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      Born in 1969 outside Göteborg on the Swedish west coast, Fredrik T. Olsson spent most of his childhood writing, acting and producing plays. Refusing to grow up, this is pretty much what he has kept doing since. A full-time screenwriter for film and television since 1995, Fredrik has written scripts in genres ranging from comedy to thrillers, as well as developing, showrunning and head-writing original material for various Swedish networks. He is also a standup comedian and makes occasional contributions as a director.
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      They say writing books is a lonely job. Truth to be told, it isn’t. It’s just what people around me gradually start wishing it were.

      As always, the more important the text, the smaller the type. So here’s my warmest gratitude, expressed in the most illegible of fonts.

      Wilhelm Behrman for telling me to write this book. 

      Bettina Bruun for standing the fact that I did. 

      Skelle, My and Nevas just because. 

      Mum and dad and sister for never asking when I’m going to get a real job. I guess by now that ship has sailed for good. 

      Calle Marthin for an enthusiasm I hadn’t expected. 

      Jonas and Agnes and Céline and Julie at Partners in Stories for an adventure I hadn’t been able to come up with myself. 

      Helene and Katarina and Klara and Isabella and everyone else at Wahlström & Widstrand for warm guidance in a new landscape. 

      And not least Mats Almegård for the Christmas buffet. You’re next, goddammit. 

      Finally, my warmest thanks to everyone who read and asked me clever questions. Bettina, of course. Wille, incessantly. Kerstin Almegård, Birgitta Wännström, Jerk Malmsten, Fredrick Tallroth. 

      Without the lot of you this hadn’t been half as much fun.

      Which is true about many other things as well.
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        Nothing would ever make me keep a diary. 

         

        Things happen. Time passes. Life begins and goes on and ends, and nothing in all the meaninglessness becomes better just because you write it down and look at it afterwards. One day, everything is going to be over, and if there’s one thing I know it’s that when the soil thuds on to the wooden lid above me there won’t be a soul who wants to read what I did some Monday in March. 

         

        Nothing would make me keep a diary. 

        Except for one thing. 

        The realisation that soon there won’t be anyone around to read it. 

         

        Tuesday 25 November. 

        There’s snow in the air. 

        And fear in everyone’s eyes. 
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      The man they shot in the alley died too late.

      He was a bit over thirty, dressed in jeans, shirt and a windcheater. Far too little for the time of year, but he was reasonably clean and reasonably well fed – that’s what they had promised him and that’s what he had got.

      But nobody had told him what would happen next. And here he was.

      He had come to a halt between the stone walls right behind the old post office, breathless, thin grey wisps appearing and dissipating in the darkness before him. A restrained panic over the metal gate that sealed the end of the side street – it had been a conscious gamble and now he stood there with nowhere to go and with the sound of the three men in reflective vests getting closer and closer behind him.

      In actual fact, he had still been alive when the news reached the European newspapers a quarter of an hour earlier, buried in the stream of agency reports. Three short lines about a man found dead in the centre of Berlin, shortly after four o’clock on Thursday morning. They didn’t explicitly say he was homeless and on drugs, but that was the impression you got between the lines and it was fully intentional. If you’re going to lie you’re better off telling the truth.

      At best, the news might find its way into the morning papers in a side column with other bits of non-news. That would be more than enough – it was one of many safety measures and it probably wasn’t even necessary. An explanation, just in case anyone saw them as they lifted the lifeless body in the darkness, carried it to the waiting ambulance, shut the back door with a smooth clunk and drove away into the fine freezing rain with the requisite spinning blue lights.

      Not to a hospital.

      Then again, there was nothing a hospital would have been able to do.

      Inside the ambulance, three men sat in silence, hoping they had made it in time.

      They hadn’t.
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      It didn’t take more than a few seconds for the police to force the elegant double doors to the stairwell, smash the lead-lined windows and unbolt the lock from the inside.

      The real obstacle was the metal gate that came next. It was security-proofed, heavy and probably extremely expensive, it was closed and locked and the only thing that stopped them from coming to the aid of the middle-aged man who was reported to be in the apartment.

      If he was even still alive.

      The call had come in to the Norrmalm division in the early morning, and quite a bit of time had passed while the switchboard tried to establish that the woman making it was reliable, sober and that the call wasn’t a hoax. Did she know the man? Yes, she did. Could he be somewhere else? No, that’s impossible. When did she last see him? Not long ago, they’d spoken on the phone yesterday evening and he’d been mellow and calm and made small talk about this and that. And that scared her – when he complained, she knew where she was with him, but here he was putting on a brave face, trying to sound positive, and she just couldn’t put her finger on why. And when she called him this morning and there was no answer, the realisation came as a stab from inside. This time, he’d gone through with it.

      The woman had been articulate and precise, and when the switchboard operator eventually accepted her story, he alerted both the police and the ambulance service and went on to his next call.

      As soon as the first patrol made it to the scene they knew the woman had been right.

      The doors were locked. Inside, they could see the closed security door as a smudged pattern through the door’s stained glass. And somewhere even further inside a radio was playing classical music, the sound mixing with the gurgling of water pouring into an over-full bathtub.

      And that was an extremely bad sign.

       

      Two steps further down in the elegant stairwell stood Christina Sandberg, staring straight through the black painted steel mesh ringing the lift shaft, eyes pinned to every movement over by the door to what had once been her own apartment.

      Yellow, burning flakes of metal rained down from the locksmith’s angle grinder as it ate through the security door, the one she had resisted installing for so long, until finally she was forced to accept it after the night when everything changed.

      They put it in to protect them. And today he might die because of it. If she hadn’t been so terribly, uneasily worried she would have been extremely, tremendously angry.

      Behind the locksmith, four policemen were restlessly treading water waiting for something to do, and behind them stood two equally impatient paramedics. At first they’d been calling out to him – ‘William,’ they shouted, ‘William Sandberg!’ – but they didn’t get any answer and eventually they gave up, slipped into silence and let the angle grinder do its job.

      And all Christina could do was to watch.

      She’d been the last one at the scene. She had thrown on a pair of jeans and a suede coat, tucked her discreet blonde curls into a ponytail and jumped into the car despite having found a perfect parking spot and despite having promised herself not to move it again until the weekend.

      By then, she’d tried to call him several times, the first time as soon as she got up, then on her way to the shower, and then once more before she even had time to dry her hair. It was after that that she called the emergency services, and it had taken them ages to realise what she already knew. What, in fact, she had known deep inside from the moment she woke up, but had tried to push away the same way she did the guilty conscience that always came when they talked.

      She hated herself for still keeping in contact with him. He had taken it much harder than her, not because her sorrow was any less but because he was the one who allowed himself to feel it, and despite two years of discussing and reasoning and going over the whys and the maybes and the what ifs, nothing ever seemed to change. She had been given the honour of bearing both their sorrows, plus an extra helping of guilt because she felt that the distribution wasn’t fair.

      But there you go. Life wasn’t fair.

      If it were, she wouldn’t be standing here now.

       

      Eventually, the security door gave way and the police and paramedics streamed into the apartment ahead of her.

      And then, time ceased to function.

      Their backs disappeared into the long hallway and the emptiness they left behind just went on and on and refused to end. After an unbearable length of seconds or minutes or years she could hear the music turned off, and then the water, and then everything was completely silent and that’s how it remained.

