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“To betray, you must first belong.”

Kim Philby




Prologue

Arctic Graveyard

Longyearbyen

In the high Arctic the year only has one day: the sun comes up once and goes down once.

Sunset in October lasts almost a week before darkness descends for the winter.

In Longyearbyen it had been night for only a month. Owing to the wind chill, the temperature of minus 11°C was closer to minus 19°C. Out of the November darkness of the Advent Valley a light appeared, faint at first, then growing gradually brighter until a headlight became visible.

The witness who had first raised the alarm – the owner of Casa Polaris, a holiday cabin situated on a slight slope above the flat valley floor – would later say it was the jerky, erratic light that had first caught her attention.

Governor Robert Eliassen had just finished his working day following a meeting with the pastor. He was a burly police officer in his sixties who had got the job after a long, successful career in the police and security services in northern Norway. Wearing a trapper hat and wind mittens, he had just set out on his snowmobile on the 300-metre stretch back to the governor’s estate.

The pastor had wanted to discuss the graveyard on the slope towards the summit of Plåtafjellet, where the permafrost was slowly forcing all the coffins up out of the earth. Everything buried on Svalbard came up again sooner or later.

The pastor had shown him an article in the international media about it being “forbidden to die” on the archipelago. An exaggeration perhaps, but the place was no “cradle-to-grave” community, as Eliassen was fond of saying.

Svalbard was not a place to be born or to die.

Contrary to what most visitors assume, the name Longyearbyen has nothing to do with the seasons at 78 degrees north. The appellation is not related to the polar night and the midnight sun, those phenomena in the outermost regions so fundamentally at odds with our common human categorisation of reality – the sun rising in the morning and going down at night – that they can induce madness, delirium or cause one to be bitten by the so-called “polar bug”, which renders life on the mainland empty and meaningless. No, Longyearbyen is named after an American miner.

Eliassen had almost reached the governor’s estate, a cosy yard surrounded by red wooden houses that stood in stark contrast to its futuristic neighbour, the governor’s administration building. “Darth Vader has landed in Longyearbyen” was how one foreign reporter had described it. Another wag had observed: “What may be considered fantasy and science fiction in other places is social realism on Svalbard.”

At that moment Eliassen heard the whine of an engine and saw a snowmobile burst through a snow bank at speed before coming to an abrupt halt in the yard.

“Hey!” he called out, dismounting and running the last few metres over to the vehicle.

Atop the snowmobile a thickset, bearded man was sitting almost rigid before, with what appeared to be a strenuous effort, he rose from the seat and collapsed in the snow.

Hypothermia, Eliassen quickly concluded. Years in the Arctic had not only made him adept at avoiding the condition himself, but also to see when those with less experience of the region had not managed to adequately protect themselves from the cold.

He tried communicating in both English and Russian but failed to illicit a response. As he made to take hold of the man by the shoulder, the Russian mumbled something.

“Don’t . . . don’t touch!”

His eyes struggled to focus on the governor.

“Medical care . . . emergency . . .”

“I’ll get you medical help, of course I will,” Eliassen said. “But you can’t lie here. You risk freezing to death.”

It was as though the man pulled himself together. “P-p-poison,” he said.

“What?” the governor replied.

“Poisoned,” the Russian whispered in English, in a low, rasping voice.

Robert Eliassen stood up and took a step back. Had he touched the man lying on the ground in front of him? No, but he had been a hair’s breadth from doing so. He took out his phone, called a number and described the situation in a few brief words to A & E.

“Who are you?” Eliassen asked.

“My name . . . is . . . Colonel . . . Vasily . . . Zemlyakov . . .”

“Where have you come from?”

“B-B-barentsburg.”

“My name is Robert Eliassen and I’m Norway’s chief official here on Svalbard,” the governor said with authority.

The Russian convulsed, ending up on his side with his head in a little snowdrift. Eliassen could see blood beginning to trickle from his nose and mouth.

“The ambulance is on its way.”

Several things were clear to him. Firstly, this man was fatally ill. Secondly, if the Russians had poisoned him, God alone knew if he too was in danger.

