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Brussels, Friday 23rd September


The man came out of the entrance to the EU Commission, went around the building and started to walk down Archimedesstraat. Dark hair, grey suit and a blue shirt. For a moment he disappeared out of sight. Team two radioed in a few seconds later – they were posted a hundred metres down the street and could see him clearly.


The target had been under surveillance for three months and nothing suggested that he would change his plans today. He was regular in his habits: worked long days at the office but always finished at the same time, around seven, and would drive home in his car. Today he was leaving the office at five, since it was a Friday. As expected.


He and his wife had a weekend place they had rented for the last two years. The cottage was located by a lake in the Doornendijk nature reserve in the Flemish fenlands of Meetjesland, about ten kilometres north of Ghent – an area rich in birdlife and with excellent fishing waters.


The target got into his car – a metallic green Audi that was parked a hundred metres further along the street, close to the crossroads with Rue Stevin – started it and pulled away from the kerb.


The traffic flowed along. The Audi was a few cars ahead and moved quickly through the city via Rue de la Loi, Kunstlaan, and Avenue Charles-Quint, heading northwards. After fifteen minutes it was on the A10 motorway. Team two were three hundred metres further ahead, in the inside lane. The target maintained a high and steady speed and showed no signs of being conscious of their presence. After forty kilometres he turned off at the junction for Merelbeke and joined the R4 going north. They remained in formation. At this speed, expected time of arrival was in thirty minutes.


But on the way towards Ghent’s industrial quarter the target slowed and, instead of continuing along the R4, he turned off towards the port. Team two, who were ahead of the target, missed the turning and had to stop in a lay-by to wait. The Audi drove past the warehouses along the quay, rounded the docks for the cargo barges, and pulled over into a petrol station. Team one stopped in a neighbouring car park and observed the target.


He got out, filled up the car, paid, and then drove out of the port and back on to the northbound R4 – the anticipated route.


Team two rejoined after a few minutes. They were preparing now: they took out the phials, loaded three hundred units of insulin, and made sure that the insulin pen and back-up were both working. Three hundred units was ten times the daily dose that the target took for his diabetes – it was enough. The main thing was that nothing suspicious should be detected during the autopsy.


At the junction for Bruges, he joined the A11 and, a few kilometres later, as expected, he turned on to the N448. When everything was going smoothly it could seem like the target had been involved in the planning of the operation: everything happened as if by agreement. But, naturally, no such agreement existed. The target was unaware.


They passed through Assenede, which was the nearest town. Team two had taken the faster route, avoiding the centre, and were already halfway to the cottage.


He was driving slowly now and would not leave their sight. He stopped at a tobacconist’s, got out of the car, leaving the engine running, and hurried in, returning a moment later with a newspaper and what looked like a few packets of cigarettes, then drove on. They had prepared for a longer stop in the village, but he continued along a country road without stopping again.


There was no traffic here. Their vehicle and that of the target were the only cars to be seen in the avenue they had just turned into, which stretched ahead for a kilometre. The cottage was secluded, on a wooded spit of land, accessible only by the bumpy road that ran through the woodland and ended by the house. The plot looked out on to one of the small lakes – a lawn ran all the way to the water’s edge – and it was completely hidden from view, unless you stood on the opposite shore with binoculars. There was a small risk of bird watchers, but it would all go so quickly. If anyone happened to see what was going on, they wouldn’t understand what they had witnessed anyway.


They slowed down and let the target turn on to the road through the woods to the cottage. Once the Audi was out of sight, they slowly followed it, parked the car halfway up the road to the house, and got out.


They moved quickly on foot along the edge of the wood. It was densely wooded with low visibility. They had to be careful; the target wasn’t more than ten or so metres away. There was the house: a holiday cottage with a low fence, gate and bushes. The metallic green car was parked on the verge of the road. There was the target, standing in the living room of the cottage, still wearing his coat, with his back turned to them.


They rounded the corner just as he came down the front door steps on to the lawn. He was on his way to the water’s edge but only managed two or three steps before something made him turn his head – perhaps the noise of their trainers as they ran towards him. No visible signs of violence was the critical thing. He tensed up but he didn’t really understand what was happening; he was barely afraid when two of them pressed him down on to the grass and gripped his arms while number three stuck the insulin pen into the hairline on his neck. They quickly carried him down towards the water’s edge and waited until his body had stopped fighting, checked his pulse, and then they left him.
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Stockholm, Wednesday 21st September


It was just after eight in the morning and Carina Dymek had already managed two hours of work. The first of her colleagues were beginning to turn up now – she heard the clicking of ceiling lights being switched on, the low scramble of chairs being pulled towards desks, and then the familiar motif played by computers during start-up. Carina was not a morning person. She hated early mornings and wasn’t really mentally with it before ten, but on this Wednesday morning she couldn’t worry about that. She had been forced to come in early to have, even theoretically, a chance of getting through the threateningly long to-do list that filled a brightly coloured Post-it note on the side of her computer screen.


There were 8,634 messages in her inbox. At the top of the screen there glowed seventy-five new, unread, blazing red emails. Many were just informational in nature – reports and newsletters – things that didn’t require any action. Those could wait to be read, if she read them at all. But, mixed into the flood of messages like those, there were emails she couldn’t afford to miss. Red-flagged emails, emails titled Thanks in advance for quick response, orders with short deadlines, questions from the department head that required immediate responses, or emails like the one she had just brought up, which bore an urgent subject line of ORDER – Data for UM in Berlin, deadline 22nd Sep. 16:00.


Even among the priority emails she was obliged to prioritise. The night before, she had lain in bed and gone through everything she had to do the next day. Anxious thoughts kept revolving in a meaningless circle. After hours of unsuccessful attempts to fall asleep, she had come to the conclusion that everything was important: everything had to be prioritised. There was only one solution – the only solution that the MFA had taught her for these situations: to deny oneself a good night’s sleep. She got up.


The windows were still dark, the corridors dim and silent when she arrived at the department, hours before everyone else.


As it got light, the government buildings in the district around Drottninggatan in central Stockholm were filled by approximately four thousand civil servants, all of whom sat down at their computers, just as she had, in well-lit, uniformly furnished office landscapes and started the day’s work. They worked in the shadows of ministers, served the government, and were tasked with giving the nation’s political leaders the best possible understanding of myriad issues that ministers needed to grasp in order to better rule the country and decide on its foreign policy. They were the government’s support as it ruled. Some might say that they used a friendly but determined hand to control the government. They explained developments in unfamiliar countries; they gave ministers their view of the situation. They produced facts and gave opinions. They made assessments and took decisions that affected people and entire societies. Even decisions that had no effect whatsoever were taken – that happened every day. They gave advice and the politicians listened. The government ruled Sweden, but in the shadow of the government there were those who managed the levers and controls and the organisation: the Government Offices of Sweden.


The Government Offices of Sweden was something of which normal people, without the right to be in its corridors, only had a vague understanding. Those who worked at the Government Offices obviously knew that it comprised the Prime Minister’s own staff, called the Prime Minister’s Office, and then the Office for Administrative Affairs, which managed all the resource issues that constantly flooded the organisation: IT, security, salaries and other administrative matters. Beneath this pair there were eleven departments. One of them was the Ministry of Foreign Affairs – the MFA.


Of all the ministries, the MFA was the largest and most secretive. With its two-and-a-half thousand staff, one hundred embassies, four hundred consulates, and permanent representations to the UN, EU and delegations in other international organisations, it was a gargantuan machine, a leviathan greater than all the other ministries combined. Civil servants in the rest of Government Offices always regarded the MFA and its diplomats with envious admiration, a mixture of longing to be one of them and hatred because they never would be.


