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            PROLOGUE
      

         

         The sea is ominously black, mercilessly attacking the coast again and again like a roaring monster coming to devour everything in its path. It’s Christmas Eve, and power outages have left all of Gotland blanketed in darkness. A cargo ship has sought shelter from the storm just off the west coast of Fårö, and its lone navigation lights are the only thing visible in the December darkness.

         Two small landing crafts are swiftly lowered down from the rail, and they accelerate towards land as soon as they hit the surface. The crew jumps into the water a few metres from the shore and starts wading towards land. They’re carrying large waterproof backpacks and several military-green boxes that they hold carefully above the icy water.

         One of the men almost loses his footing, but strong arms quickly help him to his feet, and they make it up to the snowy pebble beach without much trouble. The skippers immediately turn back and disappear into the darkness.

         Three minibuses are waiting on the cliff above the beach. The drivers get out and greet the men, who quickly change out of their wetsuits and into dry clothes and heavy boots.

         Boxes and bags are loaded into the trunks, and the cars are on the road only a few minutes later. Gusts of wind chase the clouds away momentarily and the moon lights up the barren winter landscape.

         As the motorcade approaches the ferry terminal in Broa, the man in the passenger seat of the first car sees that the ferry service is still suspended. He isn’t surprised – this is something they’d been anticipating – but he still casts yet another hasty look at his watch.

         The power outage will probably last for at least another half hour. Hopefully, they’ll be able to cross after that. They’d considered the possibility of going ashore somewhere else but, in the end, they’d decided that Fårö’s deserted beaches, in combination with the protection from the wind they could expect, were the best option.

         There are already two other cars waiting for the ferry to start running again. The man in the passenger seat asks the driver to pull over to the side of the road to avoid exposure and contact, and watches as the rest of their ​​convoy rolls in behind them.

         Although several of the men would have liked to stretch their legs and have a smoke, no one gets out of the vehicles. They all sit quietly and wait. The man looks at his watch again. Two more minutes.

         Just before midnight, the power suddenly comes back on and the captain of the Fårö ferry decides it’s once again safe to travel the short distance across the strait. The cars roll on board and the ferry sets off immediately after everyone’s been loaded on.

         The wind is still blowing hard and seawater sloshes over the open deck, but they land safely in Fårösund only eight minutes later. They keep to the speed limit and follow Highway 148 South.

         Shortly after Lärbro, three of the minibuses turn off towards Slite, a port town on Gotland’s east coast with just over a thousand inhabitants. The streets are deserted and most people seem to be sleeping soundly, tired and full after Christmas dinner.

         The driver of the first car slows down at the locked gates outside a fenced-off area, but they don’t have to wait for long. A man in dark clothing emerges from the shadows, ready to let the cars in. They pass through the fence and roll into a hangar-like building.

         Thirty minutes later, two of the cars leave the area again, but now the sides of the cars have freshly painted Polish construction company logos and matching Polish licence plates. One car drives back the way it came, north towards Fårösund. The other continues south towards a holiday village near Ljugarn, where they’ve rented a cabin just a few kilometres away from the Swedish intercept site

          
      

         A report of the three vehicles driving along Fårö’s deserted coastline was received by the Swedish Armed Forces’ tip line just before midnight. Knut Lindvall, who’d been a dog handler in the Home Guard for almost thirty years, had reacted immediately when the cars sped past his house near Lauters.

         Knut had been standing at his kitchen window, wondering if the storm was about to break when his dog suddenly started growling. The cars came speeding past not long after. The reason he hadn’t called earlier was because his phone was out of battery and he couldn’t charge it until the power came back.

         The person who received the report didn’t seem to be particularly concerned. Knut had tried in vain to get him to understand the seriousness of the situation, but the operator was probably just some conscript who was far too young to remember that they’d seen this kind of activity on Gotland before – especially during the Cold War.

         The young greenhorn probably thought the caller was just a paranoid old fool, and it was highly unlikely that he would even think of making an official note.