      Until, finally, they came back out.

      They avoided looking into her eyes as they ducked around the tight corners, out of the hallway, through the small passageway past the lift. A sharp turn towards the spiral staircase without bumping into the expensive, frescoed walls, and then down, down, quickly but carefully, slowly but no time to waste.

      Christina Sandberg pressed herself against the steel mesh to let the stretcher past, down towards the ambulance parked on the pavement outside.

      Under the plastic oxygen mask lay the man she once called her husband.
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      William Sandberg didn’t really want to die.

      Or to put it correctly: it wasn’t his first choice.

      He would rather live and be healthy, have a passable life, learn to forget, find a reason to wash his clothes and wake up every morning to put them on, and then to go out and do something that mattered to someone.

      He didn’t even need to have all of that. A couple of things would do. All he wished for was a reason to stop thinking about the things that hurt. And when he never got one, the next alternative on the list was to put an end to it all.

      That obviously hadn’t gone too well, either.

      ‘How’re you feeling?’ asked the young nurse standing before him.

      He was half-sitting in the crisp, over-washed bedclothes, made up in the classic way with the sheet folded over the edge of a yellow hospital blanket, as if the healthcare system still refused to accept the existence of the duvet.

      He looked at her. Tried to not show how the pain from the poisons in his body still bothered him.

      ‘Worse than you would like,’ he said. ‘Better than I had planned.’

      It made her smile, and that surprised him. She probably wasn’t any older than twenty-five, blonde and quite pretty. Or perhaps that was just the result of the soft light from the window behind her.

      ‘Seems it wasn’t your time after all,’ she said. Her tone was matter-of-fact, almost conversational, and that surprised him too.

      ‘There’ll be plenty more chances,’ he replied.

      ‘Very good,’ she said. ‘Always be positive.’

      Her smile was perfectly balanced: big enough to punctuate the irony, but sufficiently checked not to undermine the humour, and he suddenly found himself unable to come up with an answer. He was hit by an unpleasant feeling that the conversation was over and that she had won.

      For several minutes he lay in silence and watched her work around the room. Efficient movements, a set schedule: drip to be changed, dosage to be regulated, details to be noted and checked against the patient record. A quiet efficiency. And he finally began to wonder if he’d misread her, and whether she had actually joked with him at all.

      By then, her tasks were finished. She adjusted his sheets without making any discernible difference, and then stopped on her way out.

      ‘Don’t try anything stupid while I’m away,’ she said. ‘As long as you’re in here, it is just going to mean a lot of extra work for both you and us.’

      She winked a friendly goodbye, vanished out into the corridor and let the door close after her.

      In his bed, William couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable. Not because there was any reason to. All he knew was that he was uncomfortable. Why? Because she hadn’t used the expected maternal tone, the one he’d already decided to be annoyed by? Or because her pithy comments were so unexpected that he’d allowed himself to feel challenged, almost amused?

      No.

      It took him a second, and then he knew.

      He closed his eyes.

      It was the tone. The tone was exactly the same.

      Everything was exactly what she would have said.

      Suddenly he wasn’t bothered by the humming pain in his body any more – be it salt deficiency or dehydration or too much of some alien substance the pills had left in his tired, fifty-five-year-old body, all in vain and now destined to be broken down – nor by the searing wounds healing under the bandages they’d wrapped around his wrists. Instead, what tortured him was something else. It was that feeling again, the one that always, always came back to him, the one that attacked him with double strength if he ever managed to forget it, and that had finally made him go into the bathroom the evening before and finally decide to do it.

      Just because he hadn’t been able to see the signs.

      There was no other way to express it, ironic as it was.

      Him. Unable to interpret the signs.

      The hell with it.

      He should have asked her for something to calm him down when she was still here. A painkiller. Or diazepam. Or a bullet to his head if she could provide that, but she probably couldn’t.

      He was back in the same place as the previous evening: the endless fall through that dark passage, the destructive longing to hit the bottom and hopefully smash himself to death, getting rid of the thoughts that always managed to control him. Thoughts that deliberately seemed to allow him brief moments of hope, only to return with full force just to show him who’s in charge.

      He reached for the white cord hanging from the wall. Pulled it in, pressed the tube-shaped button to call for help. He hoped that it wouldn’t be the same nurse coming back; it would be an irritating defeat to go from acerbic and articulate to having to ask her for sleeping pills. But then again, if she could help put him to sleep for a while, that was a price he’d be willing to pay.

      So he pressed the button again.

      To his surprise there wasn’t any sound.

      He pressed it again, longer this time.

      Still nothing.

      Not that strange, he told himself. After all, he wasn’t calling for himself. As long as the buzzer went off somewhere else, wherever the doctors sat and did whatever doctors do, someone would notice and send a nurse to find out what he needed.

      Then he saw the lamp. A red plastic casing on the wall just above where the alarm cord came out. Shouldn’t it light up? Even if he couldn’t hear it ring, surely the light should come on to show he’d pressed it?

      He pressed the button again. And again. But nothing happened.

      He was so occupied by the malfunctioning alarm that the sound of the opening door made him jump. He glanced towards it, tried to decide whether to choose defence or attack: complain about the broken lamp or apologise for pushing the button so hysterically?

      But his thoughts didn’t get any further before his eyes adjusted to the backlight from the window. And then, none of the options seemed valid.

      The man standing at the end of his bed was neither a doctor nor a nurse.

      He was wearing a suit, a shirt without a tie, and a pair of boots, disproportionately heavy compared to the rest of his attire. He was probably around thirty, but it was hard to tell with his head being shaved and his posture screaming of years of extensive physical training. Perhaps he was older than he looked. Or the other way around.

      ‘Are those for me?’ William said, for lack of anything better.

      The man glanced at the flowers in his hand, almost as if he didn’t know he was holding them. He didn’t answer, dropped them in the washbasin. They had just been an excuse to help him blend in and navigate the corridors without standing out.

      ‘William Sandberg?’ he asked.

      ‘Barely,’ William replied. ‘But yes.’

      The man stood there; a long silence as they both looked at each other. Measured the other one with their gaze, even though William hardly would’ve been able to put up any resistance from his position. The entire situation was odd, and William could feel his senses brace themselves inside.

      ‘We’ve been looking for you,’ the man said at last.

      Really? William tried to understand what he was talking about. He wasn’t aware of anyone trying to contact him lately, but to be fair he probably wouldn’t have noticed if someone had.

      ‘I’ve been having a few problems of my own.’

      ‘So we’ve gathered.’

      We? What the hell was this?

      William sat a little straighter, straining to give him a casual smile.

      ‘I would love to offer you something, but they’re not as generous with the morphine as you’d hope.’

      ‘We’re going to need your help.’

      It came out of nowhere, almost too fast, and there was something in the voice that made William lower his guard for a moment. The young man looked at him, his gaze steady, but something hiding behind it. Urgency. Maybe even fear.

      ‘Then I think you’ve got the wrong person,’ William said, thrusting out his arms. Or rather, he tried to. IV lines and ECG cables limited his movements, but it all served to strengthen the point he was trying to make: William Sandberg was hardly in a state to help anyone with anything.

      But the young, well-built man shook his head. ‘We know who you are.’

      ‘And who is “we”?’

      ‘That’s not important. The important thing is you. Your skills.’

