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      Jackboots thundered against the pavement echoing American Askel Westgard’s heartbeat as he stood among the horrified crowd watching the German Army march through Oslo. He exchanged a hardened glance with his cousin Gustav. More than a year had passed since Hitler’s troops invaded Norway and trapped him in the country. Would he still have come if he’d known the führer would ignore King Haakon VII’s stand of neutrality?

      Probably.

      Having lost his position at the bank during what was now being referred to as the Great Depression and tired of scraping to make ends meet with odd jobs, Askel jumped at the chance for a change when Gustav had written. His regular mechanic, another cousin, had up and married and moved to his bride’s hometown of Kristiansand. There were plenty of men Gustav could have hired, but he wanted his business to remain in the family. A common philosophy among the Norwegians.

      The work was hard but fulfilling. After college, Askel had worked using his brain. Now, he was able to use his hands and his head. However, despite a lifetime of long, cold winters in Minnesota, he’d almost frozen to death during his first winter in Norway. The nearly constant darkness was also difficult, but fortunately, even at a fraction of the size of Askel’s hometown of St. Cloud, Gustav’s native city, Bergen, had a population of more than one hundred thousand, so there was plenty to do during the interminable black days when he wasn’t either crewing or maintaining one of Gustav’s fishing boats.

      Askel gritted his teeth as the soldiers bellowed the German national anthem. With an ear for languages, he’d learned his parents’ native Norwegian as well as German, Swedish, and Finnish from various neighbors who arrived as immigrants during his childhood. He’d been thirteen years old when the U.S. entered the Great War, but European refugees had appeared well before then. He understood the troops’ pride in their country, but how could they follow such a madman? Despite the warmth of the sun on his back, he shivered. And what would their allegiance ultimately mean to the world?

      “Perhaps you should have fled when you had the chance.” Gustav nudged his shoulder and rolled his eyes toward the soldiers. “You’re going to regret remaining in a country ruled by the Huns.”

      “I told you before, and I’ll tell you again: I won’t leave you stranded.” Askel shrugged as he squinted in the bright sunshine. “So far, they haven’t been too heavy-handed, and we’re still allowed to fish the waters.”

      “This is going to be an extensive, ugly war, and frankly, without the help of your fellow countrymen, the tyskere have a chance of winning. The britene still haven’t recovered from Dunkirk, so they’re not much use either.”

      “Too many isolationists in America right now, and they’re getting support from big names. Charles Lindbergh led one of their rallies in April, but President Roosevelt knows it’s only a matter of time. Unfortunately, he’s too worried about reelection to do anything about the situation yet.”

      “I appreciate the support, cousin, but you should keep your head down. I don’t know how smart these boys are, but someone is bound to remember you’re amerikansk, and that may not sit well with the occupiers.”

      “I’m not interested in trying to make my way through Sweden or Finland into Russia. They hate the Americans worse than the Germans. I’ll take my chances as a simple fisherman.” Askel narrowed his eyes and leaned close to his cousin. “Unless you’ve got something else in mind. With your government gone, and the quisling in its place, your army folded like a deck of cards, but I’ve heard rumors of underground resistance. Know anything about it?”

      Gustav’s gaze slid past Askel’s shoulder. “Why would you think I would?”

      “Because even though you’re not prone to gossip, you’re one of the most well-informed men I’ve ever met. And because the look you just gave me said it all. Don’t ever play poker, cuz.”

      Ruddy complexion deepening to the color of a ripe tomato, Gustav frowned. “Standing in the middle of a crowd is not the place to discuss this.”

      Askel’s chest tightened. “You do know something.” He barely moved his lips as he whispered, “Fine, we’ll wait until we’re headed back to Bergen, but I expect you to tell me everything.”

      The music faded, and the crowd dispersed as the soldiers turned the corner at the next intersection. Askel inhaled deeply of the briny air mingled with the scent of petroleum. Tanks, jeeps, and other military vehicles had taken over the downtown area as a way to remind the Norwegians about the Germans’ power. He wrinkled his nose and shook his head. He couldn’t get on the sea soon enough, where there was nothing but the challenge of guiding the boat across the open waters and filling their nets.

      With Gustav in the lead, they threaded their way through clusters of pedestrians, until only a handful of people surrounded them when they arrived at the bus stop. Askel checked his wristwatch. The bus should be along any minute. Fortunately, the Germans hadn’t interrupted public transportation. Yet.