The Ministry’s four buildings in the government district were closed addresses. Within their walls, the nation’s foreign policy was formed. Internally, the Ministry was called the House and was divided into twenty-five departments. Out of all the departments, the Security Policy Department was the largest and quietly considered to be the most important, the one that had the foreign minister’s ear. The Security Policy Department – or SP, as it was called – stretched across two storeys of the office block at Fredsgatan 6. Down its long, winding corridors and past the rows of offices, close to the stairs between floors five and four, was room 1523. In its depths sat Carina Dymek at a height-adjustable desk, writing with speed and concentration on a computer.


She was satisfied. Soon she would be able to tick off the biggest order on her list – the foreign minister’s file. The foreign minister was going to Ukraine the next day for a meeting with President Yanukovych, talks with the Enlargement Commissioner, Štefan Füle, and a swathe of other meetings. Yalta, Crimea. The EU’s relations with the large, splintered post-soviet nation were on the agenda. Central Asia. The Tymoshenko case, energy security. It was important to continue applying pressure to the leaders of Ukraine while at the same time intimating that the country had EU prospects if it chose to develop in a democratic direction – everything to avoid forcing it east into the arms of the Kremlin and Gazprom. The country’s economy was in crisis and its politics were heading in an increasingly authoritarian direction. The EU’s instrument, in the shape of the European Neighbourhood Policy with its various development and support programmes, was the soft power that the Union could exercise. The foreign minister was committed to the issues. The Ukraine desk officer at the Department for Eastern Europe and Central Asia was currently working on some analyses of Ukrainian domestic policies and relationships with Russia, while Carina’s focus was on the EU and security policy.


As always, it wasn’t the formal, agenda-driven talks that were most interesting, it was those on the sidelines. The foreign minister’s coordinator had already indicated that the minister wanted bilateral meetings with several of Ukraine’s advisers and a meeting with Tony Blair, who for some reason was in the Crimea; the foreign minister also wanted to meet a security adviser at RAND who worked as a consultant for the Ukrainian defence ministry, as well as a handful of others. Carina needed to draft the outline of a short speech for the dinner in the evening. It was also to be expected that certain current and sensitive EU issues would come up, even if they didn’t directly affect Ukraine.


The foreign minister’s file was the collective result of the work of, on average, five to ten desk officers in at least two departments and a collection of embassies around the world. Before every trip a unique file was compiled with analyses and reports, Swedish messages and talking points for media contact, CVs of important people and practical information about the trip. Ideally, the file was meant to reflect all political aspects and eventualities, and meet all requirements for facts that the minister might possibly have.


Carina took a deep breath and glanced through what she had written. The key messages were good, cogent. She knew the Swedish positions and didn’t need to shuffle through old strategic documents to know what a foreign minister should and shouldn’t say. Just two or three more talking points – in bullet points – then she would choose a bunch of analyses before going to see her new unit head, Anders Wahlund, to check the texts with him: she had fifteen minutes after lunch to go through the most sensitive parts of the material with him. Hopefully the file would then be done, barring a few minor changes. She would send over her contribution to the Ukraine desk officer, who would have a secretary in the unit make three copies of everything before running over to the minister’s office, so that the minister would have the file in the car the next morning, allowing him to look through it on the way to the airport.


The foreign minister had a photographic memory. Everyone knew that he preferred statistics to reasoning, data rather than a desk officer’s fumbling analyses. He often liked incredibly technical details about nuclear power plants, Russian combat vehicles, and other things that a foreign minister apparently had a use for. According to those who worked closest to him, he read everything. The Foreign Service produced hundreds of reports every day. Apparently he read all embassy reports, all major news, blogs, research – everything. Carina couldn’t understand how it was possible, but that was what they said. Orders from the foreign minister’s office often came with a slightly condescending reminder to the desk officer not to include ‘the normal’ embassy reports, just facts and ‘the most relevant things’.


In her eight years at the Ministry, she had sat eye to eye with the foreign minister on four occasions. He was unquestionably brilliant, but basically uninterested in people who weren’t foreign ministers.


It occurred to her that the minister might not even be in Stockholm. If not, she would be forced to send the whole file as an encrypted email to Kiev, call them, and get someone to drive it down to the Crimea to hand it over personally.


She dug out her phone from under the papers and rang the minister’s press secretary, but that diverted to a mobile-phone voicemail. She pulled up the electronic phone directory and found the extension for one of the assistants.


Call forwarded. Then some scraping noises and a whispering voice that answered: ‘Marianne.’


Carina introduced herself. She explained briefly that she was preparing the minister’s file for Ukraine. Was the foreign minister in Stockholm today?


‘I don’t actually know.’


‘Okay.’


‘He’s going to the Congo later this week – for the Dag Hammarskjöld ceremony. But I don’t know anything about Ukraine. Can I get back to you? Or maybe try Elisabeth?’ the assistant whispered in a stressed tone.


Carina hung up.


Assistant number two didn’t answer. The foreign minister’s adviser, some young upstart straight out of the Young Conservatives, did pick up his mobile. Wasn’t the minister in New York? He clearly had no idea. Carina ended the call quickly, leaned back in the chair, and thought through the options. He would be in Yalta within eighteen hours if he wasn’t there already. Then Africa, then New York and the UN.


She really did need to know where the foreign minister was. Then the obvious solution occurred to her: check his blog. She went to the site and, naturally, he had already had time to blog in the morning. He was in parliament today – so still in Stockholm for at least another five hours.


She wrote for half an hour uninterrupted. Her fingers rattled across the keyboard in a series of rapid movements. Points for a possible press conference: The Eastern partnership was of key importance to relations between the EU and Ukraine, she wrote, before adding a few sentences about the importance of a long-term relationship and about the country as part of Europe. General formulations. The EU had trading relations and aid as its two greatest weapons but it was the Russians who had true geopolitical power – they controlled access to oil and gas. It was vital that the message about the rule of law and human rights was clear, while not punching the Ukrainians on the nose and hurting their pride, which would make Yanukovych turn to Moscow. The Kremlin was already talking about discounted oil prices. In a few months it would be winter in Kiev and then political loyalty would be counted in dollars per barrel. She read through what she’d written, rapidly making additions and amendments until she had a decent draft. It was a quarter past nine.


As the Security Policy Department’s EU coordinator, it was she who had to get the department’s seventy-five diplomats to sing from the same song sheet on everything to do with EU security policy. She was the one who had to keep up with EU procedures, put together negotiation instructions for Brussels and make sure that ministers and junior ministers had the right information. She was the one who sent out stern reminders to colleagues about keeping to deadlines and she was responsible for ensuring that everyone affected was informed and ready to react.


The last few months had been hectic. The Arab Spring and the Libyan campaign, Kosovo, the Horn of Africa, and more generally the EU’s more or less fulfilled ambition of becoming a military security policy operator meant, in practice, a myriad of meetings and decisions, informal contacts, and thousands of papers with proposals flitting between the capitals of Europe. All this went through the encrypted European communication system, Coreu. There was a database where all member states and the Council of Europe secretariat could post messages – a never-ending noticeboard where thousands of messages, agendas and minutes were published every day. It was Carina’s responsibility to keep track of this flow of information and make sure that the department didn’t drop any balls. There were those who hated Coreu. When Sweden had joined the EU and connected to the information system, the volume of mail and messages had increased by fifty per cent overnight. Carina liked the tempo. She enjoyed having direct contact with other European foreign ministries and the feeling of being a part of real politics. Fifty or sixty hours a week were a prerequisite to do the job, but that was generally okay. This morning, however, the sheer volume of new messages on Coreu made her draw breath. Dealing with the stream of Coreu data was sometimes like playing an unending tennis match against an inexhaustible Agassi.


She stood up and stretched her arms. Her back creaked. Tiredness washed across her like an anaesthetic and made her stagger. She needed coffee.