         Knut ended the call and scratched his beard in frustration before deciding to do what he should have done in the first place.

         “They were driving south, you said?” Ylva Jensen was Knut’s squad leader in the Home Guard – an incredibly competent woman who listened intently to Knut’s summary of his observations.

         “Yes, I think they might have been heading for the ferry terminal. Do you think any ferries were running tonight given the storm?”

         “I’ll check,” she said and hung up. She called back not long after. “I got hold of Ove. He was driving the ferry all night. They were forced to suspend services when the storm was at its worst during the power outage. But you’re right – three minibuses with tinted windows took the last trip across. He had no problem remembering them because there were only five cars in total and the other two were people he knows who work in Visby. A police officer and a nurse.”

         “Could Ove determine their nationality or see how many people were in the cars?”

         “Nope. The windows were tinted, and the weather was so crappy there was no way anyone was getting out. But the cars had Swedish licence plates.”

         “That doesn’t really mean anything,” Knut said grimly. “And if it’s as I fear, they probably had other reasons than the storm for not getting out.”

         The line went silent for a few seconds and both Knut and Ylva felt they’d stumbled upon something important without really knowing how it had happened.

         “What do we do?” Ylva asked, taking a deep breath.

         “We do our duty,” Knut replied firmly.

      

   


   
      
         
            PART
          1
      

            GREY ZONE
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1
      

         

         Jackie Philipsson looked out the window of her third-floor apartment and saw that the snowploughs still had quite a bit of work left after yesterday’s snowstorm. The sky was still grey, but the wind had died down and snow was falling softly to the ground. The streets of Visby were more or less completely covered in snow and almost totally deserted.

         Jackie liked the town better in the winter – empty and quiet. You could sleep with the window ajar without the risk of being woken by shouting twenty-somethings on their way home from the pub. Come spring, she was planning on leaving Visby and moving back to the little fishing cabin down by Hoburgen. Or to the vicarage in Dalarna. It didn’t really matter where, as long as she was left alone.

         Every window was decorated with advent stars and Lucia candles apart from hers. It wouldn’t have made any sense to put them up. She wouldn’t be celebrating this Christmas anyway; other people could take care of that. The three-room apartment she was subletting was inside the ring wall. It was beautiful, with large windows and high ceilings. From the small balcony, she could see the harbour and, beyond that, the horizon where the sky meets the sea. Handwoven rugs in earthy colours were spread across the light wooden floors and silver candlesticks adorned both the table and windowsills. Warm blankets and soft sheepskins made on the island hung over the modern sofa group’s backrests.

         The apartment was amazing, but it wasn’t hers and, nice as it was, it didn’t feel like home. More like a waiting room, she thought, refilling her coffee cup before sitting down at the dining table with a view overlooking the rooftops. Or like a safe house, somewhere she could hide from the outside world – which was exactly what she wanted to do.

         Since her return from Greece in May earlier this year, she’d done everything she could to avoid socialising with others and had almost completely isolated herself. She’d only seen Anton a few times, even though they were on the same island.

         Anton had primarily been her mentor in the intelligence service for many years, but he was also her rock, the person she knew she could count on. He’d always had the ability to read her like an open book, and now there were new chapters in her life that she absolutely didn’t want him to know about – so she did what she could to avoid any kind of extended conversations with him.

         How could she ever tell him about the unpleasant surprises the trip to Greece had brought? Nothing she’d thought about herself and her origins was true, and he’d never be able to trust her again if he found out about what she now knew about her background. He couldn’t know about it. Not under any circumstances. Could she even trust herself anymore?

         Her grandfather, whose funeral was the reason she’d gone to Greece, had turned out to be a Russian sleeper agent. Adonis, the man she’d met at the funeral, had not only admitted that he was her real father, but also that he too was working for Russian intelligence.

         Before she left Greece, Adonis had begged her to “come home”, as he put it. To accept who she was and work for Russia instead. He’d asked her to switch sides.