      How long before they stifled movement within the country? Surely, they weren’t foolish enough to trust the Norwegians. Of course, with the arrogance of an invader, perhaps the troops thought they’d cowed the inhabitants. If that was the case, they hadn’t studied their history. The Norsemen of old, those his American compatriots would call Vikings, were fierce warriors who’d mastered the raging North Sea and conquered territories far and wide. Would their descendants rise up and fight?

      Glancing at Gustav, Askel nibbled the inside of his cheek. He might be American, but Norse blood ran through his veins. He owed it to his cousin and his heritage to do his part against the Germans. But what would that entail, and would he live to tell about it?
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      “Goodbye, Frøken Bondevik.”

      “Goodbye, Greta.” Tonje’s face fell as the little girl waved, then wandered out the door. With a sigh, she collected her books, then stuffed them into her satchel. As a teacher, she shouldn’t have favorite students, but she couldn’t help herself. Greta was a loving, bright child who absorbed her studies like a thirsty man in the desert. Despite being an only child of older parents who doted on her, she wasn’t spoiled. Instead, she looked out for others, taking some of the other children under her wing. An old soul resided in her eight-year-old body, and Tonje would miss her desperately.

      Footsteps sounded, and the rektor appear on the threshold. Wisps of gray hair clung to the headmaster’s shiny bald pate, and his shoulders stooped as if he carried a great load, but the sharp gaze of his piercing blue eyes missed nothing. He’d retired long before she started work, but had returned when the former headmaster had been called up to fight. The poor man had been lost at Narvik, one of thousands of soldiers who’d been killed during the defeat of the Norwegian Army.

      Was her brother dead, too? Viljar left home more than ten years ago after a particularly heated argument with their parents. She’d received one letter after he’d joined the armed forces, then nothing. They hadn’t been close while growing up, but did he blame her in some way? Is that why the silence? Or was he gone and didn’t know Mor and Far had died in a railway accident? She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat and blinked to dispel the thoughts.

      “Frøken Bondevik, you’re still here. The other teachers are already gone.”

      She nodded as she fiddled with the strap on her bag. “Ja. One of my students stayed late. She isn’t ready for school to be in recess.”

      “Ah, little Greta, I imagine. A sweet child. I know her parents. They’re good people and have raised her right.”

      “A teacher’s dream student.”

      “Did you decide if you will remain in Oslo and return for the new school year?”

      Tonje’s hands stilled, and she ducked her head. “I-I’m not sure. A friend has asked me to relocate to Bergen. Oslo is...has changed from when I first came.”

      “Ja, now that we have visitors, life is no longer the same.” He looked down the corridor, then back at her, compassion smoothing the lines on his face. “They force their ideals down our throats in so-called progressive curriculum, even with the children.”

      “I’ve heard about their Hitler-Jugend. They aim to instill their philosophy in a child’s life quite early, while the youngsters are impressionable.” She frowned and closed the latch on her carryall. “We can get in trouble having this conversation, and I have errands. When must you know of my decision?”

      “Take your time. Who knows if we will even have school in the fall?” He bowed, then departed, his shuffling gait fading.

      Tonje slung the bag over her shoulder, took a final look around the classroom, and trudged out the door. The antiseptic smell of cleaner mingled with chalk dust as she made her way through the school. What should she do? She wanted to teach her students the basics such as spelling, reading, and math, not the ravings of a lunatic.

      Perhaps a change in scenery would do her good. Bergen was smaller than Oslo but large enough that the invaders might push their curriculum in those schools as well. Maybe she should leave the profession. And do what? Teaching was her love and what she’d trained for. She had no ties to Oslo. When her parents died, she’d wallowed in grief, putting off her wedding until Erik had given up waiting. The last she’d heard he’d married and had three daughters.

      “Enough.” She straightened her spine and pushed open the door, taking a deep breath. Warm air greeted her, and birds soared overhead in the cloudless blue sky. First, she’d go to the café for some coffee and skolebrød. Her mouth watered at the thought of the light cardamom dough, filled with vanilla custard and coated in icing and shredded coconut.

