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            FOREWORD
      

         

         Don't let you mislead because companies are named by their real names. I am simply asking my readers to regard the different company names as you will do in a cinema or in front of the tv-screen. Sometimes the actors are playing in the studios and sometimes on location where towns, streets and companies are as they really are. The actions take place in the middle of the eighties where the major soviet intelligence services was called KGB. But everything the actors say or do have been invented by…

          
      

         … the author
      

      

   


   
      
         
            1.
      

         

         
            "Death, spare me another year"
      

            Chorus - Irish folk song
      

         

         The petrol tanker’s diesel turbo revved down harshly. In the grey Copenhagen morning the traffic light glared brutally clear ahead. The driver trod reluctantly on the brake pedal as the long amber changed to red. He looked on it as an omen if, on his first trip, he could drive straight through the first intersection on his way from petrol island, as the huge refinery complex south-east of the city is known. Green meant a good day, red was a portent of problems and delays, amber didn’t count, at least not so early in the morning. Leif Thomsen knew it was a childish game, and for this reason never told anyone about it. But Christ, you had to do something to pass the time up there over the big diesel engine with 12,500 litres of petrol behind you.

          
      

         Thomsen looked in the rear-view mirror. Emerging from the mist he saw another petrol tanker. New Scania, he could see by the lights.

         The price war meant artificial business. There were too many petrol stations, too many small companies and consequently too many petrol tankers and drivers. The question was, who would have to close and who would have to be fired. A vicious game of "piggy in the middle".

         Thomsen was aware of the game but didn’t feel personally involved. After all, he was with Shell and Shell would never, never withdraw from the Danish market.

         Green at last. Thomsen’s thick crepe sole pressed down on the accelerator. In his thoughts he was already in Gladsaxe, the northwestern suburb where his first drop was. The noise of the motor drowned the sound of the door opening.

         It was the light and the chill from the right which made him forget the road ahead.

         "What the hell…"

         Thomsen said no more. He was looking down the barrel of a pistol.

         A young woman whose face he could hardly see because of the long loose hair smacked the door shut and hissed,

         "Watch your driving and get this junkpile moving."

         Thomsen tried peering out of the corner of his eye but saw only a jean jacket and the pistol.

          
      

         She was holding it in both hands, something Thomsen had only seen in films. And she remained sitting as far over to the right of the seat as she could. Thomsen was good at judging distances, he could manouever the heavy lorry with only a centimeter to spare.

         If he tried grabbing her?

         No. He daren’t attempt such a risky move, it would probably be his last.

         "You’d do best not to try it if you want to see the wife tonight."

         "What the devil…"

         She could read him like a book and all he could do was swear. The bitch was both cold and sharp.

         "Keep straight on… and don’t fool about if you don’t want this to be your last day at work."

         Thomsen tried to get his brain in gear. Should he take a chance and pump the brakes in the hope that the driver behind him would notice something?

         "I’ve got my mate right behind." Thomsen could hear that it didn’t sound convincing. He could plainly hear the fear with his own ears. How did it sound to this tart then?

         Chat away, chat, he thought, it might get better.

         "We said we’d have a cup of coffee together out in Gladsaxe so…"

         The girl apparently failed to register the remark as a threat.

         She asked,

         Taking the motorway?" And sounded more at ease.

         "Yes." Thomsen kept to the truth. No idea what else to do.

         "Where do you usually turn off?"

         "At the television studios."

         Thomsen pumped the brakes gently. By now she must be planning what the hell was going to happen next.

         The Scania driver behind blinked his lights again. Full beam, giving glaring reflections in the cab. The girl rolled down the window, adjusting the mirror so she could see while Thomsen was robbed of his right-hand rear view.

         "You can stop that shit. Your mate behind’s seen you’ve got a bird in here."

         "I hope not. I’ll get the sack, picking up a hitchhiker." This time Thomsen was more pleased with himself, he was beginning to sound natural - or as natural as it’s possible with a pistol trained on you.

         "Up yours," sneered the girl. "A BP man’s not going to grass on a Shell driver."

         Thomsen shut up. Tried to get a look at the girl but couldn’t turn his head much. She could hardly be more than 20. A guess, as her loose shoulder-length hair made it impossible to see her profile. It was her clothing and the harsh tone, surely a sign of political fanaticism, that made him think that she was a decoy for a gang. Leather-jackets, slum stormers or revolutionaries who wanted to strike out at filthy capitalists, and not without ability. That she knew there was a BP lorry behind was a sign that her helpers were equipped with walky-talkies.

         The driver in the Scania waggon probably thought that Leif Thomsen was getting a bit on the side. A driver who picks up girls in tight-fitting jeans is never reported by his colleagues. Quite the opposite, he is looked up to.

         For the first time Leif Thomsen hoped he would be stopped by one of Shell’s inspectors.

         The girl rapped the gear lever with the barrel of the pistol.

         Metal against metal.

         "A good shooter."

         Thomsen didn’t doubt it.

         "A big multi-national firm like this must have a rule that they give you the sack if you get blood on the seats."

         The girl laughed cruelly.

