
		
			[image: 9781784293611.jpg]
		

	
		
			The Silent War

			The Silent War

		

	
		
			Also By

			Also by Andreas Norman

			Into A Raging Blaze

		

	
		
			Title

			The

			Silent War

			Andreas Norman

			Translated from the Swedish by Ian Giles

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright

			First published as De Otrogna in Sweden in 2017 by Albert Bonniers Förlag

			First published in Great Britain in 2019 by

			[image: ]

			an imprint of

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			An Hachette UK company

			Copyright © 2017 Andreas Norman

			English translation copyright © 2019 Ian Giles

			The moral right of Andreas Norman

			to be identified as the author of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library.

			HB ISBN 978 1 78429 362 8

			TPB ISBN 978 1 78429 359 8

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78429 361 1

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters,

			businesses, organizations, places and events are

			either the product of the author’s imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			Cover design © 2019 Stephen Mulcahey

			www.riverrunbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			1

			Three Weeks Later

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

		

	
		
			1

			A cold November rain has drawn in over Brussels during the morning and is pattering onto streets and squares, thudding onto car roofs, splashing and rippling as if pounding out its command of the city. Bente Jensen has no umbrella but doesn’t care about the wet. She walks resolutely past a couple huddling together under an umbrella and an older man in a sodden jacket who is trying – in vain – to shelter from the rain by holding a newspaper over his head. She notes them and everyone else around them with small, rapid eye movements, glancing at reflections in windows to catch glimpses of what is happening beyond her field of vision. She assesses everything that passes her, looking for patterns and deviations, and she trusts nothing.

			Her brisk walk is the final stage in a long sequence of planned movements that have been taking place on this rainy, grey morning. The man she is meeting has contacted her over the course of the last week in a series of brief, factual emails. He calls himself ‘B54’. A strange cover name, she thinks, as she weaves her way along the pavement. She and her technical staff have tried to trace the emails, but all they have come up with are impenetrably encrypted servers and digital dead ends. The man clearly knows how to cover his tracks. He is familiar with specific details of British intelligence work that imbue him with such a great degree of credibility that she has decided to meet him.

			There is the gallery, renowned for its photography exhibitions. She can see the grey façade and the large windows facing the street.

			She pulls open the narrow door and finally escapes the rain. Her clothes cling to her. She is standing in a large hall. The quiet is so absolute that she can hear tiny dripping sounds as water drops languidly off her onto the floor.

			She has been wondering why B54 wanted to meet her somewhere like this. But now she understands. It is secluded and there are presumably multiple escape routes. It has been well chosen.

			On the walls there are a number of large portraits of faces. Everyday, anonymous faces – like huge passport photos.

			A man with curly grey hair and wearing a corduroy jacket appears in a doorway, and she catches sight of an office behind him. ‘Welcome,’ he says warmly, handing her a programme. Then he sits down behind a white table set slightly to one side.

			She is alone in the hall. A woman who had been standing in front of one of the large photos a few moments ago has vanished into an adjacent room.

			Yet she feels watched. She can’t escape the feeling that the photographs are observing her, reserved and dismissive, as if wondering what gives her the right to stand there staring at them. She has seen the expression before, on other faces: a hesi­tant defiance at being observed, documented and questioned. The flyer says the man responsible for the photos is world famous. She has never heard of him, but she seems to understand his pictures.

			Then she spots a faint annotation in the programme margin: Top floor.

			The man who handed it to her has disappeared.

			She walks across the floor, taking deliberately leisurely paces, careful to adopt the plodding slow-motion gait of a gallery visitor. She walks around a screen and enters another large room. There are four people spread out around the area: a young couple in dark clothing, a single man in an anorak who might have been the person she was seeking if he hadn’t been one of her own operatives who had previously been stationed there as planned. And the woman now standing, engrossed, in front of a new portrait. She is dressed practically, in a raincoat and trainers, and is clasping a dripping umbrella in her hand. She too has just come in from the rain.

			It is impossible to say whether the woman is a scout from a hostile intelligence agency, or whether she is cooperating with the man that Bente is about to meet, ready to raise the alarm should the meeting go south. Or perhaps she is just a woman in a gallery. Even after two decades on the job, determining whether a person behaving normally is hiding another, secret identity remains the hardest part.

			Only at this point does she become aware of a low, pulsing sound that has been present in the room all along: a dark hum, almost mechanical in nature. The sound is coming from a staircase that disappears up to another level.

			She wanders up the stairs, taking care not to appear too eager in her movements, and emerges into another large room. Silver-grey rays of daylight slant through the skylight above.

			In the middle of the room is an enormous cube, like a room within the room.

			The sound is coming from inside the cube. It is powerful, filling the entire space. She recognises the booming sound of a helicopter rotor. She looks back towards the stairs: no, the woman has not followed her.

			She approaches the smooth surface of the cube and lifts the dark felt curtain covering its entrance.

			Inside the cube, all is darkness and flickering shadows. A film is being projected onto a large screen – a forest by night, illuminated by a searchlight, as if from a helicopter. The circle of light sweeps across the treetops, which are swaying and shaking in the downdraught from the rotor blades. The sound of the helicopter fills the darkness.

			‘Hello?’ she calls out quietly, although just loudly enough to be heard through the din.

			When no one answers, she fumbles her way to a bench and sits down.