Carina looked around. Her room was narrow, a little smaller than the others on the corridor. There had been a possibility that she might get the office next door to the Head of Department, at the top end of the corridor – a light room with a view towards Strömmen. It had been the last EU coordinator’s office. But, instead of Carina, the DPKO desk officer, responsible for contact with New York about Swedish contributions to UN troop activities, had got the room. He was of a higher rank. But he was going to Santiago soon, and then perhaps it would be her turn.


She really ought to tidy up, she realised. It was one of the things she never prioritised. She had never been good at physical order. Deep down, she didn’t quite understand what the point of constantly tidying up was – always gathering things into neat piles, putting them in drawers and boxes – when the order was there in her head, all along. She was in full control. She prioritised. She was completely fulfilled by her work – what did it matter if there were a few papers here or an apple core there? Everyone knew that she had a fully equipped intellect, but no one believed her when she said she had a system in her office. People visiting her office would often stop short in the doorway as if confronted by a natural phenomenon. Johan Eriksson called her room ‘the Batcave’. The deputy Head of Department had started to drop small hints, so sooner or later she would have to tidy up. Why on earth couldn’t she be left in peace in her room as it was? She was one of the best analysts in the department. She knew it, even if no one ever said so in as many words. Johan and others would constantly bombard her with various texts for her consideration, and she would usually take pity and quickly glance through their documents, dead calm and absorbed, before leaving a few comments. And the fact was that she was rarely wrong. Despite this, she knew that the office of a civil servant at the MFA shouldn’t look like this.


The desk was a jumbled landscape of crusty coffee cups, fruit peel, tubs of paper clips, reference works, handbooks and an avalanche of papers that had slipped down towards the computer screen. Somewhere or other there ought to be a cactus, but she didn’t look after it. The shelves along one wall were brimming with books, papers, and files. She contemplated the stacks of paper lying on the floor. The elegant, sheepskin-clad Lammhult armchair was beside the table. It actually belonged in the UNHCR desk officer’s room, but she had discreetly carried it to her office the day he left on paternity leave and nobody could remember whose it actually was. It was comfy, but couldn’t be sat in because towering off it was a stack of reports from all the past year’s summit meetings at the EU. That pile was a problem – from time to time it extended to the floor. Sometimes she would find classifieds in it – which was not good. The security guards patrolling the building at night were always checking if there was any classified material lying around in offices. If you forgot to lock up classified material, you received a warning in the form of an angry red note on your chair in the morning. Three warnings and you would be called in to the department head.


The best way to keep a secret was never to divulge it, so they said. But in practice that was impossible. The greater part of the work at the MFA was done under cover of secrecy stamps. The House was bulging with secrets. They were collected, discussed; some built their entire careers on having access to the right classified material. The encrypted mail system delivered a flood of classified reports and analyses depicting reality in its true, complex and raw form. Everyone was careless with secrets. Classifieds were always lying around because no one could be bothered to adhere to the strict rules concerning the handling of secret material. But chucking classifieds on the floor was probably a little too nonchalant. She spotted a report from a NATO meeting in Kabul littering the floor, bent down and picked it up. In all likelihood there were even more classified reports in the piles. She quickly shuffled through the armchair pile. She wouldn’t forgive herself if she made the beginner’s mistake of getting caught being careless about secrecy. She couldn’t become a problem to the department, not now.


As EU coordinator, Carina had to work like a slave, but if she stuck it out for another year she would be within reach of a promotion. Her predecessor had been a deputy director. Every EU coordinator before her had been. But not her, she was still a desk officer. It wasn’t something that she dwelled on, but those were the facts, and a poisonous suspicion had begun to spread through her that she wasn’t quite as good as the others. The department head seemed to like her. But she knew how it was: she hadn’t taken the Ministry’s Diplomat Programme – she wasn’t a ‘dipper’; she had come the long way round to become a diplomat, and that made all the difference.


Carina had started as a temp in the Press, Information and Communication Department, the least prestigious place to work in the entire building, but had quickly demonstrated an aptitude for analysis and had gone on to short temporary roles at the Department for Eastern Europe and Central Asia and then the Americas Department. Finally, after six years, she got a permanent job at the Security Policy Department. Thank goodness. ‘Dippers’ were guaranteed a permanent position; they were guaranteed a career. She and they were not the same Homo sapiens. She had to fight every week to show her worth. She had considered applying to the Diplomat Programme but the thought of rejection had held her back. There were twelve hundred applicants every year and just a handful were accepted after written examinations, stress tests, intelligence tests and ten interviews. Everyone at the department would know if she didn’t make it and it would be proof that she was second-rate. So instead she had thrown herself into her work and now it was beginning to pay off. As of a few months ago, reports would appear in her pigeonhole every now and then with a Post-it saying, Swedish options? Or, Carina, your views appreciated. Nils. The department head had caught sight of her and begun to use her as a kind of informal sounding board. She would read through and quickly send her assessment. And now there was the rumour of her promotion. Small signs. You made your own luck. How she could be so sure, she didn’t know, but all the same …


It had started as a rumour in the department. Johan Eriksson knew one of the unit heads at Human Resources and had heard that her name had been discussed at a meeting. After that it had quickly become the accepted truth that Carina Dymek was going to become a deputy director next year. But no one really knew whether it was true, not even the department heads, because no one understood the Byzantine procedures in place at the Human Resources Department. Sometimes one could sense a deeper meaning, a pattern in the way posts were filled and who was promoted. But then those patterns would be broken by unfathomable placements that once again meant the MFA’s personnel policies reverted to being the mystery that kept the entire diplomatic corps on tenterhooks and filled the House with rumour and speculation. Like when a deputy was recalled from Rome under suspicion of housing allowance abuse and suspended, only to turn up as the ambassador in Rabat a year later. Or when one of the country’s most prominent political figures was left to wither away on a pointless enquiry, only to be brought back into the fold and made ambassador to Hong Kong. Unpredictable turns like that sent shock waves throughout the building and generated endless speculation. It enchanted and frightened in equal measure. One thing, however, was clear – loyalty paid off. If you stayed in the House, you made your career. The former Marshal of the Court was a warning to all. He had worked at the royal court for over ten years when he returned to the MFA from his leave of absence. He was promptly dispatched to Islamabad in the midst of the worst terrorist bombings for years. Everyone got the message: opt out of the Ministry and you can go to hell when you come back.


In reality, the career ladder was perfectly clear and straightforward. Administrative staff had zero career development; they remained assistants their whole lives and could only hope for postings to embassies in decent capital cities. Then there were the political appointments, those working around ministers: junior ministers, press secretaries, and senior advisers – the political experts. They came from the parties, had broken through the youth organisations and political meetings – they belonged to another world. There was deep mistrust between them and the civil servants. Carina felt it herself. As a civil servant she and her colleagues were loyal to the House: it was their House; the politicos were just temporary visitors. The day after changes in government, moving boxes would be sitting outside the offices of junior ministers and political appointees, and then they were gone. But the civil servants stayed. They knew their House and they knew their government – they knew how to get a minister to see the light and grant approval to their proposals.


For the civil servants and diplomats, a career at the MFA was ostensibly simple. You started as a desk officer, then became a deputy director, then perhaps you became a director and, finally, maybe, an ambassador. The thing that had made her fight for a career at the Ministry was the chance of working in embassies, in the closed rooms of Brussels or Washington. This opportunity was available once a year in the autumn with the commencement of the so-called Grand Call. All vacant positions were published on an internal database, graded by rank, and anyone who wanted to could apply. The Grand Call was the cause of a storm of rumours and intrigue on an annual basis, with everyone trying to get on the good side of bosses and ambassadors in the hope of a good word, while horse-trading with the Human Resources Department. Diplomats had free reign to use the tactics they had been trained in to drive forward their own ambitions rather than to run Swedish politics. It was a time for hopes, dreams, alliances and razor-sharp rivalries – but with a smile. The last day for applications was the beginning of a four-month game of negotiation in the arena of personnel administration that few saw, but, according to what Carina had heard, reached such a level of complexity that in the end no one was even able to guess who might get which job. Everything disappeared into the labyrinth that was the Human Resources Department. She had heard that the HR administrators would have huge, secret, marathon meetings to which no one else had access, and during which they would draw up lists that no one had ever seen but everyone had heard of, ranking personnel by means of an intricate system. Finally, applicants found out which position they were being offered, or not offered, whereupon an enormous logistical apparatus was set in motion. Hundreds of moves between capital cities and embassies, as well as between floors in the House back in Stockholm, would take place. Next year she was going to apply to an outside position – an embassy. Beijing, perhaps. Or maybe something completely different – Nairobi. She shivered with anticipation.