      The feeling that pierced William’s body was familiar and unexpected at the same time. This was a conversation he would have anticipated twenty years ago. Perhaps even ten. Back then it wouldn’t have surprised him. But now?

      The man at the foot of the bed spoke impeccable Swedish, but somewhere below the surface there was an accent. Too polished to place. But definitely an accent.

      ‘Where are you from?’

      The man looked at him with feigned disappointment. As if William should realise that he wouldn’t be getting an answer, and as if even bothering to ask was undignified.

      ‘SÄPO? Ministry of Defence? Foreign power?’

      ‘I’m sorry. I can’t say.’

      ‘Okay,’ said William. ‘Then give them my best and thank them for the flowers.’

      He said it with an air of finality: the conversation was over, and to stress his point he lifted the cord with the patient alarm again. Pressed the button with his thumb, gaze fixed on the young man as if to underline just how definitely over the conversation was. Again, nothing happened.

      ‘If that’d been working the light would come on,’ said the man.

      Unexpected. William looked at him.

      Another moment of sizing one another up, and then William let go of the cord, let it fall on to his stomach, draped across the yellow hospital blanket.

      ‘I am fifty-five years old,’ he said. ‘I haven’t been working for years. I am the Great Wall of China: I was important a long time ago but today I’m just crumbling away.’

      ‘My superiors take a different view.’

      ‘And who are your superiors?’

      There was an edge in his voice. He was getting tired of the conversation; he just wanted to have his pills and float away, not to play Cold War games with an over-exercised puppy who’d arrived a decade too late.

      But it was the young man who closed the conversation first.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again. He sighed apologetically before turning on his heels.

      He’s leaving, William thought. A strange end to a strange conversation.

      But when the man opened the door to the corridor there were two other men waiting to be let in.

      
         

        
          [image: 2]
        

         

      

      The clock showed ten past one in the afternoon as the medical team wandered through the cavernous corridors of the Karolinska University Hospital’s intensive care unit to check on the progress of their charges.

      They had completed half of their round without any great surprises, and their next patient was a man in his fifties who had attempted suicide: chemical overdose and lacerations to the arms. Hardly a case that would warrant a longer stay in intensive care. He’d been given a blood transfusion, both to compensate for what he’d lost from his wounds and to dilute his high dosage of prescription medicine, but his condition hadn’t been life threatening when he arrived; either he’d made a mistake and taken too low a dosage or, quite possibly, he was just another case of someone trying to get the attention of people around him.

      In any case, there was little doubt that he would soon cease to be their responsibility. Dr Erik Törnell stopped outside the patient’s room, closed the medical record in his hand, and nodded at his colleagues: this would be a quick one.

      The first thing they saw when they entered was the empty bed.

      A bouquet of flowers lay head-down in the basin, a vase on the bedside table was turned over and smashed, the sheets were crumpled up on the floor and the IV line swung freely from the drip.

      The bathroom was empty. The cupboard emptied of all the belongings the patient had arrived with. And the drawer in the small cabinet pulled out and overturned.

      William Sandberg was gone.

      After an hour’s search it was concluded that he was nowhere in the vicinity of the hospital, and nobody had any idea why.
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      The ambulance that wasn’t an ambulance stood parked in the middle of a large field of random, self-sown vegetation – wild plants stubbornly growing in the face of numerous unconscious attempts to wipe them out, time and time again growing back up from craters, nooks and blast holes. There was a slight irony in all the vitality, but it was an irony lost on anyone who knew that the place existed.

      The men wearing reflective vests and paramedics’ clothes were long gone, cleansed, rinsed and well on their way through the list of predefined security protocols.

      Only the homeless man remained in the ambulance.

      They had taken his life away from him, there was no doubt about it. But didn’t they also give him a new one? A better one? Who knows if he didn’t even get to live longer this way – perhaps the street would already have taken him if they’d let him stay where he was? They gave him food, clothes, somewhere to live. He had a purpose. He exercised. They even gave him an education of sorts.

      But nobody had told him about the fear.

      About the symptoms.

      Who could have known it would go this far?

      ‘It is what it is,’ said the young, crew-cut helicopter pilot, as if every single one of Connors’ thoughts had been printed out on a telex tape for him to read. He sat in his seat up front, headphones fighting to let them hear their own voices instead of the perpetual drone of the rotors above them.

      Connors nodded back.

      ‘Shall we?’ the pilot asked him. Drummed his fingers against the throttle.

      This time Connors paused before nodding, but they both knew that sooner or later he would. Without his binoculars the ambulance was just a shining dot far away in the early dawn, and yet he wouldn’t take his eyes off of it.

      As if he could avoid the inevitable.

      As if he sat with the answers in one hand and an exam in the other, trying to come up with a different response, time after time, even though he knew what the correct one was.

      Responsibility. An overrated thing to have.

      But things were what they were.

      He signalled his agreement with a move so slight that it could have been an involuntary shake from the turbulence, but the crew-cut young man registered it and did what he was supposed to. He already held the tiny box in his hand, and all he had to do was to press the button.

      When the ambulance exploded in a fiery cloud the job was done.

      And a new generation of grass and wild flowers were given a new crater to conquer.
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      When William Sandberg woke up for the second time on the day he originally planned not to wake up at all, he found himself several thousand feet up in the air.

      The realisation immediately kicked him wide awake.

      He was seated in a leather armchair, soft, warm and deep enough to fit right in in front of a home cinema in any suburban home. Outside the acrylic windows a low sun shone straight towards him, cutting through an inviting cotton landscape of tightly packed clouds.

      He was on a plane. And he’d been dreaming.

      As always, the dream lingered, without form but with a feeling of discomfort. For a second he considered doing what he had learned to do, to let the brain go on a journey back along the feeling in search of whatever it was that had caused it to begin with. More often than not it turned out to be the same thing. And more often than not it tortured him even more to go back and revive the images. But it was the only way he knew to get rid of them.

      However, he let it be. He made himself focus on where he was, motionless in his chair as if the slightest movement would tell them he was awake and that it was time to come in and neutralise him.

      Them? Who?

      He didn’t know.

      The only thing he knew was that the last thing he remembered was three men in suits walking into his hospital room, that he had a persistent thirst in his mouth, and that he was currently in the custody of someone with a great deal of money.

      It wasn’t his first time aboard a private jet. But it was the most ostentatious one he had ever seen from the inside. His room – because it actually was a complete room; across from him there was another armchair, and between the seats a wall-mounted table hovered as a generous, common workspace – was divided from the rest of the plane by a sturdy panel wall. A door of imitation wood led to what was most likely a small corridor along the plane’s port side. It was probably locked. Surely not very hard to force if you tried. But definitely locked.

      Then again, he asked himself, why was that so certain?

      There was nothing that suggested that he was a prisoner. The belt that someone had carefully tightened around his midriff was a normal seat belt, and when he pulled at the clasp it released as it should, and the only thing stopping him from standing up was his own decision to stay seated.

      A stream of fresh air from a fan in the ceiling. Soft warmth from the sun outside. The day before, he had stuffed himself full of pills, and today he was sitting here. Wearing the hospital’s shirt and shapeless trousers, slumped in an armchair that probably cost an average annual wage. If this was death, then death had a strange sense of humour.

      It surprised him to be here. And it bothered him that it did. For a long period of his life he was perfectly prepared for things like this, or even for things that were considerably worse.