			Someone is behind her. She can feel them as a close presence just behind her back, and she turns around.

			‘Hello?’

			Very close to her left ear she can now feel the light movement of someone’s breath.

			‘Thank you for coming,’ a man whispers.

			She attempts to distinguish the nuances of the voice through the blaring racket. Someone young, she thinks. Speaks British English with an educated tone: an academic. He is frightened.

			She feels a hand rapidly pushing something into her jacket pocket.

			‘Wait!’ she shouts.

			The felt curtain across the entrance to the cube is pulled aside, and she just has time to catch a glimpse of a man with a pale, flabby face and dark hair.

			She runs towards the stairs. Her footsteps thud as she hurries down. Her lookout is already in the outer hall, and he turns towards her and points. She rushes to the narrow door and gazes out at the façades beyond, dark with rain. He is gone.

			In the car on the way back to the office she pulls the small object from her pocket. It’s a memory stick. It rests, like a dark scarab, in the palm of her hand.

		

	
		
			Three Weeks Later

			Bente Jensen can already hear the loud buzz of voices as she climbs the wide marble staircase at the Hotel Metropole. The Swedish Embassy’s reception started an hour or so ago. She hugs Fredrik’s arm and they smile at each other, engulfed by the lively noise as they emerge into the ballroom. Later on, she will reflect that this was one of the happiest moments for a long time.

			They are late. The traffic on the way into Brussels this evening was terrible. She had stood in a hurry in front of the mirror, making a final check and re-applying her lipstick before ­hurry­ing down to the boys, who were watching a film in the living room. She was eager to get away, and rushed through telling them that there was food in the fridge and that if they needed anything they should just call, before giving each of them a hasty kiss and leaving them, safe in their home.

			‘It’s good that I came along, isn’t it?’ she said in the taxi, and Fredrik smiled at her, teasingly waving the invitation in front of her as if she were a cat. She kissed him. He had initially offered to go alone. He knew that she disliked events like this, he had said. But of course she wanted to accompany him since he had been honoured with an invitation.

			Nordic Business. In the darkness of the taxi, she fingered the thick, exclusive stationery with the embossed Swedish coat of arms. His Excellency the Ambassador, it said in a courtly style, is hereby delighted to invite . . . On the line below it said: Mr and Mrs Fredrik Jensen. For once, he was the most important member of their family.

			In the ballroom, it is so noisy that they have shout to hear each other.

			‘Do you want a glass of wine?’ Fredrik bellows, while pretending to knock back some imaginary wine and getting drunk. She laughs and sneaks her arm around his waist.

			They are a couple in the midst of the throng, just like they used to be before she got a job so secret that she started declining invitations to dinners and events. It’s a long time since they have gone out, just the two of them. They ought to do it more often.

			She is overwhelmed by the desire to kiss him again. But she hesitates. She has fallen out of the habit of pursuing impulses like that, uncertain how to pull him towards her and press her mouth against his, here, in front of other people.

			Fredrik looks good in his suit. He is conservative when it comes to shirts, and always chooses white or pigeon-blue, which he usually orders online when he has nothing else to do. But this evening he is wearing a pale-pink shirt. It must be new, she thinks to herself. It suits him. It makes him look surprisingly glamorous.

			She is wearing a cocktail dress that Fredrik gave her two years ago but which she hasn’t worn before tonight. There are rarely occasions in her life that call for her to wear a pearlescent creation in chiffon, with pleats, and she had hesitated for a long time. But as if responding to some internal form of civil disobedience, she eventually chose it precisely because part of her insisted on wearing something more discreet. Once she had overcome the sensation of being dressed up, rather than overdressed, she felt happy. Just before they left, she looked in the mirror and thought to herself: a woman’s body is her castle. She is filled with a happy feeling of insurrection. And love. Yes, love too. Because she has chosen the dress that Fredrik gave her as a present on their wedding anniversary.

			It strikes her that she doesn’t have her phone with her. ‘Have you got your mobile on you?’ she shouts to Fredrik. He nods. Well that’s fine, the boys can call him if they need anything.

			He is gazing around the room, looking for someone he knows, while she sips her wine and hopes it won’t take too long, because she feels a little sorry for him and she doesn’t want to feel like that. She is proud of Fredrik. She likes the fact that he is so handsome this evening, and is pleased for him that he has been invited to this embassy party. For herself, she is satisfied standing here with him; she doesn’t care about all the other people, but if he needs to feel validation, then she hopes it happens soon, before he gets into a bad mood.

			Fredrik has caught sight of a colleague. She follows in his wake and is introduced to a tanned man with a booming voice, who shakes hands with them with vociferous cordiality – it is obvious he doesn’t know Fredrik more than superficially. It transpires that the man is a middle manager for one of Fredrik’s corporate clients. The men fall to discussing a merger. Listening to them talking about the joining of two companies is interesting because Fredrik hardly ever talks about his work. But after a while Bente realises she is not part of the conversation: the other man is completely ignoring her and Fredrik is so busy directing his full attention towards the middle manager that he barely notices when she leaves to fetch them each a new glass of wine.

			She plots a course out of the room. She is halfway across when she glimpses a familiar face in the midst of the throng.

			Jonathan Green.

			Apart from Bente, few know who he really is: MI6’s man in Brussels. She hasn’t seen him in more than a year, but he looks the same as ever: the same boyish countenance, the same mop of red hair and the same unblinking blue eyes. He catches sight of her.