Carina stepped out into the corridor and put the classifieds into a burn trolley – a large, locked waste-paper bin on wheels into which civil servants dumped sensitive papers through a small flap after they had been read. The trolleys were taken regularly to a location outside of Stockholm where everything was burned in a secure manner. Often the trolley in her corridor was overflowing by the middle of the week, with secrets sticking out of the flap.


She went into the bathroom and splashed water across her face, dried off, and looked critically at herself in the mirror. Four hours’ sleep wasn’t enough, but she didn’t look as hollow-eyed as she felt. Her face, with its prominent chin, always became furrowed and wolf-like when she hadn’t slept well. But you could hide the dark rings under the eyes with a little makeup. Simply because she was so tired, she had dressed extra formally in a black suit, crimson top and black shoes. She had glossy polished nails. It didn’t do to wander around the Ministry yawning – no one here wanted to know about your weaknesses. It was important to appear sharp. She always wore a suit to work. In her private life, she never wore a suit, but at the MFA she was in the service of the state. The suit provided her with a steadiness of character – like a piece of armour. Casual clothes were not accepted, something which she had learned quickly the hard way when she had started eight years ago. On her first day, she had come to work in a stylish denim jacket. A man, who she later discovered was the head of the press department, had stopped her in the corridor and said, ‘Oh, non-uniform day, is it?’


She hadn’t understood what he meant and had said that they were her normal clothes.


‘You won’t come back from lunch in those clothes,’ she had been told.


At lunch she had gone, with a lump in her throat, to the NK department store and returned with a navy blue suit, white blouse and black shoes. She had worn a suit ever since.


Her hair was pulled back tightly in a ponytail. It made her face look more open and alert. She was proud of her straight, dark-blond hair and liked the freckles that populated the bridge of her nose and spilled on to her cheeks. An early boyfriend had lovingly said that she looked like Jodie Foster. She had a straight nose and grey-green eyes with a gaze that had wavered six or seven years ago but could now be directed at anybody without any sign of a tremor. She had learned; she had grown up. She had never been one of the best-looking girls at school; instead, she had been a member of the grey mass of quiet, clever pupils. But she was here. The hotties worked at 7-Eleven and she worked at the MFA. She adjusted her jacket. She was pleased about how fit she was. Swimming had kept her in shape; she liked the feeling of her shoulders filling the suit. She was thirty-two years old and never thought about what she ate; it was as if a fast-spinning machine inside her burned all the energy. She combed back a strand of hair that had fallen across her forehead. No one would believe that this was someone who preferred to wear hoodies and trainers in her free time, who lived in a pokey one-bedroom flat with all her clothes strewn everywhere, who left dishes and wine bottles for weeks, who liked to lie in until one at the weekends, who liked to provoke people by using the word ‘cock’ inappropriately, who loved Depeche Mode and sometimes – when she hated her job – dreamed of becoming a computer-games programmer. Who knew that below this controlled exterior there lay an uncontrollable temper? She could have such outbursts of rage. Sometimes she was driven by a rage from some unknown place that made her throw glasses at the wall when she was drunk and scream in such a way that she frightened herself, and which only swimming, furious swimming, length after length, could calm down. None of this Carina Dymek was visible. She was a diplomat; she knew how to maintain her mask. You were sociable, but not intimate. You were happy and lively and clever – you were not a big mouth and didn’t act out.


She had always wanted to be a diplomat. She had fought to get here, first as a student and a research assistant at the Department of Law in Uppsala, then as an unpaid volunteer at Amnesty in Stockholm, followed by a short internship at the embassy in the Hague, and finally as a summer temp at the MFA, before a longer-term temporary position. Now she was here. She was in. Sometimes she would think on her way to work, Here I am, walking along, a diplomat. One of the key people at the Security Policy Department of the MFA.


And then she had Jamal: a new man.


She smiled, got out her make-up and applied concealer using her finger tips, then a little rouge, added a little more mascara to her eyelashes, glanced into the mirror – approved – and stepped out into the department again.


In the kitchen she got a large coffee from the machine. There was no milk in the fridge. Then it occurred to her that there hadn’t been any milk in the fridge for months. The ministry had been the subject of a draconian 200 million-kronor cutback and all departments had been forced to cut costs. Most had cut travel, blocked acquisitions, and stopped using consultants and contractors. The deputy Head of the Security Policy Department had gone one step further. Apart from making the expected savings, she had also written a two-page memo banning the purchase of milk and biscuits. Carina laughed to herself as she remembered the department meeting where they had been informed of the decision. No more departmental milk and, with great seriousness, they were informed that anyone who wished to offer guests coffee would have to source the accompaniments themselves – under no circumstances was the department’s account to be charged. By now the memo was a classic – mocked extensively. But who needed milk? She only needed the coffee.


The Head of Department’s personal secretary, Birgitta, was in the post room using the photocopier. They smiled at one another.


‘Here you go.’ Birgitta handed over a small bundle of papers. ‘They’re from Nils. He wants to know what you think. Aren’t you clever, helping him out? I’ll make an appointment for you,’ she said, before patting Carina amiably on the arm, collecting her papers from the photocopier and disappearing.


On paper, Birgitta was merely one of many administrative resources in the Ministry, but in practice she held much of the real power. The small, old fashioned but very elegant woman, who wore tweed suits, scarves, and little brooches, was the one who ruled over the diary of the Head of Department. She refused to keep it electronically; instead, everything was entered into a large leather-bound book that only she had access to and which always accompanied her to meetings. Those who didn’t keep on good terms with the department head’s secretary never got an appointment with the head, were never informed about meetings until the last second possible, and were generally vilified by the administrative personnel. Birgitta was very probably quite terrible to have as an enemy, but for some reason she seemed to like Carina.


The pigeonhole was half empty. She hadn’t bothered emptying it for a couple of days. At the top there was a report about the latest developments in Mazar-e Sharif, then a report about the troubles in Nigeria, embassy reports from Pristina, London, and a special report about an attack in Kabul, as well as details of meetings with the Russian interior ministry. Over twenty reports – all interesting reading – but nothing that required her immediate attention.


Even the driest documents gave the impression that you were treading through hidden rooms, ready for exploration: grand halls, underground vaults. To read an embassy report was to come close to the low-key, confidential conversations taking place in Brussels, Paris, Washington and Moscow. Carina always read quickly but accurately. Sometimes she would stop on a well-formulated sentence about al-Qaida’s worldview, about the intrigues of the Russian Duma, fitted into a conversation over lunch at Quai d’Orsay. When she found a really interesting report, she would feel quietly excited and discreetly happy. Reports with titles such as Afghanistan – Monthly threat assessment, August 2011 or The ‘single narrative’ of European home-grown terrorism: a British perspective had an irresistible appeal. To read and analyse reports like that was an important part of why she loved her job. Her ability to peel away the layers to reveal the underlying structures, expose implied opinions and find meaning between the lines had made her a respected member of the department. She enjoyed being able to skim through a report and split it up into its component parts. Even crusty dry reports from a Directorate General of the European Commission could generate a sort of glow. They were real to her. There were whole worlds hidden within their cool and formal, meandering and lengthy sentences. They weren’t just words, they were the secrets that formed the future.