      At the end of the 1980s, when William was in his thirties and the world was split between two superpowers in blue and red, he had been followed by vehicles through Stockholm on several occasions. He had parked his car and walked in complicated patterns through shopping centres and department stores, just as he had been taught to do, and every time he’d managed to lose his tail. He’d taken a taxi home and had a colleague collect his car a few days later, everything according to protocol. He had security cameras and alarm systems installed in his suburban house, almost invisible and outstandingly high-tech for the time, but that didn’t stop the strange clicks in his home phone or the door-to-door salesmen who kept visiting his neighbours, then lingering in their cars trying to get a view of William’s house. He was, quite simply, a highly interesting target, and it was all entirely because of his work.

      But that was then. Back when he was active, young and promising – that blew over, as he used to say – and when his abilities were exceptional and in demand. Now he was discharged and surplus to requirements. Most of his work could probably be replaced by a few lines of code and a laptop from the high street.

      He shook his head at himself. It was hardly the technological developments that made them transfer him. There were no external forces to blame; he’d made himself impossible to keep, to the point that they offered him retirement at barely fifty. He’d dug a hole for himself and he knew it, he’d jumped right into it and kept digging; and all the time he couldn’t help enjoying it, taking an inexplicable pleasure in seeing everything he’d built up fall apart around him.

      And now, here he was. With stiff muscles and a sandpaper tongue and two deep cuts in his wrists. On a very modern business jet. Spirited away by what couldn’t possibly be anything but a foreign military power.

      There was no logic to it whatsoever.

      William Sandberg had been kidnapped.

      But it had happened at least ten years too late.

      
         

        
          [image: 4]
        

         

      

      The young intern paid just as little attention to the piece of news as everybody else at the editorial desk had done that morning.

      He was sitting at his large monitor, much too sleepy to concentrate on the article he was supposed to sketch out, and instead he’d turned to the long agency newsfeed, pretending to be responsible and up to date when all he really wanted was to avoid work for a minute without being too obvious.

      He focused his gaze as best he could. Saw the constant stream of reports from news agencies around the world, short summaries in English of things that weren’t important enough to merit their own newsflash.

      It was unremittingly boring. But it was less boring than trying to summarise the debate about the rebuilding of central Stockholm for the thousandth day in a row. And even if ten out of ten messages would be dismissed by a click of the delete key, either because the news was too small or because it was geographically irrelevant for the paper, he was still able to claim that he was actually working. If anyone asked what he was up to he could say that he was checking the feeds. It sounded a lot better than saying he was too hungover to write.

      And here he was with yet another uninteresting piece of news on the screen in front of him, his right ring finger hovering above Delete. A homeless man had been found dead in an alleyway in Berlin, and though the report didn’t explicitly say so, it wasn’t too hard to discern that he had taken an overdose or drunk too much and passed out before freezing to death. It was a local story, and scarcely that. One more of the hundreds of stories he would glance at without taking any action.

      He fought against an oncoming yawn, but lost.

      ‘Late one last night?’

      It was a female voice. And it was close. And he still had his mouth wide open.

      Damn.

      He had consciously not removed his baseball hat when he came in, but just as effectively as it shielded his face from the eyes of others, it also made it impossible for him to see what was happening beyond the monitor without turning his whole head upward.

      Which he hadn’t. And now she was standing there, and for how long? Obviously at least long enough to see him air his throat to the rest of the newsroom.

      ‘No. It was, what’s it called, no,’ he answered, removing his hat, trying to look as if that was what he’d planned all along.

      The woman didn’t say a word, just as he knew she wouldn’t. And that made him even more insecure, just as he knew it would. Christina Sandberg was at least twenty years older than him, but she was attractive in an almost inexplicable way, beautiful, natural and irritatingly pleasant. Not irritating because her pleasantness was false or over the top, but because he really wouldn’t mind her having some unforgivable shortcoming, something to stop his eyes from constantly wandering in her direction and losing the ability to construct full sentences as soon as he tried to talk to her.

      ‘You’ve got, I sent, in your,’ he said, hoping that a weak nod would complete what he failed to communicate himself.

      It had become an implicitly understood task for him to take her messages when she was out, and she thanked him, and continued towards her office with a string of good mornings to the other staff.

      It occurred to him that she looked somewhat more sombre than usual. But he forced himself to drop the thought. He didn’t know her, and he knew only too well that nothing good would come of an unrequited love for an older, phenomenally successful newspaper editor.

      He returned to his screen. The report on the dead homeless man in Berlin. And with a quick push of a button the three lines of text vanished into the computer’s waste bin, and the tired young man turned his eyes to the next uninteresting piece of news.

       

      Christina shut the door to her office, hung up her suede coat on the hook by the glass front wall and closed her eyes for a second. People could probably see her, but if they did, so be it. In a few minutes she’d be back on top again, quick-firing and full of initiative, and when the day was over nobody would even remember those couple of seconds anyway.

      It had been a tough morning. And the morning had brought a close to a tough night. She’d seen her ex-husband on a stretcher, carried out into an ambulance, and perhaps it would have been more humane to climb into her car and drive after it. It would have been more humane to spend the morning on a plastic chair in a corridor, waiting for him to wake up, so that she might go and sit on another plastic chair next to his bed and talk and ask why and hear him say the same things over and over again.

      But Christina had been humane for a long time. She’d been humane until she couldn’t take it, and then she’d been humane for a little while longer, and then it was enough. William was like a car she should’ve got rid of a long time ago – those were his own words – one that you drown in money and attention but that is irredeemably beyond saving and breaks in three new places for every two you fix. He couldn’t get better, because he didn’t want to get better. He’d lost his belief or verve or whatever it is that makes people do things with their life, and he’d almost taken Christina with him, until that one day, two years earlier, when she couldn’t take it any more and marched out of their apartment.

      She hadn’t been back until today. Yes, he’d kept calling her, and yes, it wore her down every time she answered, but she managed to keep him at a distance and slowly, very slowly, she’d become herself again. Not because the sorrow was gone, but because she let it be there, along with everything else.

      And that was how she wanted to keep it. She couldn’t afford to let him drag her into the darkness again. So instead of spending the day at the hospital, she’d called the paper and said that she wouldn’t be at her desk until after lunch.

      She stayed out in the city for almost four hours. She tried to wind down the way that she always did: she turned off her phone, went to the big bookshop on Mäster Samuelsgatan, and selected a huge pile of newspapers and magazines in the section with imported titles, even though most of them were available for free at the office. Then she sat in the bar at the Grand Hotel, ordered an improbably expensive breakfast despite having no appetite, and sat there until everything that happened in the world made her own problems seem like small, unimportant distractions. When she was finished she took a walk in the November chill, through the entire city, and ended up back at her office on Kungsholmen.

      She knew she would pay for it now. There would be thousands of questions from the staff, calls waiting to be made, articles that should already have been written. But now she would be prepared to deal with them.

      She turned on her mobile phone. Scrolled through the mailbox on her computer while the phone spluttered into life.

      And then, the news hit her from all directions at once.

      At the same instant that the phone beeped to inform her she had thirty missed calls, she saw the four emails from the intern telling her that the hospital wanted her to call.