			She quickly slips behind a group of suit-clad backs, retreating through the loudly talking guests. She most certainly does not want to meet Jonathan Green here. The Brits are close partners of Sweden, and Swedish resources regularly contribute to the work of the British foreign intelligence service – but since B54 contacted her, everything is much more complicated. She can’t be seen together with someone from MI6.

			How odd to run into Jonathan Green here. Then it occurs to her that he is officially listed as the Senior Trade Attaché at the British Embassy. Of course, that isn’t accurate – he is a spy – but he is here this evening in his trade role. The chatty guests surrounding him have no idea what a skilled and ruthless man, with at least three false identities, hides behind that smiling façade.

			To see him in this glittering, merry ballroom, when she knows what he is hiding, makes her feel ill at ease. Over the last three weeks, she and her colleagues have reviewed the material she was given at the art gallery, and what she has seen has changed everything. She has tried to explain to Stockholm that future cooperation with the Brits is out of the question after this, but they haven’t responded.

			Jonathan Green is enormously capable but also something of a cold fish. She will always see him as the enemy. When she was the new Head in Brussels, he had managed to turn the head of Swedish Counter-Terrorism against her – he had turned everyone against her – and had made them demand that she submit to MI6. Green had the power to influence others. He had harmed her and, deep down, he had shaken her self-confidence.

			It is precisely these random meetings that make her worry about ambassadors’ receptions and dinners. Fredrik doesn’t understand that she constantly has to be on her guard when surrounded by the observant, social animals that inhabit the world of diplomacy.

			At the drinks table, she ends up next to two men engaged in an animated discussion about the other guests in French. Fortunately, they ignore her. Or rather, they don’t even notice she is standing there since she is not attractive or beautiful in any conventional sense, and because they don’t perceive her as an important person. It entertains her to listen to them, because they are so keenly aware of who amongst the guests is worth talking to, and who is a nobody. They are career diplomats at the French Embassy – probably graduates of the École Polytechnique or the École Normale – and have a bright future ahead of them in French state administration. These assured, skilled and exquisitely arrogant predators are so foolish, and simultaneously supremely slick. To them, she is invisible and that suits her down to the ground.

			She knows many of the guests present, even if they don’t know her. If only they knew how many hours of their conversations she has listened in to over the last few years. In fact, if she is not mistaken, she has even listened to these Frenchmen.

			She reaches for two glasses of white wine and hears that they have moved on to Syria. Everyone is trying to find the answers to the same questions: what will Assad do, which elements of the opposition will function as partners after the war, what do the Russians want and what on earth are the Americans actually up to? They talk about rebels and Islamists – she hears one of the Frenchmen mention Islamic State using the term ‘Daesh’, from the Arabic, to trample.

			All these men and their embassies, she thinks to herself with a smile. They are scared to death of being infiltrated; yet for many their secret wish is for precisely that. He who is not being bugged is not worth listening to. And who doesn’t want to be heard? Who doesn’t want to be loved?

			When she returns to where she left Fredrik, he is gone. As if by magic, he and the middle manager he was speaking to have vanished into thin air. She surveys the room of faces.

			Perhaps he has gone to the men’s room. For the first few minutes, she sips her wine and amuses herself by watching nearby guests. But after five minutes, the wait is beginning to drag. She puts down the glasses of wine. Perhaps he has found someone else to talk to and become so absorbed that he has forgotten she went to fetch wine for them. It has happened before. After eight minutes, she has the feeling he won’t be coming back. Hesitantly, she leaves her spot on the floor and does a lap of the room. After fifteen minutes her absent-minded pondering has grown into perplexed irritation. A hollow absence flows between all the unfamiliar faces – all she can see is the absence of Fredrik. She ends up standing in the middle of the crowd like a spare part.

			Where is he? She leaves the ballroom and quickly walks down a corridor until she reaches a door, but it is locked. She turns around and heads up the wide marble staircase to the next floor, but all she finds is an empty breakfast room.

			She had hoped for a pleasant evening together with him, and now she has to wander around looking ridiculous as she searches for her worse half. The festive atmosphere which had been seeping into her just a little while ago has been subsumed by cool anger. She has already begun to formulate her righteous criticism, polishing up some of the wording she will direct at him, when she catches sight of some double doors one floor down that she hadn’t noticed previously.

			Chilly evening air wafts in through the open doors. There are clusters of guests standing in the cobbled inner courtyard in the dark of the evening. So this is where the smokers have set up shop. She slowly walks the courtyard perimeter, shivering in her flimsy dress.

			She catches sight of three men and a woman standing to one side, talking cheerfully. When one of the men leans forward she sees his face. It’s Fredrik, and then, in a moment of flat, confused denial, she wonders why he is standing there with that woman and the two men. He appears to be telling them something funny. The woman laughs enchantedly: they are in the midst of a lively conversation. It is clear they know Fredrik, but Bente has never seen them before. Perhaps they are colleagues.

			She heads towards them and just catches sight of the woman leaning towards Fredrik for a farewell kiss on the cheek before quickly disappearing into the crowd.