         Thomsen didn’t feel like answering. She’s not only after money, he thought. He knew enough about politics to be aware that some of the more left-wing kids thought of the place where he worked as something like a capitalist hell and looked down on him because they classed sloppy social democrats like him as almost as detestable as the bourgeoisie.

         "Keep straight on." commanded the girl with the pistol.

         The tanker crossed the town hall square in the city centre.

         Thomsen hoped now that a police car would turn up but how he would be able to make them aware that he had been kidnapped he didn’t know.

         Past the square a white police Opel appeared, just behind came a big dustcart.

         Thomsen signalled with his lights. The police Opel continued indifferently on its way but the driver of the dustcart blinked with his foglights. Screwing on the firm’s time, great!

         "That’s enough of all that blinking." said the girl. "The others just think you’re showing off."

         Thomsen was speechless.

         Close to the motorway approach road the Shell lorry stopped once again for red.

         A couple of cyclists rode over the pedestrian crossing. They were too sleepy or too miserable at the thought of the coming day’s duties to notice the odd couple in the cab of the petrol tanker.

         But a middle-aged pedestrian, out walking his dog along the lakes blinked as he saw the girl.

         She smiled broadly and quickly lowered the pistol. The pedestrian smiled back.

         "He thinks you’re feeling me up," said the girl and spread her legs provocatively.

         "You’re nuts if you think you’ll get away with this," said Thomsen.

         "Turn the radio on," commanded the girl.

         Thomsen ran through all the gears before obeying.

         "What happens when we get to the motorway?"

         "We’re not going that far. When I stop, the other bloke will stop too. We arranged it like that."

         "If he’s your mate he’s also worked out that I’m not your daughter. You just roll down the window and tell him to carry on."

         "There’s always a lot of people at that car park where we stop."

         The girl answered with a bubbling laugh. "Don’t you worry yourself. We’ve checked everything that needs checking."

         "We," she said. So it is a gang. The question is then whether they’re going to sell the load under the table to one of the little petrol stations Shell was choking in the price war, or it was going to be used in some anti-capitalist action or other.

         A robbery was understandable. The load was worth a small fortune. But if it was a political action, what was the rôle planned for him? Thomsen started thinking about all the gory pictures he’d seen on the television in the past. Up to the bomb attacks on North-West Airlines and the synagogue they had merely been distant TV events.

         Thomsen was holding the wheel so tight that his knuckles were white. Even though he was an ordinary trade-union member, to boot an ordinary social-democrat member, he had by now seen enough to have become aware that this was no normal hold-up he was in the middle of. The girl played on her sex so cynically that it could hardly be her own idea. She seemed too young to be so hard-boiled unless she came direct from Halmtorvet.1

         Who was manipulating the doll? And why had the person directing her actions not sent her to a post office or a bank instead? If it was ready money this was all about, it could be got hold of much more easily.

         She’s a… Thomsen’s inner voice didn’t say the word terrorist.

         But the word hung there.

         The girl and her cronies ought to be told what a service they were doing for the union. Their action would mean two men on each lorry. For a time anyway.

         The question was if he would live to see it, if they…?

         Why him? And what would happen to Sonja and the children? The thoughts tumbled in. But this wasn’t a bad dream. It was bad reality.

          
      

         Only about 20 minutes had passed from the time the girl had entered the cab until Leif Thomsen blinked to indicate that he was turning into the car park at Utterslev, a low-lying area North of Copenhagen.

         The other driver sounded his horn as he rolled by with tyres that sang under the weight of thousands of litres of petrol. The lorry was from BP.

         "There you are. That’s solidarity for you," said the girl.

         Solidarity…what a word to use. Thomsen wasn’t used to such posh expressions.

         The traffic stream was moving in towards the centre so it was lucky that even one car was parked in the car park on the outward-bound lane. A fast Volkswagen Golf GTI. Thomsen noticed the little radio-telephone aerial at once.

         The GTI was parked outside the gents’ toilet. If the girl’s attention was distracted for just a moment, he would take the chance. His left hand was already on the door handle. It was only a few metres to the bushes on the edge of the marsh.

         The door to the gents’ toilet opened slowly. The GTI man was in for a nasty shock when he finished zipping his fly.

         Thomsen froze as the youngish man in overalls started towards the tanker. A black cap whose peak partly hid the man’s face robbed Thomsen of all hope.

         He glanced sideways at the girl. No, it would be madness to run.

         He suddenly thought that he ought to try memorising the girl’s appearance. Otherwise he would look a fool to the police. Her jeans were tight and faded. Her long hair greasy and uncombed. The face pale. The lines around her mouth were still hard.

         He had never looked at a person in that way before. Too shy.

         "Get out… and no shit," said the girl and waved the pistol.

         Thomsen’s heart started thumping.

         "My friend’s got a gun too," she warned him.

         Fear had gripped Thomsen to such a degree that he felt he was moving in slow motion.

         "Get your finger out or I’ll whack you." She sounded as though she meant it.

         The man in the green overalls was standing a couple of metres from the left front wheel of the tanker. His right hand was deep in his trouser pocket.