      Even if her colleagues had forgotten that Christina Sandberg began the day by closing her eyes, none of them would forget how she ended it four minutes later. Rushing through the office, heart in mouth and with her phone in her hand.
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      William remained in his plane seat for at least ten minutes before he could bring himself to move for the first time. He listened for sounds, conversation, for the slightest sign or clue to help him work out where he was and in whose company.

      But he didn’t find anything.

      The only thing he heard was the slow whine of the engines and the moans from the plane’s joints as it collided with air pockets. No voices, no footsteps, no signs that there was anyone else on board but himself. Which, obviously, there had to be.

      It occurred to him that he was getting hungry, and he tried to remember how long it had been since he last ate, but couldn’t. Firstly, he didn’t know how long he’d been unconscious. Then there was the fact that he’d been on a drip at the hospital, which probably meant the sensation of hunger was delayed.

      That was annoying in itself. It made it harder for him to tell what time it was, and if he knew that, he might have been able to work out where he was and where he was going.

      He glanced up at the tiny panel above his seat. For a brief moment he considered pushing the little button with a stylised stewardess, but he decided it wouldn’t be a good idea and refrained. Instead he stood up, his back slightly bent even though the cabin was big enough to let him stand straight with a good few centimetres to spare, and in two quick steps he was at the door.

      Hesitated. Considered his options.

      The acoustic comfort made the plane’s background noise considerably lower than in a typical commercial aircraft, but it was still sufficient to drown the sound of his movements. If someone stood outside the door they probably wouldn’t have heard him get up and move towards it. In theory he would have a significant advantage, merely by virtue of surprise.

      In reality, though, the element of surprise would vanish before he had time to use it. He was still groggy from all the chemicals he’d been carrying inside for the past twenty-four hours, and he was hardly in his prime to begin with. What he could have done in the past would be futile to even attempt today.

      But he couldn’t just stand there.

      He decided to open the door. Whatever was waiting outside it.

      Put his hand on the handle. Felt the cold metal.

      Turned it. Carefully. No resistance. It wasn’t locked, and he slowly twisted it ninety degrees and then there was a click and the door swung open.

      To his surprise, there was nobody there. No guns, no guards, nobody telling him to stay where he was until he was called for. Instead, he stepped over the threshold, paused, and looked around him. A narrow corridor ran along the port side of the plane’s fuselage, just as he’d thought, lined by the same oval windows as in his own little room. The floor was fitted with a plush carpet that must have cost a fortune, and the walls were furnished in fireproof artificial leather. A few metres further along, the corridor opened out into a more conventional cabin with at least twenty more seats, each as luxurious as his own but organised in pairs on either side of the aisle.

      If William had expected a dramatic reaction to his entrance, he had to accept that he wasn’t getting one.

      At the front of the cabin by the closed cockpit door, two men were seated. One of them had his back to William and made no attempt to turn around, while the one sitting opposite looked up, met William’s eyes, and that was it.

      William recognised him immediately. Suit, shaved head, a military gravity on a boyish face. He was one of the two who had been waiting outside his room at the hospital, the one who had been holding the expensive-looking fountain pen and forced it into William’s neck with a crisp, mechanical click, and it hadn’t been until that moment that William realised it wasn’t in fact a pen. That had been his last thought before waking up here.

      The injector man nodded his head briefly, a mute signal to William to tell him he’d been noticed, and then he turned his close-cropped head to William’s right. Behind the corner of the panel wall between the main cabin and William’s own sat the man who had spoken to him at the hospital. He put down his newspaper – German, William noted as he stuffed it into the seat pocket in front of him – and got up. Not threatening, but not very friendly either. A smile on his face, but it was more a mechanical process than a sign of human feelings.

      ‘Awake?’ he said.

      William gave him a wry look back, as if to say that the answer should be pretty self-evident. If he couldn’t beat them physically he could at least fight them with sarcasm.

      The man moved out into the aisle, positioned himself in front of William, his muscular body slightly bent under the roof of the cabin – he was about two metres tall, William realised, an impressive bull neck fighting its way out of the loosely buttoned shirt – and William stood still, waiting for whatever would happen next. He was prepared for two things. Either the man would ask him to sit down with the others or they would order him back into his private cabin and tell him to keep quiet.

      Neither happened.

      ‘There are toiletries in the cabinet in your cabin,’ the bull neck said. ‘If you want to freshen up a bit.’

      ‘For what?’ William asked.

      The man avoided the question as if he hadn’t heard it. ‘The bathroom is right at the back.’

      Okay then. William nodded in thanks. The situation was not exactly hostile, but not too welcoming either.

      ‘I take it that if I ask where we’re going you’re not going to answer that either, right?’ he said.

      ‘I’m very sorry.’

      ‘So you keep saying. You should talk to someone about that.’

      He said it with a smile, but the man in front of him showed no signs of being amused. Nor angry. Nor sorry, even though he said he was. His stare was fixed, summoning and quite dull.

      ‘At the back?’ William asked without really wondering. And the bull neck nodded in reply.
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      It took less than half an hour for Christina to travel from Kungsholmen back to Kaptensgatan, despite it being the middle of the afternoon rush. She had pressed the nervous cab driver into running at least two red lights, and under his own initiative he’d taken a shortcut across a pavement, and now she was back outside the door of her old apartment for the second time that day.

      She had her phone in her hand, still warm from being pressed against her ear for the duration of the journey, sometimes shouting, sometimes lecturing as if the person she was talking to was a child and as if she herself was a parent with very limited patience.

      ‘How on earth do you lose a grown man?’ she’d said at one point, catching the driver’s bemused eyes in the rear-view mirror. ‘You lose things! Information! Sometimes kids! But you damn well don’t lose a patient who’s just tried to commit suicide!’

      But that was exactly what they had done.

      They had searched the whole hospital, gathered all the staff, tried to question witnesses. But nobody had any idea how, why or even when William Sandberg vanished from the Karolinska University Hospital. They were still going through footage from the few security cameras the hospital had been allowed to install, and so far William seemed to be as absent from the security team’s hard disk as he was from the face of the Earth.

      Christina’s face was exasperatedly red by the time she turned off her phone, and for once it wasn’t because of the heat from the battery. She was angry. The world was full of idiots. Her cab driver was one of them, but she still rounded up when she paid – risking your licence had to be worth something, she thought – and she ran up the stairs, convinced that he’d tried again. And convinced that this time he’d succeeded.

      The first thing she noticed when she entered what once had been her own apartment was the facial expression of the middle-aged policeman who showed her in. He had hair growth that seemed unable to decide whether it was a beard or the product of sloppy shaving, and in the middle of the scrub his mouth kept gasping for air, or trying to find words, or perhaps both. But while his mouth searched for the right thing to say, his eyes already spoke to her. ‘We’re sorry,’ they said. ‘We’re sorry, but there’s bad news.’

      ‘Is he dead?’ she asked.

      It came so abruptly that she surprised herself. Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to ask how he was? Or at least ‘Is he alive’? But deep down she was already so certain she couldn’t imagine anything else.

      Which made her all the more surprised when the policeman finally spoke.

      ‘We don’t know,’ he said.

      ‘Don’t know?’ she asked.

      No answer.

      ‘Is he here?’

      Again, the policeman didn’t answer. Instead he looked anxiously at his feet for a moment. Behind him, Christina could see his colleagues moving about the apartment, occasional camera flashes from a room out of sight.

      The man hesitated. Didn’t like asking his next question, but he had to.

      ‘Have you had problems in your relationship?’