      Tonje picked up her pace and was soon seated in the small bakery, treat in front of her. As she sipped the strong brew, she averted her eyes from the pair of tyskere soldiers. She should have ordered takeaway, but after a full day on her feet, she wanted to sit and savor the moment. She took a bite of the pastry, and flavor burst onto her tongue. Would the invaders erase all things Norwegian?

      King Haakon had fled and now resided in England. Some called him a coward; others agreed he should preserve the lives of him and his family by leaving. How did one rule from afar? Were his detractors correct? His army had fallen. What did he expect of his citizens? Civilians with no weapons. Or very few, anyway. When Carina invited her to Bergen, she alluded to there being more to the move than a job. Was her friend part of the rumored fledgling resistance?

      Tonje’s pulse raced. Was she brave enough to get involved? To risk her life?

      Raucous laughter filled the small café, and Tonje’s head whipped around toward the sound. One of the men had a tight grip around the server’s waist. The poor girl’s face was ashen as she struggled to get away. Despicable.

      Fisting her hands in her lap, Tonje shot the girl an encouraging smile. Should she rise to the girl’s defense? Would they both be ridiculed or worse? Tonje’s nostrils flared, and her muscles quivered. She should be afraid, but instead, anger coursed through her body. Anger not only at the men, but anger at a Gud who had obviously turned His back on humanity and let evil reign. What sort of Gud did that?

      Tonje took a deep breath. Brute force wouldn’t work against the soldiers. One woman could do nothing against an invading army, but perhaps with a bit of subterfuge, she could make a difference. Only time would tell.
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      “Are you coming, Tonje?” Carina’s voice floated up the stairs along with the scent of freshly baked bread.

      “Be right down.” Tonje brushed her heavy, blonde hair, then plaited it into a single braid that she wrapped around her head. Three weeks had elapsed since she’d taken her friend up on the offer to move to Bergen. Time would dictate whether the decision had been a wise one. The city was much smaller than Oslo, and support for the Nazis seemed negligible at best, but she still didn’t know whom to trust. According to Carina, the city’s historically strong links to Britain meant that few inhabitants would feel any loyalty to Hitler.

      She turned away from the mirror and poked her feet in her brown ballet-style flats. Smoothing her skirt, she took a last look around the room. All was in order. She snatched her pocketbook from the chair and left the room. As she descended the stairs, the fragrant aroma of porridge wafted toward her, and her stomach rumbled as she entered the kitchen.

      “Hungry?” Carina giggled as she carried a pair of steaming bowls to the table. Her mother followed with a platter of sliced bread and cheese.

      Face burning, Tonje glanced toward the stove. “Famished. Anything I can do to help?”

      “Nei.” Mrs. Solberg set down the platter, then grabbed a pitcher of milk from the counter. “It is only us ladies this morning. The men have gone to help Mr. Andreassen with his nets.” She leaned closer to the girls and whispered, “Someone cut them overnight, and rumor has it one of the soldiers did it.”

      “Why would they do that?” Tonje’s hands shook. “Do they suspect him of something, or are they just being nasty?”

      Mrs. Solberg shrugged. “Hard to say, but I’m telling you this so you know to be careful. Trust no one.” Her gaze slid to Carina. “Not even those you’ve known for a lifetime. One cannot be too vigilant.”

      Tonje avoided Carina’s eyes. Did her mother have an inkling of their activities? Did she know they’d connected with a group of resistors who had started an underground newspaper? Despite the ban on radios, several in their small group of friends still possessed a wireless which was dangerous for she and Carina to know, but they’d stumbled on the information shortly after she’d arrived.

      They’d been sworn to secrecy and immediately offered their involvement in whatever the group was doing. There was talk of sabotage, but thus far, nothing had been done. News was gathered from those who owned the radios, then forwarded to those in charge of creating the newspapers. She had no idea how they printed the copies, but she and Carina were in too deep to back out now.

      “Don’t worry, Mor, we’ll be cautious.” Carina took a sip of milk, then set down the glass with a thump. “It’s too glorious a day to stay inside. Tonje and I want to go for a stroll, do some window-shopping, and just be outright lazy. School will be here before you know it, and Tonje will be back at work full time.”

      “If the tyskere allow school.” Mrs. Solberg pursed her lips. “Wouldn’t they want the children occupied and out of mischief?”

      Carina rolled her eyes. “Far be it from me to determine what our invaders want.”

      “Hush, child.”