			Fredrik doesn’t notice Bente until she is standing right in front of him. He obviously hasn’t been looking for her; quite the opposite, in fact: he looks surprised, as if he has completely forgotten that they came here together. She feels embarrassed, ridiculous even, when he loses his thread in the middle of telling a lively anecdote to the other men. ‘Darling,’ he exclaims, giving her a slightly distracted look, before hastily introducing her to the men, who immediately seem to want to leave them alone. ‘Be in touch,’ they say to Fredrik, while smiling at Bente.

			‘Where did you get to?’

			He explains that he ran into some people from work and nods in the direction of the men. She says she has been searching for him for a long time.

			‘I looked for you,’ he says evasively.

			He reaches out a hand and touches her arm. ‘Darling . . .’

			He shrugs his shoulders as if to excuse himself and says that surely no harm has been done. She holds her tongue and looks around the courtyard without actually seeing anything except shadows. A dull sadness runs through her veins when she hears him say, ‘I was only gone for a few minutes,’ in the tone of voice reserved for moments when he wants to appear sensitive and a little wounded in order to make her feel controlling, and to get the better of her by insinuating that she limits his so-called freedom – this is one of his favourite stratagems when they row. A tremor, almost imperceptible, runs through Bente; they are close to stepping over a line. Then she decides not to make a scene – he clearly isn’t planning on apologising. She takes his hand and notices how he immediately relaxes.

			Jonathan Green is shaking the hand of the energetic, greying man in the chalk-stripe suit, whose name he has already forgotten, and repeating how pleasant it has been talking to him. This is not entirely true: he remembers nothing of what the ageing man has just said, except that he is a manager at Crédit Lyonnais.

			When he thinks no one is looking, he allows his face to relax. The smile melts away. He looks around, but Bente Jensen has already disappeared into the crowd. He surveys the ballroom with the fatalistic feeling that a seemingly insignificant, but ultimately catastrophic mistake could happen. Has he been careless?

			He looks at his watch.

			He makes his way through the guests with a determined stride, without pausing to greet anyone, so that no one is tempted to stop him. Two hours of small talk with management consultants, financiers and bankers is more than enough. The effort of appearing interested has formed a grey cloud of exhaustion inside him. What’s more, it bothers him that Bente happened to see him, since she is the only person in the room who knows who he actually is. Ever since he took the post as Senior Trade Attaché, he has been exceedingly careful to wear the mask that the diplomatic role calls for – a lie that has to fit him like a universal truth. Knowing that the Swede is out there in the ballroom and can see through his charade makes him feel uneasy.

			They are still working out how such a junior analyst could have gained access to so many sensitive documents. The thought that the Swede has them and is familiar with vast swathes of their work in Syria makes him feel out of sorts. Semper Occultus – always secret. Well, not so semper any longer, he thinks to himself bitterly. If he had his way, he would simply approach her and force her to give him everything, but that’s not how it works. He will resolve the problem by other means, and if everything goes according to plan, then the leak will soon be under control.

			He is out of the scrum. The smile that has been frozen on his face for hours finally gives way to forbidding seriousness.

			Fifteen minutes later he pulls up outside the British Embassy in his car. The building looms like a dark fortress above the sparse traffic on Rue de la Loi. He squints at the light of the coldly bright entrance, and holds up his pass – but the guard has already recognised him.

			All is quiet on the fifth floor. He wanders down the deserted corridor, the air-conditioned peace calming him. This is where MI6 has its Brussels bureau.

			He grew tired of Brussels long ago but still likes his office. He also has an official workspace, which is attached to the trade delegation. The ambassador likes to acerbically point out that the trade delegation is based on the third floor, and that if he is meant to be pretending to be the Senior Trade Attaché then he actually ought to play the role. To avoid unnecessarily irritating the ambassador, he makes the journey down two storeys once a week to his official office to reply to emails about business lunches and other pointless frivolities, before returning to MI6’s office.

			He looks at the time.

			Standing by the window in his office, he traces the glittering stream of traffic flowing around the roundabout at Place Schuman. If everything goes according to plan, he will soon be able to say that the leak has been handled and that the danger has passed. But the Swede is aware of the House. He could tell when he saw her at the reception: she knows. It bothers him that she looks at him that way – as if he has a burden of guilt on his shoulders. As if he is guilty.

			A minute or so left to go.

			Barely a month ago, he thought his time at MI6 was over. The leak was a disaster, but he has taken responsibility and attempted to minimise the damage, as London knows. But it has been a dreadful month ever since that wretch stole the documents that he shouldn’t even have known about, let alone shared with the Swedish Security Service.

			How could a young Brit betray the confidence that becoming part of Her Majesty’s Secret Service involved? He has never encountered such self-indulgent blind faith in morality. So awfully disloyal. Putting yourself above the system just because some things don’t suit you is treachery, he thinks. It’s lucky he didn’t recruit the conscientious arse; that would definitely have meant curtains for his own career.

			He knows what they have been saying back in London over the last month: Brussels leaks like a sieve. An office of incontinence. Even if he manages to deal with the leak, there will be many who remember him as the station chief who made a mistake. This vexes him deeply.

			Hercules, he thinks. That operation is an opportunity for him. If it ever happens. It has been quite impossible for Robert to get anyone to make a decision over the last month. The leak has paralysed everyone. Everyone knows how Parliament would react if they ever heard about the House. Damn hypocrites.

			Personally, he despises the House, but he doesn’t believe that entitles him to object to what goes on there. His own personal views and thoughts are one thing; his loyalty to his organisation is more important than his own values.