         Thomsen was in no doubt that he was holding a gun. He had not heard the car door open but suddenly the girl was behind him.

         "If you’ve got an extra key on you, chuck it." The voice had that harsh tone again. Her command could be clearly heard even though the diesel motor idled loudly.

         "Over to the Volkswagen," said the girl and jammed the pistol in his back. "If you try anything, I’ll shoot you in the spine."

         "In the front," said the girl. Her boot heels clacked on the asphalt.

         10 metres more. 5 metres.

         Thomsen managed to note the number of the car without staring too openly.

          
      

         The GTI had blinds in the back window. Rolled down. There was no doubt that a third member of the gang sat ready in the back.

         He wanted to ask the girl if she knew how many years you could get for armed robbery and kidnapping. The words didn’t come though. His mouth was dry. Thomsen had no more time for further reflection. As he had thought, a youngish man was sitting on the back seat. His eyes were hidden behind a pair of blue Polaroid sunglasses which gave a strong reflection. His mouth was a thin, straight line.

         "Sit down, eyes front and fasten the belt." The man waved a pistol which looked every bit as genuine as the girl’s.

         Thomsen obeyed and could feel as the Volkswagen dipped on its springs that the man had moved from the left of the back seat to sit right behind him.

         A sinewy hand passed a pair of sunglasses forward.

         "Put them on."

         Thomsen noticed that the fingers were used to hard work. The thumb split and black around the edges.

         "Well?" growled the stranger.

         Thomsen put on the sunglasses. The light supply to his retina was cut off completely. He lifted his hands and allowed his fingers to run along the frame from the earpieces to the bridge.

         The glasses must be the same narrow, tight-fitting type he had seen rock musicians use on television when they played this so-called concrete rock in clothes that looked as if they were from the fifties. Thomsen felt the glass with his fingertips. The surface appeared to be slightly granulated.

         "We just got them from the optician," said the man with the pistol in the back and this time the tone was more relaxed.

         The Volkswagen’s springs gave slighly. The left front door was banged shut and the clutch engaged.

         "I’ll clout you if you muck about with the driver," the man warned him.

         Thomsen nodded. He had been aware for some time that the petrol thieves were not to be taken lightly. Right now, as the Volkswagen swung onto the motorway and accelerated quickly to match the rhythm of the northbound traffic at about 100 km.p.h, he wasn’t thinking so much about whether the robbers would hit him or not. That appeared to be obvious, it was just a question of when. No, what concerned the placid Leif Thomsen with the clean record was, would they shoot an ordinary driver to steal a tanker and 12,500 litres of petrol.

         Everything seemed so well arranged that the robbers must have a plan as to what was going to happen to him.

         The most clement solution that Thomsen himself could arrive at was that they hit him on the head and perhaps tied him up.

         But would they leave it at that? Or would they make absolutely certain? Thomsen tried to guess how far they had gone. At most they had been driving for a few minutes. Then they must be around the motorway approach to the E 4.

         They continued northwards. A moment later Thomsen thought he could recognise a number of hard bumps through the undercarriage like a greeting from the motorway bridge at Harewood. They went straight on.

         Again a number of bumps. This time Thomsen felt quite sure that they were driving over the motorway bridge near Farum. The joins between the bridge sections should not have been noticeable but luckily they were, or he wouldn’t have had that to go by.

         Strange how you lost your sense of time. How was that connected with sight?

         Eventually the sound of the motor changed. Leif Thomsen thought the driver must be allowing the GTI to slow down as they climbed a little hill. Though he had not heard the sound of the indicator.

         Were they at one of the exits leading to the open areas northwest of the city, or further north, near the forest? At all events they turned to the right. The wheels sounded different on the road.

         The asphalt wasn’t so coarse as on the motorway.

         Thomsen felt an urgent desire to lift the close-fitting blacked-out glasses. He raised his hand and bent forward in the seat.

         "Hands down!" from behind.

         Thomsen felt something cold behind his ear. He saw the pistol in his mind’s eye.

         The GTI continued for some kilometres along the side road; braked and stopped a couple of times as other cars accelerated. Probably traffic lights. His local knowledge was sufficient for him to be able to estimate that they must be close to the extensive state-owned forest near the North coast of Zealand.

          
      

         He tried to listen for traffic going in the opposite direction.

         It didn’t sound as if there was any.

         What the hell were they playing at?

         The fear came again and planted itself with a sinking feeling in his stomach, as he gradually lost his sense of time and direction.

         A sharp swing to the left and again the GTI sped forward. The silent petrol thieves apparently wanted him well out of the way.

         Thomsen reasoned that they were probably taking him to an empty summer cottage on the North coast where they would tie him up and later ring to the police from some telephone box.

         But the pictures from television came back.

          
      

         For an hour and a half the kidnappers drove back and forth through the North Zealand late summer landscape. Strangely, Leif Thomsen became more and more optimistic. Why should he risk life and limb when bank cashiers willingly emptied their cash drawers as soon as they were confronted with a determined man with a dangerous-looking bulge in his pocket.