      At thirty-five years of age, she and Carina were hardly children, but Tonje nibbled at her bread and refrained from interjecting comments into the conversation. The two debated various aspects of the occupation and its impact every morning. Tonje would miss the children if she was unable to teach, but there were other ways to interact with them. Meanwhile, she would work part-time at the bakery a few blocks away, which gave her enough money to contribute to the grocery bill.

      Stomach full, she pushed away her empty plate and bowl. “Would you like me to wash up before we leave?”

      “Nei. You girls enjoy the day. I made an extra loaf of bread for you to take to the Hedstroms. Mrs. Hedstrom has been feeling under the weather.”

      “Yes, Mor.” Carina fidgeted in her chair like a two-year-old in church. “Are you almost ready, Tonje?”

      Tonje pushed back from the table, then pointed to Carina’s bare feet. “Ready, but someone needs her shoes.”

      With a giggle, Carina jumped up and hurried out of the kitchen. “Back before you know it.”

      Mrs. Solberg shook her head, then laid her hand on Tonje’s arm. “I love my daughter, Tonje, but she is flighty. Don’t let her do anything rash.”

      A chill swept over Tonje as she gave her friend’s mother a weak smile. Did the woman know what they were doing? Or was she fishing? “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Here’s the bread.” She handed Tonje a warm, towel-wrapped bundle.

      Cradling the package, Tonje hurried from the room, met Carina at the bottom of the stairs, then grabbed her purse. Carina opened the door, and Tonje followed her friend outside, squinting at the startling sunshine. She breathed in the salt-filled air as a flock of gulls shrieked overhead. It didn’t take long to deliver the loaf to the Hedstroms, and minutes later, she and Carina were sauntering toward the shops. Not that Tonje would make any purchases, but it was fun to dream about owning some of the beautiful dresses displayed in the windows.

      A soft cry sounded, and Tonje whirled. Two soldiers flanked an elderly woman. Dressed in a plain cotton dress, she gripped her purse close to her chest, and tears streaked her wrinkled cheeks. The man on the left draped his arm around the woman and nuzzled her neck while the other stood on her right and fingered a lock of her hair that had pulled loose from her bun.

      Bile rose in Tonje’s throat, and she swallowed. How dare they accost the octogenarian. Did they have no respect for their elders? Did they plan to have their way with her? Before she could change her mind, Tonje pasted on a smile and strode toward the trio. “Mormor, I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

      The woman gaped at Tonje, fear etched on her face.

      Heart pounding in her chest, Tonje shook her finger at her in mock anger. “Now, you know we were supposed to go shopping together. Are you giving these gentlemen a hard time?” She widened her smile at the soldiers, then surreptitiously elbowed the man on the right out of the way, and looped her arm through the woman’s, drawing her close. “I’m so sorry she’s been a bother, but we have an appointment.”

      The men scowled as they dropped their arms, but seemed at a loss to respond.

      “Carina! I found Mormor. You can stop looking.” She gave the soldier a quick curtsy. “Thank you so much for your help.” She snuggled against the woman and whispered into her ear. “You’re safe now. I will get you home.”

      “Thank you.” The elderly woman’s voice broke. “Gud will reward your kindness.”

      “Hardly, but thank you.” Tonje led her down the street toward Carina.

      Confusion on her face, but willing to play along, Carina said, “Mormor, we were so worried.” She hugged the woman, then placed the woman’s hand in the crook of her elbow. She apparently caught sight of the soldiers because she looked at Tonje, one eyebrow raised. “So much for staying out of the watchful eye of our invaders.”
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      Humming to himself, Askel strolled from the docks toward Bergen’s shopping district. He’d needed a part for one of the boat engines he’d been repairing, and Gustav offered to keep him company. His cousin had talked during the entire trip, but on the return journey whistled quietly and seemed lost in thought. No matter. They didn’t need to converse for Askel to feel the camaraderie that was almost instantaneous after he’d arrived from America. His cousin could be a chatterbox, but at other times, like now, he was meditative and quiet. Inevitably, he’d come out with a question or comment that set Askel back on his heels with its depth. Gustav might call himself a simple fisherman, but his razor-sharp intellect belied the label.