			The phone rings, piercing the silence.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Jonathan, old boy.’

			Robert’s familiar baritone reaches him through the receiver. He can hear the hum of the city in the background: London.

			Robert sounds short of breath – as if he is walking upstairs – as he says that he is looking forward to Jonathan coming to London. Then it goes quiet. He hears his friend close a door and seamlessly change tone. He no longer merely speaking with his friend Robert, but also Robert Davenport, Head of the MI6 Middle East Department.

			‘They want to revive Hercules,’ he says, purring like a cat. ‘The powers that be have given us the nod. So how are things in Brussels? Have things started to resolve themselves?’

			Jonathan sits down in his office chair; he is finally able to give Robert the good news that he has been wanting to share all evening.

			‘The leak is under control,’ he says. It feels wonderful to finally be able to say it. ‘We have infiltrated them. It is only a matter of time before I have confirmation. If everything goes to plan, we will be able to eliminate all leaked documents over the weekend.’

			‘Good, good . . .’

			It is gratifying to hear how relieved Robert is.

			‘And what about you?’ he says. ‘I mean . . .’

			‘We’ve dealt with him.’

			‘Dealt with’ is an unpleasant term. He is tempted to ask what exactly they have done with the analyst, but he stops himself. No, he doesn’t want to be involved, and as soon as he has that thought he feels relieved. To hell with the analyst.

			They talk about Hercules.

			‘So we have an operation?’

			‘I hope so,’ Robert exclaims jovially. ‘The final obstacle is Paddy. The Minister of Defence is still worried about the leak. Same old story – it could cost the Minister’s job. But if the leak has been eliminated then that’s marvellous. That means they have reasonable grounds to deny any and all knowledge of the matter. They don’t want to hear a word about the House. You wouldn’t believe how many times Paddy has called in the last week and been concerned.’

			They laugh.

			The Minister’s advisor, Paddy, has been constantly concerned for three weeks. For God’s sake, imagine how easy everything would have been if the Ministry had simply never found out about the leak, he thinks to himself. They would never have heard about the House, and Operation Hercules would already be complete. Robert liked to say that Ministers didn’t need to know everything, and he was inclined to agree. It would be better if the politicians gratefully accepted the information provided to them by MI6 without giving so much thought to the methods behind espionage.

			‘A meeting?’

			‘On Sunday. Just Paddy. He is prepared to discuss the operation with us again.’

			Robert sighs deeply in the same way he has been sighing in recent weeks. The fact that Robert has secured a meeting about Hercules at the Ministry of Defence is truly good news – the bad news is Paddy. Paddy the Bouncer – the Ministry’s very own doorman. This man has made a shining career out of saying no. But perhaps he can be persuaded if the Prime Minister has expressed interest in the operation.

			‘I need you in London, Jon.’

			Jonathan smiles, because there is nothing he would like more than to leave Brussels to travel to London.

			‘I can be there tomorrow.’

			Robert insists they have dinner. No ifs, no buts. He interrupts Jonathan’s polite objections in his usual loud manner. He will collect Jonathan at his hotel at six o’clock and won’t entertain another word on the matter.

			Bente coaxes the high heels off and massages her sore feet. Maybe she should have said that seeing him standing there with his colleagues and directing attention at them that he should have been giving her made her feel jealous. She knows she is exaggerating, but it can’t be helped. The thought that there are people who know Fredrik but are complete strangers to her, and who make him forget her, blossoms in her mind like a dark flower.

			They had been planning to go to a bar afterwards for a drink, but in the end they hadn’t. Both of them had been tired. They joked about how they were no longer party animals.

			On the way home they didn’t talk about it – because what exactly was it that had happened? Nothing. She told him about the snobby Frenchmen and they laughed and talked about the diplomats, the other guests, the Hotel Metropole and what a magnificent building it was. Then they sat in silence.

			‘What are you thinking about?’ he had asked her, and she had responded evasively.

			But she could have said: ‘I’m thinking about how we belong together. That it’s difficult not knowing whether I can trust you as much as I should.’ But opening up like that scared her and she had remained silent.

			They have lived in Brussels for five years. She is not happy. This isn’t some deep insight but more of an objective understanding that has emerged. She will never be on good terms with this untidy, rainy city. And she can’t understand how to speak French – the sounds seem to slide around in her mouth and make her feel stupid when she tries to pronounce them.

			Time has passed so quickly while also seeming to last an eternity. It is strange to think that in future just one sentence will encompass the myriad of events that has passed in five years.

			The boys are asleep. She can see the traces of their evening together: the dirty plates on the coffee table, leftover grilled chicken, glasses and a bottle of pop. Everything seems to be in order. She can’t put her finger on when it happened, but her boys need her less now – soon they’ll need her less than she needs them.

			But she is worried about Rasmus. He is in secondary school, but doesn’t see the world like other children of his age, and he has an anxiety that pulses through the entire family and can make them lose their footing. Down the years, they have discussed medicines and therapies with a string of paediatricians, and she wonders whether any of them work. They struggled with his last school and now, finally, he has moved to a new one. But his outbursts have got worse recently. Over the last few weeks he has been behaving oddly. He turns away from his parents, furiously retiring into his shell in a new way that frightens her. It is going to be a tough winter and spring. A new year of screaming and fighting with his big brother.

			She hears Fredrik open the bathroom door. Quickly, she gets up and turns off the light so that the dark conceals her.