         Earlier that evening, Jackie had decided to defy the weather gods and venture out into the storm. It was as though she wanted the wind tearing at her hair and clothes to cleanse her of all the conflicting emotions that were now in a constant battle for attention inside her head.

         Deep down, though, she knew that no natural force in the world could save her. She’d taken so much for granted and so much of it had turned out to be nothing but lies. She was actually an ethnic Russian, born into a relationship where both parents had links to the Russian intelligence service, the GRU.

         When the phone rang and she saw the number on the display, she hesitated. It was Anton. She knew she couldn’t continue on like this forever – systematically avoiding people she’d known for years and who were worried about her. And when she looked at herself in the mirror, she could understand their concern; she looked worn out.

         Her shoulder-length auburn hair had lost its lustre, her eyes were tired with dark circles under them. She was probably grinding her teeth at night as well because she often woke with a throbbing headache, and it didn’t seem to matter how much she slept since she never felt rested.

         The ringing finally stopped. She went into the living room, laid down on the couch, pulled a blanket over her body, and curled up into a ball.
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         She was grudgingly roused from her light sleep when the doorbell rang. It was dark outside, but that didn’t say much about the time of day. In December, it started getting dark around three o’clock in the afternoon. The doorbell rang again now, more insistently this time, but Jackie just lay there without moving.

         Whoever’s out there is bound to give up sooner or later, she thought. Instead, however, the mail box opened, and she heard Anton’s familiar calm voice: “Open up, Jackie. I know you’re in there.”

         She sighed, threw off the blanket, and reluctantly went into the hall to let him in. “How did you know I was home?” she asked with one hand on the doorknob.

         Anton pushed past her and hung his coat and scarf on a hanger. “Where else would you be?” he replied rhetorically. “You haven’t left the apartment in weeks. Except to pick up junk food, apparently.”

         She didn’t miss his sceptical glance at the stacks of pizza boxes and Thai food cartons by the door.

         “It stinks in here,” he declared, stepping into the kitchen to open the window. “If you go take a shower, I’ll take care of the food. Alma sent over some meatloaf and lingonberry jam, and I brought a bottle of wine. You and I need to talk.”

         Jackie wanted to say something – or protest, perhaps – but changed her mind and slunk off to the bathroom like an obedient child. She was too tired to resist, not to mention embarrassed that he was seeing her like this.

         When she returned ten minutes later, she’d changed into jeans and a dark blue linen shirt. She had a towel wrapped around her freshly washed hair and tucked her bare feet into a pair of warm sheepskin slippers. The kitchen smelled wonderful, and while they waited for the potatoes to finish boiling, they sat down at the table with two glasses of Côtes du Rhône. Anton stroked her cheek tenderly and looked at her with fatherly concern.

         “So what makes you think I haven’t been out of the house? Am I being monitored?” she asked, mostly as a joke.

         When he didn’t immediately respond, she set her glass down on the table with a light bang, causing some of the wine to spill over the side. “Are you kidding me? I’m being watched?”

         “It’s not what you think, and it definitely hasn’t been a matter of 24-hour surveillance or anything like that,” Anton said, wiping up the spilt wine with a paper towel. “We just wanted to make sure that the events in Kaliningrad didn’t lead to anything else. Before we could go any further, we had to be sure they aren’t watching you or trying to put pressure on you in any way. But you can rest assured, there hasn’t been any activity around you or your home. Neither physical nor technical.”

         “Before you could proceed with what?” She was definitely annoyed now.

         Anton sat in silence for a while. “Did you go to the psychologist like I asked you to?”

         “I’m sure you know that I did,” she replied sourly.

         “How did it go? Did it help?”

         “Are you asking if I’m okay now? The psychologist’s report says so.”

         “Come on, Jackie. I just want to know where your head is at. About what you’ve been through.”