A poisoned Russian colonel on NATO territory was an international incident. In Brussels such an occurrence could be characterised as a chemical attack. Eliassen shuddered.

“Governor?” Zemlyakov whispered and pointed in the direction of the Advent Valley. “Falck?”

“Falck?”

Governor Eliassen stared at the man in front of him. He was of course aware of the Falck family’s business activities on Svalbard. They had held mining rights there since 1916. Furthermore, Hans Falck, the celebrated doctor, was an old acquaintance from the 1970s, back when Eliassen was busy keeping communists like him under surveillance.

“What do you mean?”

“Falck have a foundation and a company . . . SAGA.”

“And?”

Zemlyakov coughed up blood.

“We have someone on the inside of SAGA.”

“Who?” the governor asked.

Just then the ambulance arrived and two people in hazmat suits carrying a stretcher rushed over. They gently lifted the Russian and placed him on the stretcher. Zemlyakov turned his head as they were about to place an oxygen mask on him. He gave Eliassen an entreating look.

“Someone in the family . . . you’ll get the name . . . in exchange for my protection.”

He passed out. The ambulance drove away.

Robert Eliassen switched off the ignition on the snowmobile. Silence fell. He stood staring at the Opera Mountain on the far side of the fjord. In the darkness it resembled a theatre stage with the lights off. A mole inside the Falck family?

He took out his phone and rang the doctor on call.

“I need to question the Russian,” Eliassen said, “as soon as possible.”

“I’m afraid that’ll be impossible,” the doctor answered and drew a deep breath. “The patient died in the ambulance. There was nothing we could do.”




Part I

Advent
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330th Squadron

Norwegian waters, northern Norway

The rescue helicopter, a Sea King, lifted from the helipad as though being hoisted and paused several metres above the ground, swaying in the wind, before tilting its nose slightly downward and flying out over Vestfjorden.

The message had been concise: Russian trawler north-west of Sortland. Captain acutely ill.

Hans Falck, seated at the back of the aircraft to the right of the rescue swimmer, was wearing a signal-red survival suit with wool underneath, and had a three-point seat belt fastened. Sleet lashed the window. There was a strong headwind; the cabin shook, causing the tightly packed medical equipment to rattle. It was the final day of the crew’s current stint on emergency standby.

Below he could make out the strait between Bodø and the high peaks of Landegode Island. Although it was early in the morning, the November light was so dim that the cabin was bathed in dusky darkness.

Ever since he was a boy and his uncle Herbert had shown him the stuffed polar bear at the Svalbard office of the Hanseatic Steamship Company, Hans had been drawn to the north. For him it was akin to a law of physics, like gravity bringing an object to the ground. All the memories of this part of the country lay hidden deep within him, in the same way people carry their lost youth or the reminiscence of an old flame. The air could conjure it: the dampness by the coast, the dry, freezing conditions on the plateaus inland. Or the rugged, endless landscapes covered in snow, illuminated by the Northern Lights in winter and bathed in eternal sun in the summer. The northerners’ warmth and friendliness reminded him of the people in the Levant.

“Doctor Hans,” Giske, the rescue diver, said. The confident young western Norwegian took a slurp from a cup of instant soup and looked nonchalantly out at the storm. “Wasn’t it down there that the Hurtigruten ferry with those relatives of yours sank during the war?”

Hans stared pensively down at the spumy whitecaps in Vestfjorden. The shipwreck had led the Oslo branch of the family to deviate from the direct line of descent in the Falck family. The biggest of their many lies.

It had also been in these parts, during a seminar in Trollfjorden, that Siri Greve had come to him with a copy of Vera’s will.

Greve had offered him and his branch of the family control of a company worth twelve billion kroner, a non-profit foundation, and perhaps the most attractive piece of private property in the country. M. Magnus had been on at him a lot lately. “You have to exercise your rights, claim what’s yours,” he insisted.

Of course, Hans could offer good reasons for not having taken up the fight. That his radical conscience stood in direct opposition to the Falck fortune. That his idealism was incompatible with modern private capitalism. That his place was in the field and not in some rose tower at Rederhaugen.

For him, saving one life was saving the world.