She gathered together a pile of papers and slammed the postroom door to make sure it locked. On the way back, she swung by Johan Eriksson’s office, but he was on the phone so she carried on, stopping in the kitchen to fill her coffee cup.


*

At lunchtime, she hurried to the nearby shopping mall and ate quickly at one of the oval salad bars. She had managed to finish writing up the material for the foreign minister and felt jittery due to low blood sugar. The mall was full of people milling from shop to shop around her. She let her thoughts wander. On the way out of the office, she had put her head around Anders Wahlund’s door – her new unit head. A new boss was always a cause for worry, which was precisely why she wanted to show that she was friendly as well as getting her first impression of him. But his office had been empty.


A hand brushed her shoulder, making her come to.


‘Hi, darling.’


It was Jamal – her Jamal, standing there in the sea of people, smiling his beautiful, wide smile at her.


‘Hi.’ She slid off the bar stool and embraced him.


She was once again struck by how good looking he was. Jamal was tall, thin and had dark, curly hair that he tried to comb down into a normal hairstyle. He was wearing a dark suit, white shirt and a wine-red tie, and looked every part the Ministry of Justice civil servant that he was, but better looking than the others. The slender face and the dark, serious eyes that always seemed to be pondering his surroundings made him appear almost noble, like a young prince. Beautiful people always had the upper hand, and Jamal was beautiful, even if he appeared not to realise it.


‘How are things?’ he asked.


‘Good. Give me a kiss.’


Jamal smiled and kissed her lightly on the mouth. His lips were so soft – she wished he hadn’t leaned back so quickly instead of letting her kiss him longer. But Jamal was careful. He looked at her tantalisingly. She had noticed how reserved, almost distant, he could be with people he didn’t know. Far too many colleagues were in the mall at lunchtime – someone might see them kissing and then the whispering would start. She was still surprised that she had got together with this reclusive, earnest man who didn’t miss any nuances. Jamal was so radically different from her last boyfriend, she reflected with satisfaction, that there were no similarities whatsoever.


‘Are you catching the crack-of-dawn flight tomorrow?’


She nodded. The morning flight to Brussels at seven was notorious. She pulled him in towards her, slid her hand into his jacket and stroked his back. She would have liked to slide her hand under his shirt to feel his skin, but she knew that Jamal wouldn’t like her doing that in a place like this, among people.


‘Do you have time for a coffee?’


‘Sorry.’ He gestured vaguely over his shoulder towards the government district. As a legal adviser at Justice, he was constantly bombarded by different demands and orders from the justice minister. Carina had told him that he worked too much. Even by her standards, he worked too much. She had never seen anyone who was as thorough as Jamal – it was as if he thought that the smallest error might cost him his job. ‘I have to finish writing some things. The minister’s going to the Hague tomorrow and the deadline for her portfolio is this evening.’


‘Oh, love.’ She carefully placed a hand on his leg.


‘It’s the usual,’ he said. ‘See you on Friday?’


She nodded. He smelled so good – she could breathe in the scent of him when he stood close to her. It wasn’t long until the weekend; just a trip to Brussels and then they could finally be together. She leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. He laughed, as if taken by surprise, and kissed her back.


*

She had almost stopped caring about men. It made life so simple. She lived alone in a one-bed on Luntmakargatan, right in the heart of Stockholm, worked at the Ministry and, during her free time, swam, read, watched horror films and sometimes grabbed a drink with workmates – it was an uncomplicated life. Especially since her ex-husband Peter had finally stopped calling her, which he had been doing for the last few months. Her life had a new sense of ease. For the first time, she was being left in peace and starting to feel like herself again.


The relationship with Peter had been a big mistake and, as is so often the case with big mistakes, it had been committed gradually, in small steps. With hindsight, it was impossible to understand how she had put up with it. Ten years of her life, with the last two or three blurring into a grey haze. She should never have stayed so long.


Peter had been studying medicine when they met. He had impressed her. He told her about how absurd, yet fantastic it was to dissect a human being, described how beautiful the human body was on the inside. He pondered ethical dilemmas, issues about the final stages of life, because he wanted to make a difference for patients who were in the most difficult, irrevocable situations. She fell in love. She was studying law, but she rarely socialised with her own course-mates; Peter preferred to socialise with his and she had nothing against that, as most of hers were tedious eager beavers. When he started to earn a living, Carina still had a year of her studies remaining, which was when something happened. He complained that she wasn’t earning any money. That was holding him back, he said. He felt he was paying for everything. When she started working as a volunteer for a human rights organisation, he would often point out that she could make much more if she took a job in a law firm. When they had got together, he had claimed he was bohemian and ‘cool’, but over time he became more irritated by her. He thought she was careless, and that her temper was annoying. She was so over the top – couldn’t she just calm down? She never understood his need for calm. Why should she calm down? With time she came to understand that he didn’t really mean ‘calm’. He meant quiet and controlled – controlled by him. He would be irritated if she talked politics too much. ‘Stop lecturing,’ he would say. She dominated conversations and didn’t give him space – she stole the limelight, he would complain. They got married, anyway. Perhaps she had thought things would change – that marriage would lift everything to a new level. They had a big church wedding in one of the oldest churches in the city, followed by dinner for one hundred and fifty guests. They planned and saved for over a year. It was hard to grasp that she was the woman in the photos with the extravagant hairdo and the enormous bridal dress.


When she got the job at the Ministry, Peter was happy at first, but he wouldn’t even contemplate moving abroad. They moved to a larger apartment. He had very clear views on the decor and would hide or throw out anything not to his liking. He was a food lover and liked to decide what they were going to eat and drink. He thought that she drank a little too much wine. He said things about her body – that she was unfeminine, that she should work out more – so she joined a gym. She met her old friends less and less. At dinners and in the company of his friends, Peter was delightful and charming; sometimes she caught sight of the man she had fallen in love with. She thought she was happy, in the grand scheme of things. Bored, perhaps, but happy. It was ten years before she realised late one evening how far things had gone.


They had been invited to a dinner. The host was a close friend and colleague of Peter’s and everyone present, apart from her and the hostess, were physicians. That was how they socialised – with Peter’s colleagues. A substantial portion of the dinner was dedicated to gossiping about people at the hospital and talking about vacant positions. Late in the evening they had got into a long-winded discussion about a senior physician that Peter hated. When one of his colleagues suggested that female senior physicians could never be as good as male ones, Carina became angry and began to disagree, and it was then that it happened. Peter was very embarrassed and just stared at her as if she were vermin. That was how she remembered it. There was a tense silence around the dinner table. Nobody agreed with her, not even the women present. Peter tried to laugh away her angry questions, but when she didn’t give up he hissed at her to come with him to the kitchen. There, he asked her what the hell she was doing. She should hold her tongue, he said. The dinner continued. Afterwards she couldn’t understand what she was doing there, didn’t understand what these people had to do with her and, above all, she didn’t know who the man was who later sat beside her in the taxi home. He had slowly worn her down and made her weak, undermined her with his little rules and prohibitions, his sharp comments and silences, threats and pleading, a never-ending range of restrictions that made her start to consider her every action through his critical eyes. The Peter she had fallen in love with was gone. But the sterling Carina who wanted to eat, drink, discuss, fuck and laugh had also disappeared. She didn’t recognise herself, and that frightened her.


At home, she had, as Peter put it, made a scene. Years of self-control evaporated when Peter began to complain about her behaviour during dinner. She broke some of their china on the black marble kitchen counter that Peter had insisted upon, screamed at him that he was an arsehole, that he had always been an arsehole, and that it was over. She got him to retreat to the bedroom, whereupon she tore through their wardrobes, gathered a few clothes that she shoved into a bag, and left. Sofie, the NATO desk officer, had let her sleep on her couch. A month later Carina and Peter were divorced.