         Why should a driver with lower wages and no outlook to anything other than a paltry disablement pension show greater courage than a bank cashier with a far higher wage and clean fingernails? Wasn’t Shell a much larger and richer company than the Commercial Bank or the Private Bank? Bigger than all the main Danish banks put together?

         Only when gravel and small stones began to rattle against the Volkswagen’s wheel arches did Thomsen again begin to wonder where he was.

         The ignition was turned off and he felt the fresh air on his left cheek. His guard handed something forward.

         Leif Thomsen turned his head slightly to the right. If they were going to knock him out now, he would prefer a blow on the back of the neck rather than a more dangerous one on the temple or the throat.

         "Your left arm." It was the girl talking from the driver’s side.

         Leif Thomsen felt a soft material being drawn over his hand. The girl didn’t stop until she had the material around his upper arm.

         The man with the pistol changed places and let out a satisfied grunt.

         The girl opened the left-hand door and got out. The gravel crunched under her boots. Then the right-hand front door was opened from the outside.

         Thomsen took a very deep breath and at once noticed the smell of resin. He was in a summer cottage area then, or a conifer plantation.

         "Time to stretch your legs," said the man with the pistol now sounding quite friendly.

         Thomsen had been sitting with his legs up against the instrument panel. His knees were stiff. He took a few faltering steps into the unknown and, for him, invisible world. Heard the seat shoved forward and noticed footsteps behind him.

         The girl stopped him.

         "Your cane, uncle!"

         The girl opened his right hand and pressed his fingers around a piece of metal.

         Blind. He was blind with a band around his arm, a cane and dark glasses. These people were really smart.

         Thomsen let the cane drag in the gravel. Light-alloy metal that sounded hollow. There was no doubt that it was a real blind man’s cane he had in his hand.

         The girl took his left arm.

         "Here we go."

         Somewhere to the right the gravel crunched. No doubt the man with the pistol keeping a safe distance if he - Thomsen - should get any bright ideas.

         Still the gravel crunched. A light sighing in the treetops off to the side.

         "Don’t be scared, I’ll guide you," said the girl. "You’ll be home for dinner if you behave yourself."

         Or?

         Thomsen began counting to 60 and 60 and 60 to get an idea of how far they went, but perhaps more to push that nerve-wracking question into the background. But the count went wrong quickly.

         The only thing he could be sure of was that he was in the middle of a lane or a road in a forest. The steps of the guards kept crunching the gravel and small stones. In the middle, the lane was slightly higher and grass-grown. Regularly his trouser legs brushed against taller weeds.

         They walked so far that Leif Thomsen’s circulation was fully restored and his legs felt better.

         The girl pulled him by the arm.

         "OK, we’re there."

         Thomsen heard a faint rustling. Rushes perhaps? But no ripple of water.

         "You can sit down." said the man with the pistol.

         Thomsen waved his arms behind him and his hand touched a knee-high rough wooden plank.

         The girl pushed him backwards gently and took the cane. They were treating him as though he were really blind.

         A bunch of keys clinked. The top was taken off a beer or mineral water. Were they planning a picnic?

         Thomsen shuddered slightly as he heard the characteristic rattle of pills in a bottle. Was it supposed to look like suicide?

         "You going to poison me?"

         The soft murmur of rushes or leaves was the only answer he received.

         "I’m not the sort to kill myself, so don’t think that’s going to make it easy for you," said Thomsen in a voice that quavered.

         "We’re just giving you your little vitamin pill," said the girl a bit too sweetly, at the same time forcing a tablet between his lips. Thomsen immediately tasted the dry, chalky surface.

         He spat and puffed at the same time and waved his arms around in the hope of knocking the pills out of the girl’s hand. He hit something but apparently not the bottle.

         Behind the bench a branch cracked.

         "Just behave yourself, you," snarled a man’s voice. A hard object was pushed against his ribs.

         "You swallow the next pill and no fuss. You won’t die of it. But if I blow you over there’s no knowing how you’ll feel after.

         Understand?"

         Thomsen nodded weakly. The girl pressed another tablet between his lips. He let it lie on his tongue, tasting its bitterness. The girl held a cool bottle to his mouth.

         "Drink!"

         Thomsen obeyed. He suddenly wondered whether the police would believe his story if he had no bruises to show.

         The girl took away the bottle. The bubbles in the clear mineral water frothed. Thomsen had drunk enough. But the rising burp didn’t come. The handle of the gun bounced off the back of his head.

         The blow was so hard that the dark glasses landed on the path, a couple of metres from the bench.

          
      

         Mads and Niko, two young boys out fishing from the nearby semidetached suburb were not talking as they cycled through the forest on the winding path running along the banks of Esrum Lake. Their bikes looked as though they had been bought at the lost property auction. The boys had taken their old cross-country bikes although they both owned racers with ten gears.

         The bikes had the obvious advantage of a complete lack of surplus equipment that might rattle and attract the attention of one of the foresters to the two poachers on their way to catch the pike they had long dreamt of. The two boys’ rods were well-hidden in their rucksacks. But a large orange bucket hinted at their true goal.