He could say all this, and those listening would be lost in admiration, as they always were when he spoke, whether that was around a dinner table, after receiving an honorary degree, in a Lebanese refugee camp, or at a public meeting in northern Norway called to fight the closure of a local hospital.

They would all sit spellbound.

In the eyes of the world, Hans was the exemplar of a man of action. When the alarm went, when the bombs were falling and people were in distress, no one was on the scene quicker. It was a drug. But when family relations became difficult, Hans buried his own secrets below layer upon layer of work.

The Sea King helicopter shook violently just as the contours of the Lofoten Wall, shrouded in storm clouds and low fog, emerged below him on the left side.

Like Hans, Giske the rescue swimmer had that resting-pulse composure that seemed so alien to civilians, who were afraid of even slight turbulence on a commercial airliner. That type of thing had never scared Hans. It was the silence he feared – the stillness after an agonising conversation at the dinner table, following the exposure of infidelity.

They had flown above the rugged, mountainous islands in Vesterålen and were headed out over the endless Atlantic when the pilot’s voice came over the headset.

“Five minutes to reported position. Giske, stand by for descent to boat.”

Hans spotted the trawler first: a blue hull below a black winch with the bridge towards the bow and a broad stern, high and rigid, like a factory at sea. Maybe thirty metres long, although it was difficult to gauge for sure. A blast of wind lifted the helicopter into an updraught and back down into an air pocket, like a ship at sea. The diver stood up and made his way to the open hatch with a swaying gait. An icy wind hit them. The navigator had got to his feet and was beside him.

“We’re in position,” the pilot said, with that forthright, almost nonchalant voice that was the mark of a safe pair of hands in rough weather.

“Any update on the captain’s injuries?” Hans asked. “Alcohol poisoning?”

“They seem quite stressed,” the navigator said. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s something acute and painful.”

“Giske, prepare for descent,” the pilot ordered.

The navigator and engineer double-checked that the rescuer was secured. Grasping the bar above the hatch with both hands, Giske leaned out and allowed himself to be lowered in the wind. Snow blew into the helicopter, heavy flakes melting on the thigh of Hans’s red survival suit. The rotor blades made an infernal racket.

After what felt like an eternity, the rescuer eventually reported he was on the deck.

“Status of the Russian?” the navigator radioed.

“They won’t let me enter the cabin where he’s lying,” Giske shouted. “But from what I can gather, he’s suffering intense pain in the abdominal region. Condition poor in general.”

“You need to get him on the stretcher,” the navigator shouted, “then we’ll have a look at him up here and take him to Bodø.”

There was crackling on the line and the sound of voices raised in anger.

“The Russians are refusing to let me take him,” Giske radioed. “They think it’s too dangerous, and he’s in too bad a state.”

“Then there’s nothing we can do,” the navigator said. “We’ll bring you back up.”

“Wait!” Hans shouted into the headset. “Giske, can you ask the Russians to have someone place a hand on his lower abdomen? Tell them to press down, no more than a couple of centimetres. Is he in any more pain?”

“Surprisingly little, they’re telling me,” the rescuer said after several seconds.

“Ask them to release the pressure with a swift movement.”

The subsequent scream left no room for doubt.

In the cockpit, the navigator, engineer and Hans exchanged glances.

“I think we can save the guy,” Hans said in a serious tone. “I’m going down.”

The others nodded in silent agreement.

Hans linked himself securely to the line, stood up and took staggering steps through the swaying helicopter cabin over to the hatch. He clipped himself into the hoist harness. The navigator double-checked the attachments.

Then Hans swung out into the blackness and began to descend. The noise of the rotor blades mingled with the wind. Far, far below he could make out the lights of the trawler. He was so high up. The outline of the vessel came into view on the crest of a wave, seeming as motionless as a stranded ship at low tide, before disappearing down into a trough of white-whipped foam. He swung so far back and forth that for a moment he thought he would be hurled into one of the masts.

The wind was strong, but with the weight bag at the end of the guideline providing ballast Hans felt safe.

Now he could see the trawler clearly. A large, rusty beast.

Seven metres to go, five metres, three metres . . .