      A slight breeze, smelling of the ever-present sea, ran its fingers through Askel’s hair. Since arriving in Norway, he’d stopped wearing his bank-required crew cut. He sniffed the air and grinned. Living in landlocked Minnesota, he hadn’t experienced the ocean, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever return to a state that didn’t have access to the wide expanse of water. He’d been immediately drawn to the crashing waves and varied shades of blue and gray that colored the crystal-clear water, depending on the season and weather. Combined with mountains, Norway was evidence of God’s majesty, and Askel never tired of the reminder.

      He shifted the part from one hand to the other as the weight of it pulled on his arm. Perhaps they should have biked the handful of miles from the barn to the docks, but he’d been hunched over the engine for two days, and he’d wanted to stretch his legs. Glancing into the store windows, he sighed. The items in the store windows were tired and worn, evidence of the occupying German forces’ residence in Norway for more than a year.

      About six months ago, he’d made the observation to Gustav who’d grinned and wiggled his eyebrows, then shared that the Norwegians had quickly learned the Germans would buy up the best items, leaving the dregs for the citizens, so shopkeepers hid their finest products under floorboards and displayed older or less-quality merchandise. The best-kept secret in Bergen, Gustav thought it was hilarious to put one over on the soldiers, but the idea that people had to perform such subterfuge was sad to Askel. How long before Hitler would be stopped?

      Movement to his right caught his attention, and he turned. A beautiful blonde woman rushed toward a pair of uniformed Germans. He couldn’t hear what she said but could tell her smile was forced. What was happening? Why would she seek out the soldiers? They moved, and he caught sight of the elderly woman they were obviously taunting. His jaw tightened, and he tightened his hands into fists. The muscles in his neck knotted. As he took a step toward the group, Gustav grabbed his arm in a vice-like grip.

      “Stay put.” Steel laced his cousin’s words. “If anyone should intervene, it’s me. Your Minnesota-laced accent is a dead giveaway.”

      Askel’s face burned. “And here I thought I’d manage to divest my American accent.”

      Gustav snorted a laugh.

      “Well, don’t just stand here insulting me. Go help the woman.”

      “She doesn’t need our assistance.” Gustav gestured to the statuesque blonde who had looped arms with the elderly woman. A dark-haired young woman held the woman’s other arm. Without a backward glance at the soldiers, the trio marched down the street, heads held high. His gaze was drawn to the blonde’s face where her disgust was evident. A brave one, no doubt, but if she didn’t school her features, she’d find herself in hot water one day.

      “Come on. The entertainment is over.” Gustav poked him. “I want a coffee and something sweet before we head back.”

      “Fine.” Askel pointed to a bakery three doors away. “You’re in luck.”

      They ducked into the tiny confectionary where they made their purchases, then headed back outside.

      “Oof.” He hadn’t looked before leaving the shop, and he managed to run into someone. Not just someone. Her. He stammered, “Unnskyld meg.”

      Crystal-green eyes pierced his as the woman recoiled. “You’re amerikansk.”

      Gustav smirked. The woman had driven his point home about Askel’s non-native accent. Askel glared at him before returning his gaze to the woman and her friend, who was pretty but not nearly as beautiful as the blonde, whose lithe figure had just made contact with him. He blinked. How long since he’d noticed a woman’s looks? “Ja. I’m from Minnesota. Here to help my cousin with his fishing. I’m Askel, and this is Gustav.” He clamped his lips shut to cut off his rambling.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Tonje, and this is my friend, Carina.”

      “You are either very brave or very foolish to take on those soldiers.”

      Her expression hardened. “Someone had to rescue that woman, and no one else seemed interested. Unless the soldiers want to annoy us, they take little heed of women. Besides, I could say the same about you. An amerikansk on the streets of occupied Norway. Not wise.”

      “You would be hard to ignore.”

      Her eyebrow shot up. “Have you been taking lessons from James Cagney? Save your compliments and leave Norway if you can.” She tugged on her friend’s arm, and the pair marched down the street.

      Askel watched them walk away. Tonje looked back for a second and seemed startled. Her pace quickened, and they were soon enveloped in the crowd.

      His cousin snickered and shook his head. “You’d be hard to ignore. Smooth, Askel, real smooth. And what did I say about your⁠—”

      “Yes, you’re right. My accent sticks out. Let’s go. I’ve got a boat to finish repairing.” Before Gustav could retort, Askel strode forward, his legs eating up the distance and leaving the shopping district behind. However, try as he might, the vision of the lovely Tonje wouldn’t disappear as easily.
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