They had lived together for ten years and when it ended it was liberating. A part of her, the real Carina, had been waiting all these years to reclaim her body again. Just six months later, she could no longer understand how she had been able to live with that man.


She became sceptical of men – most were uninteresting, to her eyes. She had slept with a few, but quickly became bored. But Jamal surprised her. They had met by chance. One Friday, two months after she had left Peter, she had allowed a few colleagues to persuade her to join them for a drink. In the bar, she ended up next to an unobtrusive, pleasant guy who was utterly beautiful. They spent three hours talking about books, international law – about things she liked. She couldn’t explain what it was about him that fascinated her, but he moved her deeply, on a fundamental level. She fantasised about kissing him, embracing him. That night, she couldn’t sleep for the first time in a long time. She wanted to carry on talking with him and she wanted to fuck him.


A few days later he called. Under the pretext that Jamal needed to borrow a book, they met in Stockholm’s Old Town for a coffee, which became an endless walk that neither of them wanted to finish. They roamed through the inner city down to Stureplan, continued to Söder and meandered through the district over Västerbron to Kungsholmen, and they talked. Finally, they ended up in a blustery beer garden down by Norr Mälarstrand, drinking wine. She had never talked so much to anyone in her whole life. His parents were from Cairo, but fled when the regime began to threaten his father, who was a lawyer. He had grown up in Sweden. She told him about herself and her family, about Poland, the diffuse wonderland, as her relatives called their homeland. They understood each other.


He was careful to begin with. Then they had sex for a whole weekend, over and over until, sweaty, they got up to make spaghetti, naked in his kitchen in Hammarby Sjöstad. For one summer week, she completely lost track of time. She wanted to eat him; she had never felt like that with any man. She absorbed him, making him an irreplaceable part of her biochemistry.


*

Around three she heard a mass of voices approaching in the corridor. She had been sending emails back and forth to the Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Finance for two hours, concerning an EU conference about security policy that the MFA was to organise, but a problem had arisen as to which budget should be used to pay for it. Now a budgetary paper was being sent back and forth between ministries with various amendments. During the last hour she had begun ringing round, trying to calm everyone down so they could reach a decision. She needed certification from them, that was how it worked: when a text or a proposal was okay, each affected ministry gave its certification, which meant that the ministry had read the document and accepted the text as it stood. It usually worked well but, for some reason, Finance didn’t want to accept the reasoning by Defence that some of the money could be taken from aid funds. Involving other ministries and gathering opinions so that all expert resources were used and everyone was in agreement was the Swedish model – in the Government Offices it was called ‘joint preparation’. But there was nothing more trying than preparations that ran amok like this, or ran aground in a storm of emails.


A group of civil servants in dark suits thronged past in the corridor. She recognised Johan Eriksson’s familiar laugh and smiled at a half-caught remark about not all Danes having horses in their gardens. A woman paused and loitered in the doorway.


‘Hi, Carina.’ Her penetrating voice filled the room. Deputy department head, Marina Steinhofer, was a burly woman with her hair tied up in a knot like a strict, old-fashioned school-teacher. ‘We’re having a department meeting now.’ Steinhofer cast a disapproving glance around the room. ‘You’re coming?’


‘Absolutely.’


Carina had completely forgotten about the meeting. Really, she needed every last minute to finish responding to the questions from Finance, but, whatever, she would have to work half the evening anyway. She dug up her calendar and the small black oilcloth notebook she used to take notes, and followed Steinhofer out into the corridor.


*

Those who participate in meetings at the Ministry must know their place. Anyone who sits in the wrong place is without exception admonished with a smile and a wave of the hand, revealing by way of their mistake that they do not belong and should not be present.


In the outer ring, on the chairs lined up against the walls, sat the assistants, interns, temps, and others who didn’t belong to the core group. Around the table, in the inner circle, sat the diplomats, according to rank. The department head always sat at the end with the deputy department head beside him and the rest of the civil servants in descending order of rank to the other end of the table. An outsider would probably marvel at the fact that everyone managed to be seated like this, but it was something you learned to do quickly and soon it seemed natural. It was barely a rule – more a frame of mind.


The Security Policy Department was the largest department in the MFA. They were responsible for policies concerning war and peace, security, terrorism, and disasters.


Conversations ended abruptly when the department head, a tall man with a serious face, entered the room. As if a signal had been emitted, all faces turned in unison towards the end of the table where he sat down. Carina took her usual seat close to the middle of the table.


The room was silent. Only the sound of papers could be heard, as the department head leafed through a few documents before looking up and, in a muted voice, saying, ‘Well.’


The meeting had begun.


It started with a welcome for a new colleague, the new unit head who had joined the department. Anders Wahlund got up. So that was what her new boss looked like, she thought. He was about the same age as Carina. A sandy-haired, pale man in a pinstriped suit that was a little too stylish. The newcomer looked around with a broad smile and said a few words about how happy he was to return home to the Ministry and especially to the Security Policy Department. Everyone knew that he was one of the rising stars in the MFA. He was young and had already distinguished himself in Kiev, Moscow and Damascus. He seemed lively and perhaps a little aggressive. The dim room and rows of motionless faces looking back at him seemed only to give him more energy, as he feasted on their gazes.


‘Once again, a warm welcome to Anders,’ said the department head.


Everyone quietly noted the familiar way his first name was used. Her new boss sat down and, at that moment, their eyes met and he seemed to understand who she was. He nodded at her with a smile.


‘Let’s continue. G1, if you please.’


The unit head for G1 took the floor. He was a lieutenant colonel and filled the room with the baritone of one who had spent a lifetime training his voice to bellow across barrack yards. He and the four suits sitting around him dealt with troop contributions to UN forces. They were the nucleus of the department, officers who spent every day working within the framework of a global military system, waging war on various continents and creating peace and stability on others. When the lieutenant colonel spoke, everyone in the room pricked up their ears. They were currently extremely busy with the Libya campaign, he explained. The budget was too small to guarantee more than two months of Swedish involvement, but the Ministry of Finance were refusing to increase it. Negotiations were also ongoing with the UN about a peacekeeping force in South Sudan. Operations were scheduled to begin before the end of the year. But the government in Khartoum was making impossible demands. It was a moving target, said the lieutenant colonel.


‘And will we stay on budget with the UN operation?’


‘Short answer: yes. Two hundred and seventy million. Plus or minus ten.’


‘Thank you.’ The department head looked around the table. ‘G2 – any relevant matters?’


That was Carina’s unit. According to protocol, the unit head always had the first word but, since he was new, he merely shook his head with a smile and gestured towards her.


‘You have the floor, Dymek,’ said the department head.


Everyone turned towards her, rows of faces and dark suits. She cleared her throat. Even though she had sat in these meetings many times and set out EU security policy, her mouth was always a little dry the second she was put on the spot. But only for a second. She rarely doubted herself. The fact was that she had got by just fine without a boss and suspected she could do without this one too.


‘Discussions,’ said Carina in a businesslike manner, ‘are currently ongoing in the EU about the joint military headquarters for operations in the Horn of Africa.’ Then she continued, point by point: the circumstances surrounding the EU’s new security strategy; negotiations concerning Bosnia’s EU candidature. She was calm, presenting sentences like chains of logic, the words coming to her just as she wanted them. Everyone listened. She finished by mentioning the foreign minister’s visit to Ukraine and by reminding everyone that she would be in Brussels the next day for the usual meeting.


‘Great. Thanks,’ said the department head.


She leaned back. The entire time she had been speaking, Anders Wahlund had been leaning forward, listening keenly. Now he smiled at her and jotted something in a small notebook.