         Jackie unwrapped her hair and hung the towel over the back of the chair next to her, pulled up one leg, and rested her chin on her knee. She thought back to the sessions with the psychologist that the Firm had set up for her. First of all, he hadn’t had a beard and horn-rimmed glasses like psychologists in movies did. Nor did he wear a cardigan and corduroy pants. Instead, he’d been well-dressed and clean-shaven, and his calm voice had inspired confidence.

         To start, he’d only asked one or two questions and then let her talk. After their first meeting, she’d been surprised at how easy it had been to confide in him. She’d even toyed with the idea that he would make a decent case officer.

         When she later told him about the mock execution she’d witnessed in Kaliningrad, he’d asked if it still affected her. She’d almost lied since that would have been easier, but instead, she’d heard herself say yes. She’d then detailed the recurring nightmares and how she often woke up with a jolt without being able to fall back asleep.

         The memories of the incident might fade over time, but she knew they’d always be there. She also couldn’t expect her guilty conscience about failing to protect her source to ever go away. His death was her fault. That was how her training had taught her to think.

         At the last visit, the psychologist had said it felt like there was something else weighing on her. Did she want to talk about what it was?

         “More than my mock execution and that I indirectly caused the death of another human being?” she’d asked.

         “You use sarcasm and irony as a shield to protect yourself,” he’d replied, and she could see in his eyes that he understood there was something more there.

         That was also why that appointment had been her last. After that conversation, it was safest not to return. The risk of her letting slip about her Russian heritage was admittedly small, but she couldn’t bear to go there and lie. It took too much strength and energy – two things she had far too little of.

         Jackie lifted her eyes and looked at Anton. “I think it helped. But I don’t think there’s any quick fix and I’m tired. My soul is tired. Do you know what I mean?”

         He nodded and seemed to be searching for the right words. “We need your help, Jackie,” he began tentatively. “We want you to come back in.”

         “But I’m damaged goods. You know that as well as I do.”

         “That doesn’t really matter for what we have in mind.” Anton stood up to drain the potatoes. After he’d portioned them out on their plates, he refilled their wine glasses.

         Jackie sat there with her hands clasped around her knee, looking out into the darkness. It had stopped snowing. “So, what were you thinking?” she asked eventually, taking a sip of wine.
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         Jackie woke up early as usual. She and Anton had stayed up for a long time the night before, and it eventually got so late that she’d made up the bed for him in the guest room. The roads were still unreliable after all the snow and he was an old man, although she’d never dare say that in front of him. He’d also had a heart attack last spring. Considering those circumstances, driving all the way home to his house in Hoburgen had seemed like a bad idea.

         When she came into the kitchen, Anton was already awake and muttering something at the espresso machine.

         “How in the hell does this contraption work?” he growled. “I’ve been trying to make coffee for half an hour. At least! What’s wrong with a good old-fashioned coffee maker?”

         Jackie laughed and gently pushed him aside.

         “You don’t have any breakfast here,” he said disappointedly, his head deep in the fridge.

         “I wasn’t expecting guests, but there’s bread in the freezer and eggs in the door. Maybe we can start with coffee?”

         Anton closed the fridge and sat down at the table. The delicious aroma of freshly ground beans wafted around the room while the noise of the electric coffee grinder forced them to hold off on conversation.

         “Have you had time to think any more about what we discussed?” Anton asked when it was quiet again.

         “There are a few things I’m wondering about. First of all, is this sanctioned?” she asked, downing her espresso in one glug.

         “Of course it is!” Anton replied, looking offended.

         “It’s by no means obvious. You, me, and Lovisa were going rogue all spring, as you may remember? We had absolutely no support whatsoever for any of my trips to Helsinki. No one approved of me working undercover again.”

         “You have a point there, but I can promise you that this is sanctioned and that you won’t need an identity besides your own.”

         “And they really want me in on this?” she asked sceptically. “Even after what happened in Kaliningrad?”

         “I won’t lie to you. Sure, some people on the inside protested when your name came up. So if you’re looking for everyone’s approval and support, I have to disappoint you. But I trust you and the boss obviously trusts me.”