			Sometimes she can see the boys watching her and Fredrik, as if they are only just understanding that their parents are separate individuals, with their own mysterious lives that began long before they were even born.

			She presses herself softly against Fredrik as he lies beside her. She carefully runs her hand down his stomach and feels him react. He grows between her fingers and it makes her feel assured. She likes being able to make him breathe more deeply, to make him go hard. Then he is on top of her, and she is wet. Perhaps it’s the relief that he wants her too that excites her. She meets him with her hips and lets him enter her while wrapping her arms around him, because she wants to push away all disappointment, she wants to be taken, not tenderly, no, not with comforting affection, but powerfully and unconditionally. And then it happens: rhythmically, further and further up the bed until they turn to face the ceiling, united in their lonely lament into the darkness.

		

	
		
			2

			It is gently drizzling outside. Bente is lying in bed, calm and comfortably at ease. There is a mild sense of happiness in waking up on a Saturday morning and knowing that this is her home and that she has a day off with her family. No work, or at least not before lunch.

			All their weekends begin in the same tranquil way: Fredrik cooks breakfast which they eat together, whereupon they all lose themselves in their respective newspapers and devices.

			She hears Fredrik rattling about in the kitchen. She can hear the boys in Rasmus’s room and for once their voices are soft and calm. She likes lying there listening to her family. She likes that Fredrik sorts out breakfast at the weekend and is so painstaking when he cuts up grapefruit, scrambles eggs, slices different breads and puts out sandwich fillings. It is a resolute love. She can’t understand what made her so glum the evening before.

			Fredrik is already dressed when she descends to the kitchen. My husband. She is only wearing her dressing gown and she is tempted to open it slightly to make him touch her. ‘Did you sleep well?’ He nods, then shouts upstairs that breakfast is ready.

			She often reflects that a family is a unit built on trust and a sense of kinship. It is unspoken ties, and the silent commitment to give each of the others a specific place in one’s life, that hold them together.

			The soft thudding of boys’ feet can be heard on the stairs. Rasmus lumbers forward sulkily and slumps into his chair, helping himself to a slice of bread and some scrambled egg.

			‘Good morning, Rasmus.’

			The boy mutters.

			Shortly afterwards, Daniel appears and sits down wordlessly.

			They eat. Rasmus eats his scrambled egg, while Daniel prefers yoghurt. Bente considers Daniel: almost grown-up, yet still a child. The boy grunts affirmatively when she asks whether they had a good time the evening before. She smiles at Fredrik across the table. They have shared so many of these quiet, meaningful glances over the years, but this morning Fredrik is reading something on his mobile and doesn’t notice that she has turned to him. She looks at her boys. She can still remember when they were just the same height as the table they are now sitting at, so lanky and tall.

			Rasmus is tense. He is due to play with his football team and is hurrying to eat his scrambled eggs even though there is plenty of time. He is anxious and wants Fredrik to double check that his trainers and kit are ready.

			The football trainers are important: Fredrik gave them to him last week and he loves them. He has declared that they are ‘epic’ because they have a ribbed rubber trim on top that improves ball control.

			Fredrik ruffles his hair but this merely annoys the boy. ‘Stop it,’ he says loudly. Fredrik immediately withdraws his hand. Contact like that can unleash anger that easily escalates into a roar. Rasmus is a sensitive child and they have to interpret his state of mind and weigh up each and every word and touch to avoid exposure to a blind rage that never seems to end, until it suddenly vanishes as if it had never been.

			‘You’ve got plenty of time, Rasmus,’ Bente says.

			Rasmus looks at her suspiciously, and promptly asks what the time is. But she isn’t wearing a watch. Does Fredrik know what the time is? Worry oscillates between them. The boy continues to nag them. What time is it? How long will it take to get to the recreation centre? Daniel glances morosely at his little brother. The anxiety brings everything to a halt for a brief few seconds, then Fredrik stops taking an interest in his mobile and says that it is 9.35, and that it will take twenty minutes to get to football.

			It bothers her that Fredrik can’t see as clearly as she does that Rasmus needs routine and predictability. Reality confuses him and he requires support to structure it. It is typical of Fredrik to fail to notice that the boy was on the verge of a tantrum.

			Personally, she likes order. Why shouldn’t food packaging be arranged in the cupboards so you can read the labels? But Fred-rik’s mind doesn’t work like that. Neither Fredrik nor Rasmus put things where they belong. So it is up to her to keep things in order and create a safe, calm environment for the boys.

			

			Fredrik is lying stretched out on the living-room sofa. He is leafing through one of his silly men’s fashion magazines that he is so keen on. Has he seen her mobile? She doesn’t know where she put it down, she says.

			Fredrik hums and haws without interest. She left it at home when they went to the reception the day before. Or did she have it with her? She had drunk more wine than usual, but she normally remembers these things.

			He lowers the magazine and looks at her.

			‘Didn’t you put it on the hall table, like usual?’

			‘I usually do, but it’s not there.’

			She always leaves her phone to charge on that table. But it wasn’t there yesterday; she can’t picture it in her memory.

			‘Can you call it?’

			Fredrik puts away the magazine and reaches for his mobile. She can hear the ringing on the line. She listens intently.

			Yes, now she can hear it: a low, rumbling noise. It’s coming from somewhere in the kitchen, or perhaps the hall.