      ‘We separated two years ago. I think that counts as a problem.’

      The mouth inside the beard didn’t know whether to smile at her sarcasm or to lament the situation, so it turned to what it knew best and gasped for air again.

      ‘Where is he?’ she repeated.

      He took a step to the side. Nodded down the hallway. ‘We believe he decided to run away.’

      It took a second for her to grasp what he’d said. Run away?

      With a few brisk steps she hurried in the direction he’d pointed. She passed through the long pantry, past the living room and the library, the exact same route she’d taken countless mornings in her previous life, wearing only a dressing gown or towel, sometimes not even that. Happily ignorant of the fact that one day she’d be rushing through the same corridors to explain to the police in William’s study that a man with no desire to live wasn’t very likely to just ‘run away’.

      But when she entered the room she stopped.

      She met the gaze of two police officers – perhaps forensics, she didn’t really know – both standing by William’s desk. She looked around. She hadn’t been in there since their divorce, but just like the police she was immediately aware that something was missing. Or, rather, everything.

      Along the long wall to the right of the door ran a writing desk, placed in front of the deep windows with a view over the roofs and chimneys of Östermalm, its bay windows and its roof terraces and its outdoor furniture that probably wasn’t worth a third of what they cost. To the right of the desk stood a cabinet, and inside it was a mounting rack for hard disks and devices, plugged in to a network router in the middle.

      At least that’s what should have been inside the cabinet.

      Instead, it hung open, and the racks were empty, just like the desk. Yellowed patches showed where two giant flat-screen monitors had stood until recently, and on both sides of the window were the shelves where he’d kept his extensive library of books on codes and statistics and chaos and all of the other things she’d stopped asking him about ages ago. Now the shelves stared emptily back at her. Everything was gone.

      She shook her head. A decisive shake. A no.

      And the policemen looked at her, waiting for her to explain what she meant.

      ‘It’s a burglary,’ she said.

      The two from forensics didn’t say anything. But they looked at each other as if they knew something she didn’t.

      ‘He hasn’t run away,’ she said. There was a touch of desperation in her voice, and she heard it herself, pausing for a second to emphasise how inconceivable it was that they hadn’t reached the same conclusion. ‘He has nowhere to go, he’s got nothing for him anywhere, I know that, I spoke to him yesterday evening! Why in heaven’s name would someone like that just run away?’

      They still said nothing, merely looked sympathetically at her before moving their gaze to something behind her back. It was the policeman with the facial scrub. She hadn’t heard him come in, but now he stood there and worked his mouth like a stranded fish while everyone waited for him to speak.

      ‘Why, we do not know,’ he said, as if the fact itself was irrefutable. And then he tilted his head to say, ‘Come.’

      She let him guide her through an apartment that she knew better than him, all the way into what had once been her and William’s bedroom. Everything was the same, the smell of the walls and the floor and the fabrics, and before she could stop it she was overcome by memories she didn’t know she even had. From when they sold their house in the suburbs. When they moved into the city, because that was where they liked to be. When they were finally going to have a life of their own again.

      If only they’d known.

      The bed was made and everything was tidy, and the man with the non-beard continued further into the room, throwing a glance behind him to make sure she was following. Stopped in front of what used to be their wardrobe. Pulled open the sliding doors and looked at her in a way that implied he didn’t have to say anything more.

      He didn’t.

      The wardrobe was empty.

      All of William’s jackets and suits, his well-ironed shirts, everything was gone. The shelves of underwear, the shoes. She had to admit it. It did appear as if they were right. It was just that she knew they weren’t.

      ‘Less than twenty-four hours ago my former husband tried to take his own life,’ she said. ‘And you seriously think he has suddenly decided to pack up the kitchen sink and run away?’

      ‘According to the neighbour across the hall two men from a removal company were here and carried out a couple of crates shortly after twelve.’

      ‘Removal men, or men with shirts with a removal company logo?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      She let the question go unanswered. If she didn’t give him an answer he would have to work it out for himself, and it was always a better strategy to make people think rather than supply them with the solution. Especially since she didn’t really have one.

      Instead, she left him standing in silence, turned round and walked out of the bedroom.

      She allowed herself a walk through the entire apartment. The kitchen, the dining room, the guest room – the damned guest room, she walked right past it without allowing herself to think back – and continued out into the living room. The place was well furnished, almost pedantically so, still bearing the hallmarks of the expensive taste they’d developed during their time together. Most of it looked exactly as it did before she moved out, and if she hadn’t known him so well, she would have been surprised at his ability to keep his home in good condition despite his own decline.

      But she knew that was simply the kind of person he was. Order from chaos. Patterns and logic. It was the only way for him to survive, and when everything else around him was in free fall, that was exactly what he would hold on to. You don’t stop being pedantic when things fall apart. Quite the contrary.

      Finally, she returned to William’s study. The two policemen had gone to join the non-beard in some other part of the apartment, and now she stood here all by herself, looking at the things that weren’t there.

      The computers.

      The literature.

      The black expensive notebook, the one that he loved and hated and hadn’t ever been able to bring himself to use, first because it represented a beautiful memory, and then because of the same thing but for a different reason.

      As if it were the book’s fault there were memories. As if he could have preserved all the good, just by keeping things the way they were. As if what happened after wouldn’t have taken place, if only he didn’t touch the memory.

      She forced herself to think of something else.

      They were lurking around the corner, and she knew it: the thoughts and the emotions and the paralysis that came with them if she let it. The way he had done, and the way she’d learned not to.

      Instead, she focused on the situation.

      It didn’t make sense.

      It just didn’t make sense that he would leave, not like this, why would he?

      She knew him. She knew that he had nowhere to go, no reason to leave the only place he still felt secure. And the computers? Why would he take them? Had he even used them since everything happened?

      Something wasn’t right. She’d felt it from the moment she entered the room. Something important was missing.

      But she hadn’t been able to put her finger on what, and she stood for a while, trying to work out what had given her the feeling in the first place, whether it was only because she hadn’t been in there for over a year or whether she had actually, unconsciously, discovered some detail she wasn’t aware of. Yet.

      She closed her eyes. Tried to imagine the room as it used to look. The brim-full, meticulously arranged bookshelves, the files and the papers, the pens that he loved – he was the only person she knew who could spend hours in front of the pen racks at one stationer after another – everything arranged in straight lines and sorted thoroughly. And now everything was gone.

      Everything. Was there more? What else was missing, that should have been there but that she couldn’t remember?

      She went to the desk. Looked out of the window. Turned round. Took in the room from the opposite angle.

      And then she stopped.

      There wasn’t something missing.

      There was something left that shouldn’t be.
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      The toiletries in the tiny cabinet surprised William more than he’d ever thought a set of toiletries could.

      Not because they were particularly notable in themselves. But because they were his own.

      The wash bag was the same black nylon one he always brought with him when he travelled, or at least used to bring when he still went places, and everything inside it came from his own bathroom, everything from razor to toothbrush to aftershave.

      One of his jackets sat on a thin hanger, draped over one of his shirts and a pair of his jeans. On the floor were his brown shoes – not the ones he’d choose himself, but nonetheless his own – and beside them lay a pair of his rolled-up socks and a pile of neatly folded underwear.

      They had been in his apartment. Instead of throwing him a standard wash kit and a generic outfit from a department store, they had broken into his home and collected his things.