Down on the deck he released himself from the harness and began walking unsteadily. “What’ll we do?” Giske asked.

“You wait here,” Hans shouted. “I’ll talk to the Russians.”

Two Russian seamen approached him. In the wind Hans shouted that he was a doctor and he had a suspicion of what was ailing the captain.

One of the Russians gestured and attempted a response. “Doctor OK. Operation here.”

The other Russian took a step forward, as though to emphasise what they meant. Hans nodded and hurried up to the bridge, where he was shown to the captain’s quarters.

The captain was lying on a stretcher on the floor. He was an athletic, muscular man in his forties.

Hans opened the medic bag and assessed what he had to hand. He held a scalpel up to the light.

“Really?” one of the Russians said.

A big wave caused the wheelhouse to shake.

“It’s this or death,” Hans said soberly.

He administered a sedative and the captain went out quickly. The crew continued to stand around them.

“I need someone to help me,” Hans ordered, pointing at the seaman who seemed to speak the best English, before handing him a surgical mask and gloves. “You.”

Hans began by cutting through the captain’s shirt in the area between the upper pelvis and the navel. Placing a hand carefully on McBurney’s point on the lower abdomen, he applied surgical spirit. Using the scalpel, he made an incision about five centimetres long, and while the seaman helped keep the cut open, he negotiated the muscle fibres until the peritoneum was visible. The ship continued to roll. Making a slightly deeper incision, Hans opened the peritoneal cavity. He stuck his forefinger in to locate the large intestine.

Below that the swollen appendix came into view. It was red and the shape and size of an earthworm. Hans drew it up, found the appendicular artery, then secured and ligated it, before cutting it and pushing the stump of the appendix back in. Then he closed the abdominal wall and the skin. The operation took only minutes.

“For the last time,” Hans said, “he needs to come with us.”

“He stays,” the Russian replied brusquely. “Thank you, doctor.”

On his way out, Hans grabbed the beaker he had placed the appendix in, putting it in a diffusion-proof bag which he then sealed.

The rescue diver approached him. “Well?”

“Should be OK,” Hans answered.

“Fuck, some job,” Giske said.

There was a crackle over the radio.

“Falck, Giske?” the navigator said. “We’re running low on fuel.”

The Norwegians made their way quickly through the wheelhouse, down onto the deck.

“We’re ready to be hoisted up!” Hans shouted, his voice full of adrenalin.

The next second he sailed off in an arc over the gunwale, as the trawler rolled on a wave higher than any of the others.

Hans already understood. This would go wrong.

For a moment he had a sensation of weightlessness before he was hurled back towards the trawler and saw a steel mast growing before his eyes.

Because this was what he had always dreaded. Not death itself, but that concentrated fear of death, from the moment the free solo climber loses his grip on the rock face until he meets the ground, the second between the detonation of the roadside bomb and the blast it releases, the tenth of a second between the guillotine falling and it cutting the carotid arteries.

Then the curtain fell.




2

The Time for Deceiving the Authorities is Over

Rederhaugen, Oslo

One of the first things Sasha Falck did as the new director of SAGA was to have the statue of Big Thor, which had long adorned the large square lawn in front of the main entrance, pulled down.

To replace it, she commissioned a sculptor to make a bust of her paternal grandmother. The artist specialised in figures of strong females and, however unclassifiable she might otherwise have been, Vera Lind certainly belonged in that category. Besides her writing, which held cult status in certain circles, she had defied the male members of the family, at great personal risk, in order to tell the truth.

Sasha looked up at the bronze face. It was early morning on September 1. There was much to be done before the naming ceremony of Falck 3 – a rescue boat the family business had donated to the Norwegian Sea Rescue Society – took place in the capital. After that, a reception was to be held at Rederhaugen. As director of SAGA, Sasha was playing a key role.

A cold winter rain was falling and raindrops lay like beads of sweat on the forehead of her grandmother’s likeness. Sasha pulled the already damp scarf tighter around her neck and stepped over the low railing separating the gravel path from the lawn where the bust stood. Vera Lind 1920–2015. Sasha had of course considered an epitaph, maybe something from one of Vera’s books, but the view her grandmother held of the inscription on the statue of Big Thor had dissuaded her. “To live on in the hearts we leave behind is not to die; more like ‘His mortal remains have left us but his pomposity will live for eternity’,” she would say with a scornful laugh.