			‘Call again,’ she says, walking slowly out of the living room.

			The whirring is once again audible. From the hall. No, the porch.

			She rummages through the outer garments. The sound is nearby now, it is coming from one of the coats hanging there.

			In the middle of a ring, it stops. But she can already feel the phone’s slender, rectangular shape. Relieved, she picks it up and can’t help checking it. Other than Fredrik, no one has called.

			Only then does it strike her that the mobile was lying in Fredrik’s jacket pocket.

			‘It was in your jacket.’

			He looks at her across the top of the magazine. Well, perhaps she put it there instead of in her coat, he suggests, before reading on.

			In his jacket? No, she didn’t put it there. But then she feels uncertain, because his jacket and her coat are a similar colour and are usually hanging side by side in the hall.

			

			The doorbell rings.

			When she opens it, a woman clad in a gilet and cap is standing on the step. She looks sporty and healthy. Around thirty years old, medium blonde, well-to-do.

			‘Hi,’ says the woman in Swedish, using a pure Skåne dialect filled with warmth as if they were friends.

			She returns the greeting. The woman is vaguely familiar, but Bente doesn’t know her. They smile at each other. The woman looks at her attentively.

			‘Perhaps I could come in?’ the woman asks, tilting her head to one side.

			There is something slightly compelling about the situation, because even though she doesn’t know the woman, it is hard to say no unless there is direct hostility, and the woman seems normal, and most definitely not threatening.

			‘Of course,’ she says, stepping a little to the side.

			The woman comes into the porch and then continues into the hall.

			‘What a lovely home you have.’

			Bente comes to a stop, with a floating feeling caused by not knowing what the woman wants, or why this stranger has come into her house.

			Outside on the gravel path, a boy wearing football kit appears. And in that moment, she joins the dots of reality, understands, and calls over her shoulder:

			‘Fredrik!’

			

			Once Rasmus and Fredrik have left, the whole house is still. She loves this silence. It is as if it is healing the rooms and restoring them to their original condition. She descends the narrow stairs into the basement before stopping in the small space outside Daniel’s closed bedroom door. A guitar. Daniel is playing a chord, but stops. She continues quietly past his door, taking care not to disturb him.

			She takes a quick shower. The sauna is up to temperature.

			The heat is powerful and all-encompassing when she steps in. Her pores open, and after just a minute beads of perspiration cover her back and run between her breasts. This is her solitary ritual at the weekends: the sauna, followed by a couple of hours’ work.

			Sometimes, when Rasmus is screaming, she can’t stand it. That’s when she comes down here. She knows that Fredrik is better at dealing with their youngest, he has more patience and can continue speaking in a calm voice when she would long ago have shouted at the boy to pull himself together. Fredrik knows his boys, he has always known what sizes they wear, what they do and don’t eat, and he can handle Rasmus. When the boy is screaming he can sit down next to him and simply wait until it is possible to talk. The screaming drives her mad; she can barely deal with it any longer. As she sees it, they have an unspoken agreement: he talks to Rasmus and she stays out of the way or keeps Daniel company. Sometimes she takes a sauna.

			They built it a year ago, but only Bente uses it. Here she can be herself again: it is her own steaming territory.

			She thinks about the week to come. As Head of the Section for Special Intelligence, SSI, or just the Section as it is referred to in the field, she is responsible for one of the most secret, best protected Swedish intelligence offices in the world. But even the Section, which has recently acquired a major tranche of intelligence about the war in Syria straight from the hands of one of MI6’s own operatives, still has to battle against cuts. She has to sing for her supper.

			There is a wonderful tingle as she breathes through her nostrils. The sweat runs down her cheeks in swift small droplets.

			Three weeks have passed since that rainy Saturday when she met the Brit, B54. She needs to know Stockholm’s view on the documents provided to her by the British leak. All she has had so far is a brief email from Roland Hamrén, Deputy Head of the Security Service, who acknowledged her report about the contact with the Brit and in a few long-winded sentences asked her to wait.

			She assumed that Stockholm would rejoice over the documents she had found. They are so rich in detail, she has never read anything like them. Together, they provide a thorough overview of Islamic State and its structure, but above all a unique picture of how the British operate in the Middle East. Those who can interpret the material can understand how MI6 recruits its agents in war zones, which resources the Brits have in Syria and Iraq, how they are mapping Islamic State in order to eradicate its leaders. The senior people in Stockholm ought to be in raptures, which is why their silence worries her. They have asked her to wait. But what are they waiting for? No one is replying to her emails, and management always seems to be in meetings when she calls. The silence indicates sensitivity. She hasn’t done anything wrong, and it annoys her that her train of thought is even drawn that way, but it is unavoidable; their silence is making her thoughts anxiously twist themselves into tight ropes.

			

			She showers and loads the washing machine. There is the pink shirt, together with the other dirty laundry in the basket. She picks it up and reflects that it suits Fredrik. She quickly holds the fabric to her face and discerns the fresh, familiar scent of Fredrik’s aftershave. Then she goes back up the narrow basement stairs, back to the light.

			The weather has brought clarity to this November day. High, chilly air movement is tearing apart the cloud cover and opening up the sky. A persistent headache radiates across the crown of her head. She is airing rooms and wiping down surfaces. These chores give her a deep sense of satisfaction. Sunlight streams across the floor and everything is glittering.