         Anton was still sipping his coffee while Jackie got up to make a second espresso.

         “And I want to be clear about one thing,” he continued after the machine had finished buzzing. “We don’t just want you on board. We want you to lead the whole operation.”

         Jackie looked at him in surprise. “Why?”

         “Because you have a special ability to really see things and put them in their proper context. You’re also a sceptic through and through and this assignment requires that.”

         “Will I get to put together the team myself? If I say yes, that is.”

         “There are naturally many ideas about which competencies should be included in the group, but you’ll be able to approve the names we propose. You’ll have your own budget and you’ll only report when there’s something to report. Just the way you like it.”

         Jackie smiled, knowing that Anton disliked unnecessary admin and bureaucracy as much as she did. “How urgent is it? When do you need my answer?”

         “Before I leave.”
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         When Anton finally left the apartment that afternoon, Jackie poured herself a glass of wine and took it to the living room. She lit some candles and found herself missing the big fireplace at the vicarage in Horndal. In all the months that had passed since she was last there, she’d hardly thought about the vicarage – or Magnus, for that matter.

         She blew out the last match and felt the restlessness spread throughout her body, well aware of what it meant. It was the feeling of something stirring. Of it being time to do something useful again.

         She sat down with the stack of papers Anton had left for her to read. They included an insightful report from FOI, the Swedish Defence Research Agency. It covered a theme that was growing more relevant by the day: grey zones – or twilight zones, as they were also called.

         After reading the introductory and summary texts, she looked up from the stack of papers. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand the concepts, but she’d never really seen all the signs so clearly in society before.

         For the past year, her focus had been elsewhere and, to be honest, it centred mostly on self-pity. Before that, when she’d been working for MUST, her playing field had mostly been focused outside the country’s borders. The Swedish Military Intelligence looked outwards, while it was the Security Service SÄPO’s task was to look inwards.

         She continued reading and realised that if she’d missed the gravity of the grey zone issue, she certainly wasn’t alone. That also meant that intelligence activities could be going on right under their noses on a daily basis. All without being noticed.

         The text formulated the purpose of the grey zone as paralysing Swedish decision-making, preventing Sweden from receiving third parties, and creating space for military intervention against Sweden. The issue was of course that the methods being used could be difficult to corroborate, and uncertainty is a dilemma in itself. Sudden power outages, data failures in critical systems, distrust of political decisions, and increased tensions in society – are these deliberate acts by an external actor? An antagonist and enemy? Or are they simply signs of the natural development of things?

         Another major problem was that too many people didn’t consider grey zone activities to be dangerous; they thought they were simply cyber-attacks and disinformation. Nothing that couldn’t be handled. The reality was that the activities could also include weapons, threats of violence, and actual violence. It was simply a matter of the attacker adapting to what they thought was necessary to achieve their goal.
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         Anton had taken an early flight to Stockholm Arlanda Airport, but Jackie’s flight to Bromma didn’t land until lunchtime. A car was waiting there to take her to the city. The snow that had fallen on the east coast of the country just a few days earlier had turned into a dirty grey mess in the capital. Veritable cascades of slush from oncoming trucks and bushes sloshed against the front of the car and splattered against the windshield.

         Once they got into Stockholm, the anonymous car rolled into a garage near Hötorget. The driver stopped in front of a lift and got out of the car. He unlocked the lift with a key and let Jackie into the narrow space. The doors shut silently, and she pressed the only button that was there. It was impossible to say how many floors she passed on the way up, but given how long it took, she suspected she was at the top of one of Hötorget’s skyscrapers.

         When the lift doors finally opened, she was greeted by Anton, who walked her to a conference room in the middle of the building. There were small lockers on the wall outside and Anton told Jackie to put her phone inside one of them. The meeting room itself was really more of a shipping container than a room, and completely device-free.

