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      No one could possibly have known that he was going to be right here, simply because he hadn’t known himself.

      He hadn’t made his final decision until two days before. He had booked trips to various destinations, rebooked, and then collected tickets he had no intention of using. Quite deliberately, he had left everything open until the very last minute, and yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that someone must have known exactly what he was thinking. Of course no one could – that was impossible, he of all people should know – but even so, the thought sent a chilling anxiety through him.

      He’d got rid of the greying, tufty beard. He’d trimmed his hairline to make it look like he was receding, even though he wasn’t. His eyebrows, which over the years had converged into a single, long and bushy skein, had been plucked and tweaked into two thin lines. For the first time in his life he had spent hours standing in front of a mirror, concentrating on his own face. By the time he was finished he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to pick himself out in a crowd.

      He’d rented a year-old BMW in a garage that could, at best, be described as dubious. He had paid in cash without proving his identity, and no one could have seen him, no one could know where he had gone. He was safe.

      And yet, here he was. Sitting in the dry silence of the car, hearing nothing but the thud of his own heart, and the rhythm of rain against the roof.

      Maybe he should’ve known something was up.

      Perhaps not as soon as the level-crossing barriers blocked the road in front of him, not then, even if he’d felt a twinge of fear in his belly as he rounded the long bend. As the red-and-yellow pole reached across the road in front of him, right there in the darkness, the bell hammering peevishly alongside.

      He had stopped with the blinking red eye of the crossing gate just in front of him, one lone car in the darkness. Waited a minute, maybe two. No trains passed, yet the bell stopped.

      That brought another wave of anxiety. The silence as the clanking died out, the mechanical movement as the barriers rose, leaving just him and the level crossing, strangers in the silent winter night, deep in rural Skåne. All he could see was the darkness and the wide expanse of field on the far side of the tracks. Empty slabs of rock-hard clay seemed to go on for ever until they disappeared into the grey-white mist, red dots glared at him from high in the air where lonely turbine blades rotated out of sight.

      He had forced himself to snap out of it. There was nothing to be afraid of. The train must have passed before he arrived, or maybe it had broken down or got stuck at the points somewhere – it didn’t matter. What mattered was he needed to get going. He was in a foreign country, with a long trip ahead of him, and no time to lose.

      He’d started the engine and gently rolled up and over the tracks. And that’s when everything had happened.

      The world around him had gone black. The whole car switched off at a stroke: the headlights that should have illuminated the road ahead, the rear lights that should have cast a faint red glow behind the sloping rear windscreen, and above all – the engine.

      He turned the key in the ignition to restart it. Nothing. Once more, and then again, and he heard himself bark Start for fuck’s sake, slamming his hands against the wheel.

      The moment he grabbed the door handle was the moment he realised what in fact he knew already: that no matter how much he heaved and strained, the doors would stay closed and locked, and nothing was going to change that. It was the same with the windows: however hard he pushed, however much he stabbed at the buttons in the door panel, no matter how he struggled, the car was going to stay just as locked and dark and dead.

      It was then that the barriers started coming down again. It was then that he heard the hissing, and it was then that he knew.

      He was lying stretched across both front seats when he caught the first glimpse of the lights. He stamped his soles against the window, his pulse raging inside his eardrums, the taste of terror and iron and blood even in the few seconds left until it would happen.

      He could see the glass shudder under his soles but not give way, the approaching headlights flooding the dirty surface, and he closed his eyes and all he could hear were the sounds. The wailing thrill from the rails beneath him. The heartbeats thick in his mouth.

      And then the horn as the train driver spotted the blacked-out car, a relentless honking that would be the last thing he ever heard, the grating scrape of iron biting into iron, trying to brake when it was already too late.
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      I have no first memory. 

       

      No matter how hard I try to look back, I can’t. 

      I remember no birth. 

      I remember no places. 

      All I know is that I am alive now, that behind me is an infinite then, and somewhere within that is all that is my past. 