      That told him a lot.

      It meant that wherever they were taking him, they were going to keep him there for a while.

      But it also meant that they wanted him to feel comfortable. He was important to them. Regardless of why they’d spirited him away, they wanted him to feel at home, perhaps even to think of himself as their guest.

      He could live with that, he thought. Not least because he didn’t have much choice.

      He looked at the thin, faceless version of his own body on the hanger in front of him. And then he pulled off his hospital tunic, put on his normal clothes and wandered barefoot through the corridor to the back of the plane.

       

      The bathroom was fresh and clean and surprisingly roomy for being on board a plane. On the other hand, that didn’t stop it from being unspeakably tiny, and it took quite some effort to go through the normal morning procedures.

      William Sandberg took his time. He shaved, washed his whole upper body, dunked his hair into the unconvincing imitation-marble basin and shampooed it twice, just to feel the sensation of the cool water running in smooth streams over his head.

      It felt good. Which came as a surprise. And he allowed himself a few seconds to enjoy the feeling, knowing that whatever awaited him when he was done, he wanted to be wide awake and clear-headed.

      As he did, he felt both his ears pop at once.

      Were they going down?

      He held his nose between his thumb and forefinger, equalising the pressure in his head. The whine of the engines had started to change, too, their hum gradually shifting to a lower key, which could only mean one thing, and after a moment he realised he couldn’t hear them any more and had to squeeze his nose again.

      He waited a few moments. It could be just a change of course, a new altitude, and if it were they would soon level out again and everything would go back to the same monotonous silent tone as before.

      But the plane kept descending. It turned, checked its direction. Levelled out for a moment and started to descend again, creating a vague sensation of displacement in William’s stomach every time it did, playing with gravity for a second and making his body a fraction lighter against the floor below him. There was no doubt. They were preparing to land.

      The question was where.

      The sun had told him they were flying eastward when he woke up. Possibly slightly to the south-east, depending on what time it really was. But that was information that didn’t help him much anyway; he couldn’t know if they’d kept to the same course since they took off.

      And it wasn’t any easier to tell how far they had travelled, either. The sun had been high in the sky when he woke up in the hospital, perhaps eleven in the morning, maybe twelve. Then they’d sedated him and taken him to an airport – Bromma? Arlanda? There weren’t any others still in use, but how could you load an unconscious man on board a plane without piquing the interest of the ground crew? – and if the plane had been ready and waiting and all the papers were in order, it meant they could probably have been in the air an hour later.

      It was an extremely rough guess, but it gave him something to work with. The sun was still up. That meant they couldn’t have been airborne for more than two or three hours. Perhaps less if they’d been flying eastward into the night, and more if they had been heading west, but the entire equation had such wide margins of error that they could be covered with asphalt and opened up to road traffic, and he decided that the difference was insignificant anyway.

      Instead, he focused on the options. The way he saw it, there were two. Either they were somewhere above southern Europe or they were flying over Russia. Or, possibly, somewhere in between.

      His thoughts stopped at one of the alternatives.

      Russia?

      It would have been the obvious answer, back then. But now?

      Where was the logic in that? On the other hand, there was nothing logical about the situation. Why him? Why now? What value would he be, and to whom?

      He let the thought pass. Zipped up his wash bag. He would find out soon enough.

      One last look in the mirror.

      After all, he looked okay for someone who should be dead.

      And then he unlocked the bathroom door.

       

      As he opened it, the suits were already waiting for him.

      They stood in the corridor, just by his bathroom door, and outside the windows smoke-coloured clouds streamed past along the fuselage, leaving small vibrating droplets of mist on the acrylic glass.

      ‘Guess I should go and strap myself in?’ William said. Smiled politely, without the faintest hope that the little welcome committee would stop at that. And sure enough, the bull neck stepped aside, making way for his two colleagues.

      ‘I’m sorry about this,’ he said. ‘It would have been easier for everyone if we didn’t have to.’

      William understood immediately.

      And for the second time, he watched as the man with the shaved head took a step towards him, his signature fountain pen in hand. A moment later William Sandberg felt the synthetic tingling rush through his body, turning things off and shutting him down until the sound of the luxury jet vanished into a tunnel of black.
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      Christina Sandberg spoke briefly and to the point. She held up her phone in front of them, showing the pictures she’d just taken in his room, forced them to take her business card while she explained what she knew, not a trace of uncertainty in her voice. And before the policemen had found any time to argue, she hurried out of the apartment and left them with a report to file.

      William Sandberg had been kidnapped. And given his personal history it was more than likely that his life was in danger.

      As the echo of her heels died away in the large stairwell, down into the lobby and out through the heavy door to the street, their click against the floor marked the last time she would ever see the apartment on Kaptensgatan.
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      Janine Charlotta Haynes pressed herself against the stone wall, her heart beating so fast that she was scared someone would hear.

      She closed her eyes. Focused on breathing as silently as possible, on not letting her feet make a sound, ensuring there was no rustling from the thick envelope stuffed into her waistband.

      She couldn’t hear the two men now. But she knew that they were only a few feet away.

      There could be three of them, she wasn’t sure: the moment she’d heard their voices echo up the staircase she stopped dead, looking for a way out, throwing herself into a tiny passage without knowing where it led. It didn’t have any lights, and she pressed herself up against the wall as she heard them make it to her floor, stop just outside, only the stones lining the archway separating them from her.

      They stood as still and silent as herself, and she could only hope that they hadn’t heard her. It would be impossible to explain why she was there. Particularly in the middle of the night.

      She had been running.

      And now she was paying for it.

      She had been running as fast as she could, barefoot so that her steps would make as little sound as possible in the hard stone corridors, terrified but fully aware that this might be her only chance. And now she stood there, her body crying out for oxygen, fighting to keep herself from breathing.

      She couldn’t let them hear her.

      She stood perfectly still.

      Listened to her beating heart.

      Then, suddenly, one of them spoke.

      His voice was so close that it felt as if he was speaking directly to her, and it was all she could do to stop herself gasping for air. She pushed her body even harder against the wall, composed herself, listened to their voices, tried to concentrate on what they were saying.

      Single words jumped out. Security?

      She wasn’t sure. Her French was terrible. She had taken it for two terms in high school, priding herself on performing as badly as possible, and Janine’s teacher had warned her that she would live to regret it. Now she was standing in a stone corridor, painfully aware that her teacher had been right.

      Yes, there it was: securité. Were they talking about her?

      She closed her eyes again, tried to assess the situation. The worst-case scenario was that someone had realised that the tiny piece of plastic she kept in her pocket was missing. That piece of plastic was her only opening, her only way out, and she clasped it as firmly as she could, as if holding it tighter would keep her safe.

      She couldn’t let them find her.

      Nobody knew where she was. If they decided to kill her, there was nothing to stop them, and nobody would ever get to know. There probably wasn’t anyone left out there still searching for her.

      She pushed the thought away.

      He wouldn’t stop.

      Would he?

      She had to believe he wouldn’t. The last six months had been chaotic, to say the least; she didn’t know which side she was working for, or why, or if what she was doing was morally right or fundamentally wrong or somewhere in between.

      The only thing she knew was that she had to tell someone.

      That he was her only chance.

      And that whatever happened, she couldn’t let them hear her.

       

      The men had been talking for an eternity lasting exactly four minutes, when one of them hushed the other.