         They struggled up the sharp incline of a little hill. The forest opened before them in a grove the size of a tennis court. After that came the sunken road and the bench. The boys were close to their goal, a flat stretch on the bank of the lake, one of the few places where the water was shallow with rushes and good hiding places for the fish.

         On a cross-country bike, made for boyish dreams of a Suzuki, Kawasaki, Honda, or the almost impossible Harley, steering is a matter of instinct. So it was a simple reflex that made Mads brake when he saw the sunglasses on the ground a few metres from his front wheel.

         Niko hadn’t time to ask the reason before Mads said,

         "There’s a man."

         "Is he drunk?" asked Niko, pushing his bike abreast of Mads.

         The boys looked at the man.

         "He looks dead," noted Niko, sounding knowledgable despite the fact that he had never seen a dead body.

         Both of them stood quite still but they heard no cracking of dead wood under fleeing feet. Only the rustle of the leaves, the sighing of the rushes and the lake’s faint plashing against the stones below the bank.

         "You don’t the with your eyes closed," said Mads, immediately recalling impressions from the detective series on the television where the police or relatives carefully closed the victim’s eyelids.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.
      

         

         The tractor worked its way slowly up the hill. The stubble had been burnt and the field was ready for sowing with a crop of winter barley though the ground was really too dry for ploughing. The usual flock of gulls and crows which normally hunt for food in a newly turned field couldn’t be bothered to waste their energy on Forest Farm’s dried-out earth. They knew instinctively that the worms and cockchafer grubs had delved deeper, out of reach of the ploughshare. Forest Farm’s new owner, a retired director, had not yet developed the bom farmer’s feel for waiting until the earth was ready for use. And the the steward dare not correct him.

         The tractor driver was in a good mood. Partly as he was used to doing as he was told and partly because it was Friday. The best day of the week, pregnant with anticipatory pleasures. The stereo music in the earphones drowned both the noise of the motor and the scrape of the ploughshare in the dry top soil. The electronic rhythms of the radio programme’s pop music seemed like a preparation for the expected events of the evening: a bar, beer and perhaps a willing girl.

         Dust flew as the hydraulic mechanism lifted the plough. The furrow was passably straight, something he took a certain pride in although it really made no difference. It was a way of breaking the monotony.

         The tractor driver looked at his watch as he turned at the bottom of the hill. Half past three - time to stop for the day seeing that he also had to help with the animals. The more difficult part of the ploughing - the strips below the three rows of high tension cables - could wait until Monday. He didn’t wonder for a moment whether Zealand’s power stations were just then importing Swedish electricity through the heavy-duty cables, or whether the current was running in the other direction.

         He knew nothing about the strategic importance of the field. All he could see was that the electricity companies had spoiled Forest Farm’s best fields with this forest of steel pylons. And it was his job to plough around their concrete foundations - not the former owner’s, who had received compensation.

         On his way up to the gravel road which ran from East to West on the ridge, the tractor driver saw a tanker pull up opposite a couple of piles of agricultural lime. He was puzzled, lime for the fields wasn’t usually delivered by tanker, but he continued to turn the last furrow of the day at his own sober pace.

         It was probably a tanker with pulverised lime anyway. He could see it backing into the field and pulling up very close to the 45 metre high pylon.

         Suddenly the heavy David Brown tractor gave a little jump. The tractor driver declutched, took off the earphones and went around to the front of the tractor to see what the ploughshare had run into. The plough had collided with a large, reddish stone. He went back to the cab to lift the plough with the hydraulic mechanism. A nuisance if anything had happened to the ploughshare on the last round.

         He adjusted his sunglasses - they were dusty and half opaque now with the sun coming from the side.

         What was that? A flash of light from the hill.

         Orange-yellow flames and black smoke ran up along the white and yellow striped sides of the lorry. Wasn’t that Shell’s colours?

         Before the tractor driver could think about it, the lorry changed colour to a charred blackish brown, and was immediately enclosed in a capsule of roaring, vertical tongues of flame.

         The flames licked higher and higher around the huge pylon, reaching the cables and insulators in a matter of seconds.

         It was only then that the tractor driver realised that he would be in mortal danger if the heavy-duty cables above him burned through. If this happened, the tension would cause the cables to spring back towards the lower-lying pylon behind the tractor. He was threatened in two equally unpleasant ways. He could be fried by the thousands of volts or whipped and skinned between the burnt-over cables.

         He began running to the west towards the disused marlpit. Seemed hardly to move in the freshly ploughed, loose, dry earth. It was as though his feet were moving up and down on a treadmill. But he dare not throw himself to the ground either.

         If a cable should roll over him and grill him as though he lay in an electric bed!

         He lost his left shoe, not even noticing the small sharp flints he had just ploughed up.

         75 metres, 100 metres, 150 metres.

         His heart pumped as if it had already been given an electric shock.

         200 metres.

         His lungs were working like a bellows. He couldn’t run any more and threw himself into a furrow with his head down. After a few seconds his eardrums were hit by a series of unnerving blows.