The final unit to report was responsible for humanitarian aid and disaster assistance. Their unit head was away in Geneva, so Johan Eriksson had the floor. Carina didn’t have many close friends, but Johan Eriksson was one of the closest. He was different from the others; he didn’t do low-key irony, that slightly playful cynicism so prevalent among staff at the Ministry. Johan Eriksson was keen and forthright in a way that she had immediately liked. A farmer’s son from Skövde, he had become a diplomat and actually wasn’t joking when he said he wanted to change the world. His ultimate dream was a posting to New York. He often talked about the Big Apple. Everyone, except him, knew he would never get there. Johan Eriksson will never get to New York – it was practically an expression. He was too good for departmental management in Stockholm to let him go, and not sufficiently well liked by the UN ambassador in New York to get the post. How many times had he applied to New York? At least five. Rejected every time. Now he was a few chairs down from Carina, explaining current UN operations in Pakistan, which had been hit by flooding. Thousands of villages under water. Immense bureaucracy. India causing trouble at the UN, but aid getting through, in spite of it.


‘Good,’ said the department head without further comment. The meeting had already overrun by five minutes. ‘Thank you, all.’


Afterwards, a small group stayed behind, surrounding the new unit head. The room was full of Carina’s colleagues flocking to the coffee cart, engrossed in quiet but lively conversations. She approached and greeted him.


‘Ah, Dymek,’ said her new boss exuberantly as they shook hands. ‘I’ve heard a lot of great things about you. Good to meet you. Your presentation was perfect.’


She smiled broadly and nodded. That slightly patronising tone that some men used towards her – she hated it. It didn’t bode well. She said something about looking forward to working with him and hurried away. By the lifts, she caught up with Johan Eriksson and a group of colleagues.


‘Hey, Johan – you look tired.’


He grunted in response and rubbed his eyes.


‘How’s it going?’


‘To hell.’


A well-groomed older gentleman beside them, the Head of Disarmament and Non-Proliferation, looked at his younger colleague with amusement.


‘I’ve been with Finance all morning,’ muttered Johan Eriksson, unaware of the other’s smile. ‘There’s nothing more tiring than trying to convince those bloody bean-counters. They don’t get that disasters cost money. It doesn’t matter what we say. They don’t care – we might as well send some rubber ducks to Pakistan. Jesus Christ – that’s Swedish foreign policy in a nutshell. Completely absurd.’


They got out of the lift and promised to do a long lunch soon. But not this week; this week, neither of them had time.
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Brussels, Thursday 22nd September


There was dense traffic on the motorway into Brussels, but it was moving quickly and smoothly, as if every vehicle around the taxi knew that each and every minute counted for Carina and that they were escorting her into the city centre in a high-speed convoy. It was nine thirty in the morning. The flight had landed on time and, if everything continued the way it was, she would arrive, as usual, just before the meeting began at ten o’clock in one of the spacious rooms inside the Justus Lipsius building.


She had nodded off on the plane and slept all the way to Brussels. As usual, she’d half-jogged along the travelator towards the Brussels international arrivals hall and got a taxi.


The large cube of mirrored glass that was the EU Council’s headquarters, the Justus Lipsius building, towered above them further up the Rue de la Loi. It was where the Council’s working groups held their meetings. Approximately three hundred working groups and almost three thousand committees met every fortnight to hammer out decisions through negotiations between representatives of member states. These formed the foundations of the EU organisation. Policy issues that couldn’t be resolved by working groups were escalated to the next level and dealt with every Thursday when the Brussels ambassadors of member states met. Anything that still needed to be negotiated after those kinds of wranglings normally ended up on the ministers’ table at the next top meeting.


She was going to spend the day behind the Swedish flag at the Committee for Security, COSEC, a working group dealing with issues of importance concerning joint European security policy. Today’s meeting was to be about security in the Mediterranean. She glanced at the agenda. Mostly points of information, no particularly significant decisions to be taken, nothing that would lead to drawn-out discussions as far as she could tell. She would make the plane home at eight.


Security in the Mediterranean was a vague concept. Everyone could look at it from their own perspective. Countries like Italy and France saw regional security as a question of migration – i.e. stopping the flow of migration. Spain’s line was that it was also a matter of fighting terrorism, and was supported in that respect by several countries, including the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and Germany. Other EU delegates kept a low profile.


Her instructions for the meeting were summarised into four points and jointly prepared with a number of departments at the MFA, Justice, and the Ministry of Enterprise. They were brief. She was to observe the southern member states and, if necessary, intervene if discussions turned towards asylum policies. Otherwise there were no other lines in the sand to defend. It was important to emphasise that security was a part of the wider neighbourhood relations with the Mediterranean nations – that was the first point. If necessary, she was also to highlight that security matters ought to be seen against the background of the dramatic political developments in north Africa and the Arab Spring, and could not limit the EU’s commitment to democracy in the region. Also, if necessary, she should argue that security could not limit shipping. Reforms to the Schengen agreement, outlining the EU visa regime and border control regulations, were not to be discussed at the meeting – Justice didn’t want things like that being handled by the wrong working groups. There were already around twenty working groups in existence dealing with issues of migration and asylum with Swedish representatives from the police and Justice at the negotiating table: it was none of COSEC’s business. Thus, kill any discussion of Schengen at the meeting.


She hurried across the expanse of carpet on the third floor. It always took ages to get your pass out and get through security down at the entrance, but she had made it through the door along with two other delegates, the Slovenian and the Bulgarian. They recognised her and gave a friendly nod.


The room arched over clusters of diplomats who were standing talking as they waited for the meeting to begin. Slowly, everyone began to take their seats. The table was a huge oval that filled the room, with at least ten metres of empty space in the middle that was filled by a floral arrangement dominated by red flowers. Delegates continued to hurry through the door, primarily grey-haired men in reasonably well-fitting jackets. Out of twenty-seven delegates, only she, the Spaniard and the Finn weren’t members of the old guard. But she rarely spoke to the Finn – he usually sat engrossed in a sullen silence as if he had just tumbled out of the Karelian forest and was wondering where on earth he was. The Spaniard, who had the seat next to her, was a pleasant chap. You always sat in alphabetical order according to country at these things, so she always had a Spanish colleague to her left, and at COSEC it was Alejandro who was standing by his seat drinking coffee.


‘We must stop meeting like this.’ They shook hands.


Two weeks ago they had been at the same meeting in New York. The sense of déjà vu made her smile.


‘We’re the Marriott caravan,’ he said and laughed softly.


It was true; they were the travelling salesmen of international politics.


The murmur became subdued and a concentrated silence followed. The chairman smiled jauntily at the delegates around the table and leaned towards the microphone.


*

Two hours later, Carina came out from the room, trembling with anger. It was lunchtime and the wide corridor was filled with diplomats. The entire EU building hummed with people. She normally liked being in Brussels, but this morning had been unbearable. They had discussed cooperation with countries around the Mediterranean. The French proposed cooperation for stronger security. The French delegate had, unsurprisingly, spoken at length about the importance of security and about the threats from across the Mediterranean. Human trafficking, drugs, terrorism. North Africa was a problem. The Frenchman was good – he spoke skilfully – but she could not tolerate his words. She had heard it all before, so quite why she had reacted so strongly now she wasn’t sure, but she just wanted to disagree. She thought about Jamal. What would he have said? she wondered. The British and several others supported the Frenchman. A united front, they said. A joint policy to ensure Europe’s security. Shortly before lunch, she had requested the floor. She leaned forward to the microphone and spoke about the importance of human rights, she reminded them all of the refugee convention and queried, sarcastically, since when had there been similarities between refugees and terrorists? She spoke far too loudly and for far too long, while the other delegates stared at her. She had overstepped the mark; she knew she had. Nothing in her instructions said that she should pursue matters as forcefully as she had, and they definitely didn’t say that she should give the Frenchman a dressing-down, she thought guiltily. But that didn’t matter; she simply couldn’t allow statements like that to go uncontested. Eventually, she had fallen silent and leaned back into her chair. No one said anything.