      The silence cut through her body, and she felt her own fear vibrate inside her mouth with a taste of metal. Had they heard her? Had she relaxed, allowed herself to breathe? Did they know she was standing there?

      She held her breath. Counted.

      One. Two. Three.

      Her lungs were on fire, but she mustn’t.

      Four. Five.

      And then: a sound.

      Somewhere, a helicopter was approaching.

      She heard it as a weak, rumbling sound, but it was enough to give her an opportunity to let out her air, and just as she did one of the men began to speak again. Low voice, straight into the air in front of him. Short, confirmatory phrases. Someone had called him on the radio, and it was the person on the other end who did the talking.

      Okay. D’accord. Bien. 

      And then, hell was over. The men started moving, a steady rhythm as their footsteps echoed down the corridor, fading away into silence.

      They were gone. And they hadn’t passed the archway where she stood.

      Okay, she said to herself. Now or never.

      She braced her feet against the wall behind her, pushed off into the corridor like a turning swimmer and let her bare feet carry her as fast as they could. A pounding ache seared her heels each time they made contact with the unforgiving stone floor, but she was running again, and the only way she would make it was if she was fast enough. She bit her lip, fighting to ignore the pain, kept going in the direction she had been before she heard them.

      She passed the stairwell. Followed the corridor to the right. A new stairwell. Another corridor, more stairs. Heavy wooden doors blocked her way, but every time she ran into one she would take out the tiny piece of plastic from her pocket, hold it against the little box in the wall, listen to the faint buzz as the lock released and allowed her to move on. Every time waiting carefully for the silence to return, making certain that she was entirely alone before sprinting onward.

      Down, further down, two more storeys. It was damper here, probably below ground. No windows or peepholes, nothing to suggest that there was a world outside. The feeling of being in a prison was even stronger.

      It was only the third time that she had been this far down. But she’d forced herself to memorise the route by heart, and she saw every corner, door and staircase in front of her well before they appeared. And she sailed through the corridors, weak thuds of soft skin on hard stone, didn’t slow down until she reached her destination.

       

      The room on the other side of the locked door looked like a caretaker’s office. Or rather: it looked like it used to be one. The walls were lined with wooden pigeonholes for letters, a large desk stood behind a glass partition, and a mountain of boxes lay stacked against one wall.

      She could see subtle changes from the last time she was here. Stacks of paper were missing, new ones had arrived. Mugs with dried-up coffee dregs had been replaced by fresh ones. The room was in use. She hadn’t dared to believe it, but it seemed to be true.

      She went in. Pulled the thick envelope from her waistband. Pushed it into the middle of a pile of similar envelopes on the table. And then, as quietly as she arrived, she turned round and hurried back out, exactly the same way she had come.

      Everything was a gamble. The envelope was addressed to a person who didn’t exist. The contents, if someone opened it, would look like a love letter.

      Except to one person.

      The only thing she could do was to hope that he would get it.

      It had taken her over six months to find a way to get a message out, and as she ran through the corridors in absolute silence, she squeezed her fingers and hoped she’d finally done it.

      And that she wasn’t already too late.
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      The moment he pulled the heavy curtains open, William Sandberg saw that his guesses were way off.

      The room where he woke up was classical, with heavy furnishings, and extremely old. The floor was constructed from large, soft stones, worn down by feet passing back and forth across them over hundreds of years. Some of the slabs had been split by temperature changes or the ground settling, as had the walls with their hand-painted wall hangings, yellowed by time and damp air, but still impressive in their rich detail. Wooden panels separated them from the floor, and in the roof were huge beams, painted the same dark grey as the rest of the wood in the room.

      If he hadn’t been so painfully aware of what he’d experienced the last twenty-four hours, William could have led himself to believe he’d been brought to some upmarket castle weekend getaway.

      All the elements were there. The heavy wooden bed where he’d slept, the wall hangings at its head, the fine fabrics draped over the intricately carved canopy. And the breakfast tray on its foldable holder, entirely out of place with criss-cross chrome legs but with an unbelievable spread of food: cheeses, jam, bread, all surrounded by exotic fruits whose names he didn’t know but that obviously seemed to exist anyway. And of all the training he’d undergone in his working life – training to help him survive if imprisoned by a foreign power – not a single minute had prepared him for the risk of being served luxury breakfasts in castles.

      But William got out of his bed and passed over the breakfast selection, even though his stomach cried out that eating was long overdue. He continued across the room to the curtains, a bright morning sun trying to sneak in around their edges.

      When he pulled them open he stood motionless for several moments. All he could do was stare, partly from pure surprise: he’d been so certain they were taking him to Russia that it took him a couple of seconds to accept what he saw. But also because it was impossible not to be moved by the view that met him outside his high, multi-paned windows.

      Several storeys down, large grassy meadows sloped dramatically towards barren cliffs, broken here and there by winding stone walls, steeply climbing downhill to a light blue mountain lake. Around it, and on the other side, more meadows and cliffs seemed to climb in and out of each other, forming a gigantic pothole of stillness and silence and the sensation of looking at a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle on someone’s coffee table.

      They had been flying more south than east. The mountains were the Alps; they had taken him to somewhere between France to the west and Austria or Slovenia to the east, and for the life of him he couldn’t understand why.

      ‘Mr Sandberg.’

      The voice was clear and articulate, sharp in the hard-walled room, and it made him spin around. Several steps into the room stood the man who’d just said his name, more as an observation than a question. William hadn’t even heard him enter.

      ‘Our apologies for putting you to bed in your shirt,’ he said. ‘You get a lot of questions if you try to take a man through Customs dressed in his pyjamas.’

      He was about William’s age, hair grey and neatly cut, and he had a friendly enough look in contrast to his starched, light-blue uniform shirt. He spoke with a perfect English accent, and even though William was far from certain he thought he could hear the traces of a working-class dialect in some of the vowels.

      William nodded politely. Very well.

      ‘And which Customs are we talking about?’

      The man smiled back. Friendly, genuinely, but entirely without answering. Instead:

      ‘The rest of your wardrobe is over there.’

      ‘And you’re sure that’s a good idea? I shouldn’t just keep this on until you decide I’ve slept enough?’

      ‘You’ve reached your final destination,’ he said.

      ‘And at risk of repeating myself,’ William said, raising his eyebrow to point out that the question still wasn’t answered.

      The man smiled again. He’d heard him the first time, but had no intention of telling him anything more.

      ‘I suggest you eat something. You’ve been asleep for eighteen hours, and I understand you didn’t eat much before that either.’

      ‘I’ll have some toast,’ said William. He didn’t move, but let his body language finish the sentence: when you’re gone.

      ‘Splendid,’ the man said. ‘I’ll be back for you in half an hour. You’ll get to know a bit more after that.’

      He turned around, took a few steps towards the door and opened it. Unlocked, William noted. No visible security features, just like on the plane. Someone was going out of their way to make him feel welcome, and he couldn’t stop wondering why. Or who. And what on earth they thought he could do for them.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ William said.

      The man turned back towards him. Now what?

      ‘William Sandberg. I didn’t catch yours.’

      He held his right hand out into the empty air between them, challenging, waiting for a handshake and a presentation. And the man looked back at him. Took William’s hand, more of a firm grip than a shake, looked him directly in his eyes without the slightest hint of wanting to keep his name to himself.
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