         He looked towards the tanker. The fire had now formed a mushroomshaped cloud. He had sometimes seen something like it in films when the army were on manouevers and used napalm, or when the special effects people did an atomic explosion.

         The two upper cables were burned through like cotton thread and were drawn down towards the tractor with a lithe, snakelike movement, hitting the tractor in a burst of sparks.

         Another piercing sound. Two more high tension cables melted on their heat-shattered insulators.

          
      

         The long rows of neon lights in the ceilings of all the big stores blinked. The cashiers entering figures on their tills noticed that the usual beeping sound suddenly stopped and the cash drawers remained closed. Some of the older customers fell as the escalators stopped dead without warning.

         Thousands of traffic lights in Copenhagen died out in the middle of the rush hour. Within the first 30 seconds of the power failure there were 53 accidents - enough to completely block all exit roads leading away from the metropolis.

         Even in hospital operating theatres the power supply failed for a few nerve-wracking seconds. Then the emergency generators coupled in.

         In Tivoli fun-fair children began to cry as the roller-coaster stopped and the cars stood still in the completely unlit tunnels.

         Over 50,000 people were suddenly immobilised in the metropolitan S-trains.

         The first power failure lasted for five minutes. Five long minutes it seemed to the policemen on duty in Copenhagen’s police stations who had to deploy all available uniformed officers to cope with traffic jams and help ambulances through the chaos.

         But in the control centre of the Kyndby power station at Ise Firth on the North Zealand coast, the panic was only just taking hold.

         The duty staff had no idea why the 400 kilovolt cable between Sweden and Denmark had ceased to function. All they could see was that the planning department for the metropolitan area had made some stupid decisions with the country’s biggest turbine plant stopped for routine maintenance and two other power stations closed. On this particular afternoon Copenhagen was receiving 70 percent of its electricity supply from Swedish atomic power stations. When the powerful high tension connections to Sweden dropped out, the danger of overloading the two emergency supplies - the 132 kilovolt combined cable and overhead line - became acute.

         It was necessary to start Kyndby’s gas turbine unit as fast as possible so that power could be maintained throughout the net. Otherwise it could take hours to start up the temporarily nonfunctioning power stations.

         But the gas turbine unit at the Kyndby station which functions as an emergency unit in Zealand’s high voltage network did not start immediately as it had done several hundred times before. The engineers ran from the control centre. The fault in the turbine had to be found. The 132 kilovolt net would not be able to cope with the present overload for very long.

         Overloaded high voltage cables generate heat. Heat makes the cables expand so that they hang lower than normal. The next occurrence was a matter of course.

          
      

         In between two high voltage pylons in the middle of a field in North Zealand - precisely at the lowest point of one of the 132 kilovolt cables - towered a birch tree.

         If trees have feelings, this tree felt proud and content. This year it had set a personal growth record. It was firmly rooted with a plentiful water supply.

         From above, the electricity company’s high voltage overhead line came closer inch by inch.

         The steel cables with the economical aluminium cores and the fanciful trade name "Blue Bird" were so hot by now that the bird foolish enough to settle on them could just as well perch on a red hot grill.

         Suddenly the sword of Damocles fell.

         The distance between the overheated cables and the flimsy, heavenward-aspiring tree top was now so small that the thousands of volts sprang over like lightning and earthed.

         After a few seconds the otherwise turgid tree was in flames.

         A farmer in the vicinity dialled three zeros for emergency and asked for the fire station in Elsinore. Meanwhile the electricity company’s circuit breakers definitively cut off all connections to the Swedish atomic power stations.

         The Greater Copenhagen area was once more without electricity.

         In the city the effects of the first, short failure had not yet been rectified. The rush hour was still at its height. And the jams increased. The only progress made by thousands of people was by foot or bicycle; otherwise nobody was moving either backwards or forwards.

         Even at the heart of Scandinavian air traffic, Kastrup airport, tucked away on its island south of the city, a brief panic reigned The airport’s emergency generator could not be started. Flight controllers with queues of planes in the air had to resort to the emergency frequency to redirect them.

         Radio Denmark went on the air with emergency broadcasts. The speaker assured the public that there was no cause for alarm though he felt far from calm himself. The public responded by phoning in to ask if war had broken out. Nobody knew what was really happening. Calls came in to Radio House, the police and the National Defence Council. The latter assured callers that the radar screens showed that all was normal in the airspace and seas around Denmark. The police were unable to give any explanations. The telephone network was so overtaxed that far from all callers got through.

         Reassuring calls from the power stations were not among those which blocked the telephones. In the control centres around Zealand those responsible had decided that the correct course of action was to direct all available manpower to the task of getting the turbines running again so that power supplies could be returned to normal. The explanations would have to wait until later… much later. No one in the control centres had at that time any concrete knowledge of the reasons for the failure of power supplies from Sweden.

         While boiler suited staff worked at top speed others in blue became increasingly uncomfortable. Shortly before the second power power failure the inmates of City Prison had discovered that the electronic door locks were no longer functioning. That this was an accident for which the prison authorities were not responsible, none of the prisoners believed.