         Even though the steel walls were covered with light wood panelling and the floor was decorated with an orange felt carpet, the bunker feel was still palpable. There were no windows, and the birch conference table was illuminated by overhead fluorescent lights. An air conditioning system hummed faintly in the background. No technical equipment was allowed in the meeting room, and the only things on the large table were a stack of notepads and a few ballpoint pens.

         There were already two people waiting in the room – a man and a woman. They both stood up to greet Jackie. The woman was in her fifties, blonde and well-dressed in a way that was intended to not attract attention. The kind of person you could probably see several times in a day without noticing them or thinking them out of place. Jackie guessed that she held some kind of managerial position with the Security Police.

         Jackie vaguely recognized the man who sat down across from her. He was older, maybe around sixty. He had kind but slightly tired eyes and a bushy grey beard that reached well down his chest. His rotund stomach was covered by a knitted sweater and his jeans looked like they’d been washed so many times that they’d lost their original shape and now resembled some kind of sweatpants. She recalled that he’d worked at the National Defence Radio Establishment – FRA – facility on Lovön outside Stockholm, but she couldn’t remember where or when they’d met.

         The door opened and the head of the Firm – the department of the intelligence service Jackie had previously been a part of – entered. Anton discretely pointed at the phone the boss was still holding and he quickly disappeared out of the room to put it in one of the small lockers.

         “I apologise for being late,” he said, sitting down at the end of the table.

         After a quick round of introductions, the woman, Anna-Karin, who was indeed from SÄPO, began. “The reason why we’re gathered here today is that we’ve received several indications of increased intelligence activities aimed at parts of our critical infrastructure, the energy supply in particular. Several unexplained outages have affected entire regions. Most recently, Gävle was without power, and the whole of Gotland earlier this autumn. Although they only last for a short time, this gives us an indication of how vulnerable we really are.”

         Anna-Karin fell silent and looked around the room as if to make sure she had everyone’s full attention. “Neither we nor Svenska Kraftnät believe the outages have occurred due to natural causes, in which case, it would indicate that someone is trying to test out the systems. Either to be able to shut down even larger areas at a critical stage and do so over time, or to be able to select strategic facilities that feed into operations needing special protection.”

         “The recent events in Gävle and Gotland both indicate the latter,” Göran, the older man, added, stroking his long beard. “The port in Gävle is important for many different modes of transportation in the event of war. And, as you all know, Gotland is our last outpost to the east. We’re all aware that if Russia chooses to attack the Baltics, Gotland’s strategic location in the Baltic Sea will be crucial. If Russia controls Gotland, it will be virtually impossible for NATO or anyone else to support the Baltics.”

         Anton stood up to fetch a thermos of coffee from a serving trolley just inside the door. The thermos and a few cups were then passed around the table along with a pre-cut loaf of saffron bread.

         The head of the Firm spoke up. “At present, we don’t know whether these are planned and coordinated actions against Sweden or whether each event has natural explanations. Unfortunately, the former seems more probable, and that’s why we’re here.” He turned to Jackie before continuing. “If I understood Anton correctly, you’ve agreed to lead the project?”

         Jackie nodded without saying anything.

         “Operation White Snow is a joint operation or, more precisely, a joint project, between MUST, SÄPO, and FRA. The group will consist of personnel from all three organisations, and you may of course put in requests for who you’d like to work with. However, you will not have final say. I hope you understand that.”

         His firm tone seemed to be lost on both Anna-Karin and Göran, and Jackie realised they probably didn’t know anything about the more complicated aspects of her background. Apparently, there was no need to share that kind of information with the other organisations.

         Jackie was certain that the head of the Firm had neither forgotten about nor forgiven her for her failures. She simply had to trust Anton when he said they’d concluded she was the “right man in the right place”, as it was still called for some reason.

         Moreover, as the head had just pointed out, this was not an operation in the true sense of the word, but rather a kind of structured gathering of information. And given the very limited resources the intelligence organisations had, it might even be logical to use someone with as many years of experience as she had – but who could no longer be useful in the field.
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