The features of the bust resembled Sasha’s own face: the pointed Roman nose and the high cheekbones, although the coiffed hair indicated it was modelled on an older version of her grandmother. The skin was smooth, as though after a facelift; the eyes had the vacant aloofness of a statue as she stared out at the horizon of the fjord. Grandmother pointed towards another reality, of art and passion, beyond the self-control Sasha always strove for.

It had all begun the previous year when Vera, at the grand old age of ninety-five, had committed suicide. Her will was nowhere to be found. Despite her father’s warnings about not “looking under that rock”, Sasha had begun probing into her grandmother’s secrets. Her investigations had pointed her in the direction of Vera’s manuscript, The Sea Cemetery, originally written in 1970. In it, Vera had used a journey on the Hurtigruten ferry and its subsequent sinking during the Second World War to tear down the image of Sasha’s grandfather, Big Thor Falck, as a war hero. In reality, he had been a Nazi collaborator and a war profiteer. The manuscript had been seized and Vera had been placed under a guardianship order by her own son, Sasha’s father Olav.

When Sasha finally found the will, she understood why the relationship between Vera and Olav had been so fraught. Her son had been the result of a love affair with a German soldier. Sasha and Vera’s other descendants therefore fell outside the bloodline on which the Falcks based control over the family businesses and inheritance. With the stroke of a pen, her grandmother had, in effect, disinherited them. Sasha had burned the will. Even though the fear of this crime coming to light was still present, it grew weaker with every day that passed.

Sasha was making her way back towards the office when she heard a voice behind her.

“Alexandra?”

She stopped. Recognised the low, whispering voice and melodious north Norwegian accent of Martens Magnus. MM to his colleagues.

“You’re not my father,” she said. “Call me Sasha.”

MM possessed the sort of anti-charisma which often characterised people who succeeded in the labyrinth of bureaucracy. He had divorced the previous year, a development that had brought him and Olav closer.

But although M. Magnus was Olav’s confidant, that friendship was no obstacle to her father ridiculing him when his name came up in conversation with his children.

“MM would unplug his own mother from life support if he needed to charge his phone,” Olav would say. But people listened to his advice. He was a person worth staying on good terms with.

A stocky man with rat-like features, he belonged to the type of former special forces officer that combined cynicism with vanity. Today he was sporting a black double-breasted coat over a burgundy polo neck, and a strong scent of aftershave lingered around him.

“We need to talk,” he said in a firm tone.

Despite his flaws, when MM insisted on something, it was wise to listen. Sasha had appointed him head of SAGA’s North Norway Division, a move that had drawn approval from her father. In the north all activity – property, ports, shipping – had far-reaching political implications. It was a game MM mastered better than most. Her own learning curve had proved steep, but with angels and devils like Martens Magnus on her shoulder she had come through.

“As you’re aware, Sverre and the rest of the Afghanistan contingent are landing today,” MM said, as they made their way down towards the pavilion.

“We don’t have any contact,” Sasha said. “Was there another reason you wanted to talk?”

Martens Magnus nodded. “I’ve just come from a meeting with, among others, public officials and the governor of Svalbard.”

The story of the poisoned Russian colonel had caused a stir after the media had got hold of it some weeks previously. Longyearbyen society being so transparent, the inhabitants knew about every event almost as soon as it happened, and a possible chemical attack from Russia on sovereign Norwegian territory was not exactly a warning shot fired at a polar bear; it was international news. Governor Eliassen had been interviewed by Der Spiegel, the BBC and the New York Times, prime ministers had condemned, NATO had consulted and the Russians had denied.