         They began banging on the doors and radiators. The noise grew to an infernal din as some veterans, via morse code, spread the rumour than the wardens had half killed one of the inmates and that everyone would be locked in until he had been secretly transferred to the Royal Hospital.

         In the city, burglar alarms begin ringing as though not merely the prisoners from City Gaol but all the criminals in the country were taking a refresher course in the rudiments of breaking and entering.

         A new burglary alert came in every three seconds and it made no difference that experienced staff in police stations and private security companies were agreed that most were false alarms caused by the power failure. But a false alarm cannot be distinguished from a genuine one - at least not when reported via electronic devices.

          
      

         Two young men stood on top of the bunker, a relic of World War II, watching the traffic on Borups Street, one of Copenhagen’s main exit roads which turns into a motorway just 800 metres further on. The bunker, in the small green triangle formed by the intersection of two main roads with a third, less busy street was a perfect lookout point. And they could be sure that nobody would disturb them. Their studded leather jackets and mirrored sunglasses clearly proclaimed their membership of a motorcycle club of the tougher kind even to the near-sighted. Their status symbol, a black, four-cylinder Kawasaki, was parked provocatively in the middle of the grass. Two empty beer bottles lay by the side of the machine. The usual creww of collectors had not dared to remove them, it was impossible to know how small a provocation was necessary.

         The broad intersection was blocked because of series of accidents caused when a lorry driver had tried to beat the amber light as others were speeding up for green. Colours which had suddenly disappeared from sight.

         When the two men became aware that connections towards the city had been effectively broken they drained their beers and let the bottles roll down the sloping sides of the bunker into the rose bushes. A moment later they started the bike leaving a deep furrow in the grass. They drove only 50 metres, over to the Danish Bank on the comer of Borups Street. This time they parked correctly but apparently only for a short time. They put on crash helmets and with almost closed visors, began walking up Borups Street.

         It was not a long walk. As soon as the two had seen that the traffic jam was long and complicated they returned to the machine, straightened their leather jackets, and went into the Danish Bank on the comer of Borups Street and Gull Street.

         Cashier Mogens Bech was looking at the clock. Closing time soon, thank goodness. He was becoming irritable. The data processors kept blacking out.

         The customers, who had come at the last minute to complete their transactions before the weekend, were more interested in what was happening in the street outside than in their own business. Not the usual state of affairs by any means.

         The cashier looked again at the wall clock. For the first time he noticed that both the second and the minute hands stood in exactly the same place as before, 15.4620.

         The time will probably be remembered by the cashier for the rest of his life. The next thing he saw was two black circles, the barrels of a sawn-off shotgun.

         "Everybody keep on looking out of the window." shouted the other robber swinging a large pistol. Bech had seen one like it on the television but thought no more about it.

         A customer reached for the door handle. The robber fired a shot into the ceiling and although the blast seemed deafening, it was still possible to hear the bullet ricocheting under the metal slats of the ceiling.

         Everyone stood as still as pillars of salt.

         The robber at the the cash desk lifted his toned visor a little and threw a black plastic sack over the counter.

         "Empty the drawer."

         Bech got up. The first cash drawer opened silently on its roller bearings and covered the alarm button, hidden in the floor. He trod on it and felt suddenly that it was he and not the robbers who was in command of the situation.

         It was only necessary to keep calm for a couple more minutes.

         Neither too scared nor too self-assured.

         Mogens Bech emptied two more drawers. The robber with the shotgun ordered him around as though he were the manager.

         There was more cash than there should have been. Due to the rush there had been no time to place the money in the big steel safe.

         This might cause trouble with the security people but the robbers’ pleasure would be short. 900 metres further along Borups Street was station 3, the largest area station in the metropolitan police district.

         The police would be there soon. He had set off the floor alarm.

         The robbers were either not familiar with the area or just foolhardy.

         The black plastic sack wilted no longer, it was filled almost to bursting.

         The robber with the sawn-off shotgun followed Bech and beckoned with the short barrels.

         "Give us the sack."

         The cashier looked puzzled. Did he expect him to climb over the counter with it?

         "Chuck it over." The robber pointed threateningly with the shotgun again.

         Bech threw the sack. Some thousand kroner notes wafted over the floor.

         The robber pointed the shotgun at Bech’s chest.

         "Stay where you are, or you’re mincemeat."

         He sank slowly to his knees and gathered some of the notes with his free left hand.

         Bech saw how the robber lost balance. He placed the palm of his hand on one of the marble tiles of the floor. Bech tried to memorise the place. He also noticed that the man was wearing Adidas running shoes. The same make as he used himself to play tennis in, but the robber’s were yellow with old dirt.

         The robber waved the shotgun again to indicate that the cashier was still within range. He let the notes that had wafted furthest away lie.

         "You stay where you are if you want to stay in one piece," he said and backed away towards the door. His helper followed waving the pistol at the customers as he did so.

         The glass door out to Borups Street closed automatically. The cashier pressed the alarm button again and jumped nimbly over the counter. Not because he felt the time was ripe for playing the hero but because he felt absolutely certain that the police were waiting outside. They had obviously not turned on their sirens in order not to make the robbers desperte.

