or twice in the past he’d tripped up quite badly, and had a few adrenalin-charged moments

  extricating himself. But he usually managed pretty well. In another life he liked to think he’d have made a good actor.




  ‘I think there was a row,’ he said.




  ‘Oh?’ She sounded surprised. He must be on the wrong track.




  He said briskly: ‘But look, I really don’t know. And to be honest, I’m not terribly interested. Office politics bore me to tears.’




  She dropped her eyes; the subject was over. She never pressed him.




  She wasn’t a stupid woman, Sonja. Just gullible. The Erik Leif deception had grown quite naturally. But the name hadn’t come out of thin air – he wasn’t that stupid.

  There was a real Erik Leif in FO/S, a low-ranking diplomatic protection officer whom Berg had come across some two years before when the man was guarding a visiting Nato minister.




  After that Sonja had believed the lot. Everything they said about middle-aged spinsters was true: age made them desperate, grateful and blind. Sometimes he’d felt almost fond of her, in

  the way that ugly things have a curious and compelling fascination. But disenchantment had set in.




  She cleared away the food and brought the coffee.




  He thought: Last chance, Sonja.




  Toying with his cup, he acquired a distant troubled look.




  Sonja picked it up immediately: she was very quick on atmosphere. ‘Anything the matter?’ she asked gently.




  A slight hesitation. ‘Well . . .’




  Her eyes blinked rapidly behind her spectacles. ‘What is it?’




  Berg smiled fleetingly, then assumed a deep frown. ‘Something’s come up, Sonja. I—’ He broke off, apparently unable to continue.




  She looked suitably alarmed.




  ‘The thing is—’ he took a deep breath ‘ – I’ve got a new job.’




  Sonja froze. She knew it was bad news.




  ‘It’s a sort of promotion,’ he continued. ‘I’m heading a new team. It’ll involve a lot of travelling at short notice. The team’ll work very closely

  together. We’ll have to keep in permanent contact with each other – in fact, the others’ll need to know where I am at all times. So’ – he stared her firmly in the eye

  – ‘it may not be possible for us to see each other very often . . . if at all.’




  She was staring, her face pale, her mouth slightly open. ‘But – surely – you’ll have some free time.’ Her voice was gruff and uneven.




  ‘I can’t have a secret life, Sonja. And you are most definitely a secret.’




  ‘But surely there must be a way?’ She was trying very hard to be brave.




  ‘It’s a permanent job.’




  She blinked a few times then gave a small quivery smile. ‘Well. We always knew it might come to this, didn’t we? We mustn’t complain, I suppose.’ Suddenly she pulled off

  her glasses and clamped a hand over her eyes. ‘Sorry . . .’ she said with difficulty. ‘Sorry . . .’




  He went round the table and, pulling her to her feet, let her cry against his shoulder. It was, after all, the least he could do.




  After a long while she pulled away and, drying her eyes decisively, said: ‘Just such a surprise, that’s all. I’m all right now. Really. Just such a surprise.’ They sat

  down again. He poured her a stiff drink. She took a gulp and asked with forced calmness: ‘I still don’t understand. Why – what – tell me about the job.’




  Berg had planned his answer. ‘Well, we’re troubleshooting really.’




  ‘Oh? What sort of trouble?’




  ‘We think there may be a leak somewhere, and . . .’ He shrugged. ‘We’ve got to sort it out.’




  ‘A leak?’ Her tear-filled eyes sharpened.




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘If we knew that . . .’




  ‘What sort of material’s been leaked?’




  This was developing in a promising direction. Taking it slowly, Berg frowned, as if considering whether to tell her. ‘We’re not absolutely sure yet. But it seems to involve

  CIA-linked operations.’




  Horror leapt into Sonja’s face. ‘Oh. Oh.’




  ‘I told you, it’s only a whisper.’




  ‘But – we haven’t been notified! Why haven’t we been notified?’




  Sonja was keen as a ferret when her curiosity was roused. He’d have to go carefully. He said: ‘The leak seems to be from a Norwegian source and – look, I’ve already said

  far too much. Even to you, Sonja.’




  ‘What’re you saying?’ she cried. ‘That the leak may come from us?’




  ‘It’s a possibility.’




  Behind the thick lenses Sonja’s eyeballs were round as orbs. Berg felt as if he’d thrown a snowball and started an avalanche. She leaned across the table and said in a low urgent

  voice: ‘Erik, this is very serious. I—’ She stopped abruptly and gave him an agonized look, as if she wanted to tell him more but couldn’t.




  Berg felt a frisson of interest. He prompted: ‘Yes?’




  Her mind was hard at work. She said at last: ‘It just couldn’t have come at a worse time.’




  Berg tried to decide whether she was playing games or not. In his experience women – even docile women like Sonja – were capable of almost anything when clutching on to a failing

  relationship. ‘Why’s it a bad time?’ he prompted.




  She hesitated for a long while, then shook her head decisively: she had decided not to talk. Instead she began to cry again.




  He stood up.




  She jumped to her feet, a panicky look on her face. ‘Wait! Please don’t go yet. I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t bear you to go just like that.’




  ‘Look, Sonja, it’s best not to string things out, don’t you think?’




  ‘No, no! Please. Please . . .’ She made a big effort to be calm. ‘Please. Whatever happens, I – oh, I couldn’t bear it. Erik, please. I

  can still be of help to you, I know I can.’