“The results of the forensic examinations are back,” MM continued. “They show Zemlyakov had a high level of ricin in his system, and that he died of septicaemia. This is the same highly toxic protein used to kill a Bulgarian defector in London in 1978, among others. But the time frame is important. Ricin will usually kill people within three days, so it’s relatively slow acting. According to the post-mortem report, Zemlyakov had been poisoned at least twenty-four hours previously. And from the log of Russian shipping traffic we know he arrived on a Russian vessel that docked in Barentsburg four hours prior to the incident in Longyearbyen. Directly from a Russian base on Franz Josef Land.”

Sasha thought for a moment. “So, he was poisoned on Russian territory?”

“Looks very much like it,” MM replied. “Intelligence is of the view he planned his own escape to the West after the poisoning. He came by boat, stole a snowmobile in Barentsburg and drove to Longyearbyen, a trip that in darkness and without local knowledge took as much as three hours.”

“I’m familiar with the route,” she said.

“The fact the poisoning seems to have taken place on Russian territory is the reason for the relatively cautious nature of Norway’s official response.”

They had reached the shore at Øksevika. The low-lying clouds merged with the grey horizon.

“The colonel’s last words,” MM whispered, “were that the Russians had someone inside SAGA. In a central position.”

She swallowed, nodding slowly. Then she picked up a flat stone and skimmed it across the water. Why this now? Just as she was in the process of putting behind her the shocking events stirred up by her discovery of Vera’s manuscript and will. It had threatened to blow the family apart. Now her relationship with her father was on the mend, she was on top of things.

And now this.

“We have a strategy in place for the northern areas under your purview,” she said. “How does this information relate to them?”

“That’s precisely what I’m trying to ascertain.”

She turned to him. “What are the security services saying?”

“What indeed. They’re saying that equality, diversity and inclusion are important and that the investigation mustn’t clash with the holiday period. They’re looking into the matter.”

Sasha had met enough military types to know that they spoke about “the police”, as in the security police, with a condescension that surpassed how the police referred to security guards.

“The police are competent technicians and undercover operatives,” MM said. “I’ll give them that. I imagine they’ll turn up en masse to install microphones in the walls and monitor your phone, then send a few men later on to stake out the reception. But do you think they’ll catch a SAGA infiltrator in that way?”

He shook his head.

“So what do you suggest?”

“Johnny Berg,” he answered, without hesitation. His gaze was steady.

The thought of John Omar “Johnny” Berg had roughly the same effect on Sasha as when she stumbled upon online videos of daredevils balancing on the edges of skyscrapers and cranes: her blood pressure and heart rate went up, her breathing grew faster and her palms became sweaty. She tried to turn away but was drawn to what frightened her.

It was Johnny who had helped her find out the truth about The Sea Cemetery. He knew the entire truth.

The outsider, street boy, secret agent, lover, who, under the pretext of finding Vera’s manuscript, had manoeuvred himself into the family before she herself had intervened.

“I’m not in touch with Johnny Berg.”

Magnus sighed, with a little too much resignation for her taste.

“You should consider getting in touch. Berg could be a useful man to be on good terms with right now.”

Sasha made no reply. She could not say what she was thinking: that even if contrary to all reasoning she was to heed her darker instincts, Johnny did not want to have anything to do with her. She had burned Vera’s will before his eyes, then had him sent to prison. “Whatever we had, it’s over,” Sasha said, immediately regretting her choice of words. It sounded like a lover’s confession.

“Berg is out of prison and is writing a biography of Hans,” the officer said. “He’s regained partial custody of his daughter. Things are going much better, by all accounts.”

“The biography of Hans was a ploy to get inside the family,” she mumbled, while trying to conceal her curiosity.

“At the outset perhaps, but now it’s serious. Berg has a watertight reason to sit and work at Rederhaugen. Give him a desk somewhere. Let him find out who’s leaking information to the Russians. And not a word about this conversation, do you understand?”

“Martens,” Sasha said. “The time for deceiving the authorities is over. This is a job for the security services. If you ever drop hints abouts extra-parliamentary escapades under the auspices of SAGA again, I’ll see to it you’re placed under investigation – by the police.”

“Alexandra,” MM protested, before seeming to accept defeat.

“And one last thing,” Sasha said. “If you mention Johnny Berg’s name once more, I’ll see to it you never set foot in Rederhaugen again.”
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