         Bech stiffened suddenly. The electric clock showed the same time as it had when the robbers came in.

         Something was badly wrong. No power. No alarm either!

         Bech ran into the street.

         The traffic on Borups Street was at a standstill. No sound of sirens. Only the constant rumble of hundreds of idling cars and now and then the impatient hooting of a horn.

         Bech ran around the comer to Gull Street and just managed to see a motorbike speeding into the streets of houses. It was impossible to see the numberplate.

         The robber with the dirty shoes sat on the pillion.

          
      

         In the head offices of banks, directors sat with thoughful expressions on their faces. The data processors were completely useless. Accounts could not be brought up to date. But it was also impossible to alert the branches and ask them to stop serving customers. Telephones and telexes were overloaded.

         In a final analysis it was also a question of PR.

         The customers were mainly honest and they would become indignant if the cashiers refused to make manual entries. Faith in the credit card system might be adversely affected and the automatisation of banks hindered. This could be expensive to reinstate when compared to the possible loss that could be the result of an unusually large number of rubber cheques and credit card swindles.

         Almost an hour elapsed before reports of a number of bank robberies began to come in to the head offices.

         During the last minutes of opening hours, security officers were sweating blood at the thought of what the power failure might be used for. Neither the alarm buttons below the counters nor the video cameras, placed strategically with the help of the police and security companies, would function without power. Security experts had simply not taken into account the fact that power stations could fail in peacetime. And what might happen in the event of a war, no one wished to talk about.

         Due to the overtaxed telephone system security chiefs could not even communicate with one another to implement an unobtrusive coordination of information to the directors. Like everyone else, the security chiefs had to wait patiently, but professional pride made it impossible for them to admit that it was, in fact, rather a relief to be forced into inactivity and passive waiting.

         Apart from the handful of grave men in the head offices of the banks, and the witnesses to the robberies, it must be admitted that employees in the city quickly confirmed reigning theories on the great adaptability of humankind.

         Beer and wine bottles were taken from refrigerators and new supplies were fetched from the nearest kiosks and groceries. The standard remark of the late afternoon was it would be a waste to allow the chilled products to become warm. Instead of waiting for buses and trains that wouldn’t turn up anyway, personnel everywhere bowed to the dictates of fate.

         Reservoirs in Copenhagen suddenly began to register an alteration in the normal habits of the population in the form of a greatly increased water consumption, probably in connection with visits to the toilet. Luckily, emergency power supplies to the pumping stations remained unaffected.

         In the offices of the daily papers the atmosphere became more and more charged. Computer monitors, data processors and photocomposition equipment were completely inactive at precisely the time that the newspapers were faced with their busiest production period.

         Technical leaders pressured their chief editors to find out how long the power failure might last. The chief editors pressured editorial staff and leading sub-editors and these pressured the few journalists and photographers who were responsible for finding out just why the city was blacked out.

         Friday afternoon is the low point of the week for the press.

         There are few devil-may-care hooligan type journalists left in the Copenhagen press world. The majority react like ordinary beureaucrats and require a calm, well-ordered life. Friday has become the day when people take time off in lieu, or simply go home early. Modern journalists have domestic duties, shopping to do and children who must not be neglected.

         There are good reasons for the fact that chief editors, subeditors and night editors are comparitively alone in their desire for the occurrence of a great, unforeseeable event. But such events occur at longer and longer intervals because the rest of society functions in the same way as the press.

         When the great unforeseeable event finally does occur, newspaper bosses have one wish only: that it should not take the form of a power failure with the corollary of an overtaxed telephone network.

         This Friday afternoon created almost traumatic conditions in the editorial offices of Copenhagen’s newspapers. It was only when the matter-of-fact crime reporters were left in peace by their overburdened editors that they could begin to make use of their illegal sources, namely the internal police radio networks. Some crime reporters receive quite a number of their revelations in this way. Others take a different course, being tipped off by radio hams who make a sport of listening in to the various police channels.

         It was from this source that the newspapers discovered that bank robbers has availed themselves of the power failure. There was some confusion amongst the police and editorial staff when they received the news that robberies had taken place at no less than five seperate banks in various parts of the city.

         Experienced policemen at Copenhagen’s police headquarters claimed that bank robbers would never go to these lengths. Some reports were put down to false alarms - or hysterical members of the public. At the same time it was impossible for police cars to make their way through the packed streets. And motorcycle policemen were needed at the bottle-necks where accidents had occurred.

         The traumas of leading police officers were only equalled by those of the chief editors. Facts quickly emerged from the first confused reports garnered by crime reporters. Whether three or six robberies had taken place was not important. The fact was that something in the region of a million kroner had been stolen in the course of a few minutes. A concrete fact which raised further questions.

         Questions that the newspapers would probably be completely unable to supply answers to. The Saturday editions of the dailies were threatened by the power failure and as time progressed and uncertainty as to the causes of the power failure increased the morning papers began to send out reduced editions. A nightmare situation with so much going on in town.
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