			After tidying the kitchen, she reads the news on her mobile, skimming through it restlessly and fixating on facts and figures.

			This is how she catches sight of a short notice from Reuters with a link to a British newspaper. The story is modest: a thirty-year-old employee of the British Foreign Office has been found dead in a flat in north London.

			She clicks on the article.

			Daniel says something to her that she doesn’t understand. He repeats the question and she looks up, disturbed. What does he want? He asks whether there is any Coke in the house. She tells him to drink water, it’s healthier, before returning to her device.

			The man had worked in public administration for three years and was back home for a brief holiday staying with his parents. According to the preliminary police findings, no crime had occurred and the man had taken his own life. The article includes a photo of an ordinary redbrick house. The door was locked from the outside, it says.

			Daniel sighs theatrically and vanishes into the basement.

			No signs of a struggle, the article says; an odd-sounding statement. It is as if it were sagging beneath the weight of something unsaid. He was a happy guy, says an interviewed friend, he was going to be a father in a few months’ time.

			On the British newspaper’s website, she finds a picture of him. The face is out of focus, as if death has already begun to dissolve his features, but she recognises him. It’s him, she thinks in surprise. It’s B54.

			*

			Bente goes upstairs to her study and although Daniel is down in the basement she closes the door. She crouches in front of the safe and enters the code that no one except her can know.

			Inside the small cube of reinforced steel are the few objects from her secret life that she keeps at home. The two small shelves hold her lead-lined computer, three false passports and her service weapon: a Glock. Next to the weapon is the small black USB stick given to her by the Brit. She pulls out the computer, inserts the memory stick and opens the documents.

			She has read them so many times that she already knows parts off by heart. But now the lines of text shimmer with a new and sombre import.

			There are more than one thousand files. Several of them are top secret reports from British sources in Raqqa – to all appearances well-hidden, infiltrated sources close to Islamic State. The British code word for IS is Hydra, and many of the documents seem to relate to an operation known as Hercules. What stands out is a number of photos of a house built in the traditional Ottoman style. There are no notes about the house or its address. There are, however, photos of a cobbled courtyard that appears to be part of the house. There are also pictures of a basement and other rooms.

			Her analysts at the Section have reviewed the photos, enlarged them and examined every pixel in the dark rows of windows around the inner courtyard to see what is hiding behind the shadowy panes of glass. They have analysed the robust wooden door standing ajar, and tried to distinguish the room that can be seen in the gap. They have scoured the cloudy sky for flight trails and other details that might reveal where the house is. The architecture suggests it is a Turkish building, especially given the windows, the shape of the roof and the appearance of the roof tiles. Another cue is a silhouette glimpsed in the far distance: a mountain ridge. This means they are certain the house is somewhere in eastern Turkey. Given that the documents relate to the war in Syria, the house may be in the town of Reyhanlı, on the border with northern Syria, or more likely in the slightly larger town of Antakya, a few miles further into Turkey. It is obviously a location the Brits want to keep secret, because there is no address to be found anywhere in the documents. But many of them refer to the location as ‘the House’. Simply ‘the House’.

			There are another ten or so photos which are much clearer. They are photos of a row of men, captives, referred to as clients in the documents. The pictures are supplied with British Intelligence’s brief notes and remarks: names, dates, prisoner numbers. Then there are other photos that seem to be a form of documentation: each showing a man whose face has been beaten to a pulp, date, name, prisoner number. They are dreadful photos. Some of the numbers correlate with other pictures: a man with a swollen face reappears several times, a man with an exhausted expression that might be found in an antiquated medical reference work under the heading ‘madness’ is photo­graphed five times. There are also notes here that they have been able to interpret as codes and abbreviations used by the American military.

			Apart from the pictures, there are hundreds of reports that all refer to conversations conducted at the House. Most are analyses of interrogations where the focus is on various terrorist groups. Bente is familiar with many of the names and places mentioned. Many of the reports discuss al-Qaida, and later reports Islamic State and the al-Nusra Front.

			But the files that make her most uneasy are ten or so tables. These include a list of Arabic names, prisoner numbers and two dates: probably the date they arrived as prisoners and the date they left the House, along with a column for notes about their medical condition. Many of the tables are several years old, but there are also some that are brand new. When they reviewed the documents, there was a clear pattern: the first tables are from the period 2001–2009, and then there is an interval followed by some tables dated two years ago, in the autumn of 2014, and later. By all accounts, prisoners – clients – were taken there during the War on Terror, with prisoners returning once again two years ago after a hiatus.

			She can see that prisoner 154-3 has diabetes. Another has high blood pressure. These clinical documents come from the heart of a deadly bureaucracy that she is not meant to have the slightest insight into, and several of the documents have been created by one Jonathan Green. The first time she saw the name, she thought she had misread it. She couldn’t see how he had anything to do with a facility of this kind in south-eastern Turkey. But it struck her that he had been posted in Damascus once upon a time, and that it was likely the same Green. The other person to have signed many of the interrogation reports is Robert Davenport. She knows of only one Brit with that name – the Head of the MI6 Middle East Department.

			B54 had good cause to be careful. Still, he had obviously not been careful enough.

			Never before had anyone so directly contacted her, and it worried her. She had alerted Stockholm, because to the outside world she was merely a business owner with a start-up making custom databases. Anyone who knew more than that might pose a threat to her entire operation.
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