She had already reached the lifts when a man caught up with her. She was still agitated and couldn’t place the short, plump, plain man who had apparently been present and listening to the meeting.


‘Madame, do you possibly have a moment?’ he said. ‘I have something I would like to show you.’


She merely shrugged her shoulders. She would have preferred to eat lunch alone but in Brussels it was common to be approached, or for someone to get in touch, and all you could do was go along with it. She was Sweden’s representative in COSEC – her lunch would have to wait. They took the lift down together.


The man was vaguely familiar. He wasn’t a delegate, but rather one of the backbenchers: temporary guests, advisers and legal experts who sat in the back row, listening, observing. The man was around fifty, dark-haired, short and dressed in a dark grey suit that was a little tight over the stomach. When they came out into the street, he apologised for intruding on her time but repeated that he had something that might interest her. Did she feel like taking a walk?


‘Of course. But you’ll have to tell me where you’re from.’


He smiled uncomfortably. He said he didn’t represent any particular organisation. ‘I ordinarily work for the EU Commission.’


‘I understand.’ She didn’t really understand at all. But she noted that he didn’t give his name. He was nervous.


‘Shall we?’ he said. He knew a small place nearby that did excellent shellfish. He recommended the oysters, if there was time for a longer lunch. They strolled along Rue de la Loi and turned into a side street.


‘You really told them off.’ He laughed. ‘Nicely done.’


‘I don’t know …’


‘What you said, those were your personal views, no?’


‘Yes,’ she sighed.


‘You can hear the difference, you know, between personal views and when diplomats say what they have been told to say. You can tell.’ He smiled.


They reached a narrow park squeezed in between chunky office blocks. The restaurant was in one corner, no more than a little local eatery. They chose a table and she ordered a salad.


‘I can understand if you’re wondering what this is all about,’ said the man, once they had been left alone. He cut himself short and stared across her shoulder through the window. She couldn’t help turning her head to look. There was nothing to see, just the street with parked cars and the dark greenery of the park.


‘Are you familiar with EIS?’ he asked.


She shook her head.


‘European Intelligence Service. It’s a federal authority. A European organisation that will be formed next year. The decision is going to be taken at the next meeting of the Council of Ministers.


‘So it doesn’t exist?’


‘No, not yet,’ he said. ‘But it will very much become real if no one puts a stop to it.’


He waited while she received her salad and he a cup of coffee. She examined the man as he lit a cigarette and quickly thought through what she needed to know. So he wanted to tell her something about intelligence cooperation. It was probably information from GD Home, the Commission’s general directorate for security of the interior. But a proposal from the Commission for a new security organisation would surely not be news to Stockholm. Not if the decision was going to be taken at the next Council of Ministers in a month. She smiled at him. Why give her information that Justice probably already had? The whole situation was a little funny, yet irritating at the same time.


‘There are those who want to give the EU a new role,’ he said in a tone so low she was obliged to lean forwards. ‘Its own intelligence organisation. You’re probably familiar with the debate. Everyone is talking about new security and foreign policy. The EU as a superpower. They would like to see a United States of Europe. EIS is the first step – the creation of a joint spy organisation.’


‘Who are “they”?’


He waved the question away with a grimace. ‘People in Counterterrorism. Hawks. Please don’t ask me to name names. I work at the Commission, I know what they’re capable of. Look here: there is a proposal that is practically complete for the European Intelligence Service, but there are very few people who are familiar with the proposal in its entirety. EIS will be a secret authority, controlled directly by the EU’s foreign minister, and its powers will be enormous. The right to conduct wiretapping and signals intelligence work within Schengen. The execution of operations not covered by the laws of member states. Special operations, things like that.’ He looked hard at her to let it sink in, before continuing. ‘I’m a European. I have always believed in the EU as something great. Do you know what I mean? But this … this is the Union rotting from the inside. It has to be stopped. Here.’ He produced a USB drive from his jacket and pressed it quickly into her hand. ‘Take it.’


‘What is it?’


‘The proposal.’


‘But why give it to me? I don’t have any …’


‘You have a conscience.’ He looked at her seriously.


‘But …’ She lost her thread through sheer astonishment and shook her head. Conscience? It was a long time since she had heard someone use that word. Didn’t he understand how it worked? She wasn’t there as an individual; she was part of the Swedish diplomatic corps. What her conscience said wasn’t always relevant to Swedish foreign policy.


‘Read it. Then pass it on to the right people.’


‘But who do you think I am?’ she burst out. ‘I don’t have any powers …’


‘I’m not talking about powers,’ he said sharply. ‘I’m talking about your sense of right and wrong. Use it. I’ve sat in on a number of the most recent meetings and I’ve heard how you speak. What you said today was not the Swedish position,’ he said with a smile. ‘You spoke from the heart. That’s a very unusual quality in Brussels, let me tell you.’


She squirmed. He was right – sometimes she went a little too far in discussions. There was something about his agitation that was genuine, personal. He meant what he was saying.


‘Okay. But, just so the picture is clear, you want me to leak a proposal from the Commission.’


‘It’s an unfortunate word. But, if you want to put it like that, then … then … yes.’


She was sorely tempted to tell him that, unfortunately, she couldn’t help. She knew there would be trouble if she returned with a draft from the Commission about a new European intelligence organisation. There was a lot of prestige and a lot of sensitivity in matters of high secrecy like intelligence cooperation. Justice and Defence were the ministries responsible for the issues; it would be important to navigate carefully from early on to ensure it didn’t look like the MFA was trying to muscle in. She would need to talk to Anders Wahlund, even if the thought of explaining to him how she had got the report made her feel unhappy. Justice would presumably react – they were suspicious of all outsiders and intelligence was not something a diplomat should be getting involved in. Admittedly, she was in the Security Policy Department, but some kind of explanation would be necessary to account for why she had turned up with a text like this. At the same time, she felt a childlike excitement at the prospect of taking a top-secret, sensitive document back to Sweden. She opened her palm and looked at the memory stick.


‘I don’t know …’


‘Take it. You’ll regret it otherwise.’


‘Will you give it to anyone else?’


‘I don’t know. Perhaps.’


She fingered the little piece of black plastic. A secret report from the Commission. She knew that she shouldn’t accept it. Everything would be simpler if she didn’t. She put the USB in her inside pocket and slowly started to eat her salad. The man regarded her in silence. There was something a touch pathetic about him. He looked friendly enough. His brown eyes and soft face, the beard and the thin hair made her feel a little sorry for him.


‘I don’t even know your name.’


‘You can call me Jean.’


‘Jean. It doesn’t make a difference.’


‘True.’ He smiled sheepishly and gulped down his coffee.


She didn’t know him, she reminded herself. People could appear to be as pleasant as anything and actually be completely untrustworthy. She didn’t know whether he was actually operating alone, as he claimed, or whether he had a taskmaster – the Commission, or someone else. She glanced at him and smiled when he met her gaze.


‘Aren’t you going to eat something?’


He shook his head. ‘I’m not hungry, I’m afraid. How’s the salad?’


‘Just fine,’ she said and wondered what they would talk about now that he had persuaded her to take the document. When she looked up from her plate she saw that he was staring across the restaurant with a curious pursed grimace on his face, not taking any notice of her. She looked down at her salad, chasing one of the pieces of crispy bacon with her fork while trying to work out what was wrong with him. He was frightened, it occurred to her. Scared, for real.


She speared a salad leaf with her fork. ‘I can’t promise anything.’


‘I know. But you will try, won’t you?’ The man looked at her quietly. Then he rose from the table, nodded furtively, and left her with a silent goodbye.
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