  He raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’




  She stared at him for a moment, then came slowly and humbly towards him and, putting her arms round him, laid her head against his chest.




  He longed to walk out, but his curiosity was pricked: he had to know.




  He made the necessary mental adjustment to the idea of going to bed with Sonja one more time. Difficult, but it probably wouldn’t kill him. He’d managed often enough before.




  He began to stroke her hair.




  Yes: if he concentrated very hard he might be able to make the incredible leap of the imagination needed to pretend that the plump body in his arms was that of Isabella.




  Sixty miles inside Finland the truck came to a halt in the darkness beside a vast frozen lake. Here the three men unloaded the vehicle, removing rucksacks and skis, a bundle

  of birch poles, a roll of thick cloth and several boxes of provisions. A short distance below the track, in a sheltered hollow among the trees bordering the lake, they made camp.




  They built the curved birch poles into a domed tent frame and stretched the thick woollen cloth around it. They added a floor of birch twigs covered with reindeer skins and within twenty minutes

  the tent was completed.




  It was a long time since either Jan or Mattis had erected a traditional Lapp tent, known as a lavo, but the old Skolt Lapp remembered the method well enough, although he himself hardly

  ever bothered nowadays. There was a perfectly good wooden hut ten miles up the lake that he normally used. But in this instance it was best to stay off the beaten track. The Skolt Lapp was well

  known in this region – but the other two men were strangers and would attract attention.




  The men retreated gratefully into the tent. The wind was blowing hard down the sixty-mile length of the lake; wind-torn clouds raced across the new moon and, to the north, the stars had vanished

  behind an advancing mass of deeper darkness. Mattis lit the pressure stove – their only concession to modernity – and prepared a hot meal from dried fish and potatoes, followed by hard

  unleavened bread and cloudberry preserve with real butter, a delicacy in these parts. This was followed by coffee and, for the old man, a swig of aquavit.




  The old man loved to talk and for a while the younger men listened politely, though it was hard to follow his rapid and mumbled dialect. He talked of prewar days, when his community had lived in

  the Petsamo region, an area trapped between east and west and the subject of eternal border disputes. Then it was Finnish; now it was Russian. Like many of his generation the old man wanted to

  return to his homeland. Yet he wasn’t allowed to, and he still found it difficult to understand why.




  He didn’t like life here on Lake Inari; the fishing wasn’t as good, and the hunting was poor, and the Finnish settlers were hostile to the Lapps. What was the answer?




  There was no answer and the younger men fell asleep, leaving the old man to have another slug of aquavit and contemplate the fishing next day, and decide where on the frozen lake he would try

  his luck.




  Eventually he too slept and the only sound was the insistent soughing of the wind as it blew the first swirls of snow against the side of the tent.




  Sonja knew he was awake, but she didn’t speak. At times like this it was best to leave him alone. Neither did she move, though as always she had a strong urge to touch

  him. She loved the texture of his hair, so rich and heavy; she liked to stroke his arm and feel the astonishing smoothness of his skin.




  But she held back. Self-control was essential. Clever women never gave anything away, she knew that. They were careful not to show their feelings, careful not to make too many demands. And

  she’d been careful, so careful. And it had really paid off.




  Until now.




  What had gone wrong? She couldn’t imagine. She had done nothing to upset him.




  But then a part of her could imagine only too well what was wrong – he was bored with her. He was trying to get rid of her. The thought was agony.




  This new job was just a pretext, she was certain of it. If he really wanted to go on seeing her he would find a way. After all they’d managed this long without anyone finding out. Not a

  whisper of their relationship had ever got out into either department.




  It was Erik who’d insisted on secrecy. He’d said it would damage his career. Deep down she suspected there was another reason – he was ashamed of her. She could see how some

  people might find the relationship ridiculous. They wouldn’t understand, they wouldn’t realize how dependent they were on each other.




  Had been . . .




  Torture.




  She felt tears well up again, and held them back. So undignified, like that exhibition downstairs. What had she been thinking of, showing her feelings like that!




  She’d been so happy with the way things were. In her twenties she’d expected too much – that had been her mistake. At thirty-five she’d still been waiting patiently for

  the right man, but suddenly there weren’t any more available men, right or otherwise. It dawned on her that she’d been far too choosy.




  Then Mother had got ill and Sonja had moved in with her and suddenly her last remaining social life had evaporated to a once-weekly trip to the cinema.




  Now she was fifty and it was all far, far too late.




  Erik stirred at her side. She held still, longing for him to speak, but he rolled away from her, his breath slow and steady. Outside, the wind sighed in the trees.




  She thought: I’ll do anything to keep him.




  Erik rolled on to his back again and she held her breath.




  His hand touched her arm and patted it.




  A rush of love and longing surged through Sonja. She pressed herself against him. He swung his arm behind her neck and pulled her to him. With infinite slowness she stroked his arm and touched

  his hair, concentrating on each sensation so that she could store it carefully in her memory.




  He murmured: ‘You know, Sonja, I’m really very fond of you.’




  She held still, eyes firmly closed, teeth gritted. He sighed. ‘It’s just that . . . I’ll be working all hours and . . . I just won’t have time.’ He added shortly:

  ‘This job’s really important, you see.’
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