      And I cannot stop wondering what it was. 

       

      I have no first memory. 

      I just think to myself that if I had had one, everything would have been better. 
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      The days that change your life for ever start off like all the others.

      No one wakes you saying today might be a bit tough, so have another piece of toast, take your time and enjoy your coffee, because it will be a while before you learn to enjoy life again. There’s no one putting an arm around you, preparing you for what’s about to happen. Everything is as normal, right up until the point where it no longer is.

      As the afternoon gloom descended over Stockholm on Monday the third of December, no one knew that the threat level in the country had just been raised to ‘elevated’. No one knew that inside the Swedish Armed Forces’ great brick-built headquarters on Lidingövägen, men and women with uniforms and name badges were sitting waiting for the worst to happen.

      And no one knew that the massive power cut that was about to hit at six minutes past four was just the start of something much bigger.

       

      The men sitting inside the white van up on Klarabergsviadukten, the road bridge over Stockholm’s Central Station, had no idea what they were waiting for. Or rather, who. They didn’t know what he was going to do, who he was going to meet, how it was all going to look. Nor did they know why, which was of course what worried them most.

      Inside the van’s cramped loadspace, the silence was absolute. From the outside, it looked like any other anonymous delivery vehicle. Presumably, it had seemed spacious and generously proportioned when they bought it. After that, they seemed to have got carried away. Someone had given free rein to a team of technicians with an extravagant budget, and now the van was so full of screens and electronics that it felt less like a workplace and more like a boy’s bedroom full of expensive kit.

      A cubic metre’s worth of space nearest the driver’s cab had been consigned to computers and other electronic gizmos that probably carried out important tasks, but appeared not to do much more than flash red and green. Along one side hung two banks of flat screens, and behind a long thin desk below the screens sat four grown men, which was at least two too many.

      The two who sat at the keyboards were of markedly different ages but unfortunately shared a similar BMI. Immediately behind them were the two men in charge: the one who the others called Lassie when he was out of earshot, and the one called Velander, an IT expert in civilian clothes, of completely indeterminable age, with glasses that seemed to get constantly steamed up in the heat inside. They stood hunched against the roof, shoulder to shoulder, eyes glued to the screens and the fuzzy grey CCTV images being relayed from within the station.

      It was the older man who spotted him first, two minutes ahead of schedule.

      ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

      His voice was no louder than a whisper, but everyone heard, and once they’d spotted the subject they saw it too.

      It might have been something about his movements – the jerky gait, perhaps – or maybe something else. Whatever it was, a burst of concentration filled the tiny space, the same sudden alertness that comes when you catch sight of an ex in the corner of your eye during the interval at the theatre, someone you haven’t seen for years but who stands out from the crowd and holds your gaze.

      He’d changed.

      He was trotting, rather than running, his hair untidy in the breeze, as though he’d just got up – although it was late afternoon. This from a man who’d always been so well dressed, so well coordinated. Who’d been sharp, in good shape, who no one quite believed when he told them he’d turned fifty – several times, as had been the standing joke these last three birthdays. Last time was so much fun I thought I’d turn fifty again this year.

      It was as though, in the space of just three months, age had suddenly caught up with him. He looked tired, broken, with his overcoat hanging as if it had just been thrown over him and his jeans soaked with slush up to the knees. As he jostled through the crowds and across the blue-grey marble floor, a blue-grey mac in a sea of blue-grey passengers, he did so with movements that were forced and spasmodic, full of a buzzing intensity.

      He kept appearing and disappearing as he moved between cameras, rushing onto the vaulted concourse, past the great frescoes and over towards the new escalators at the far end.

      Surely it wasn’t him they were waiting for? But if it wasn’t, what was he doing there, now?

      ‘What do we do?’ asked the one with the steamed-up glasses.

      ‘We wait,’ said the one whose name wasn’t Lassie.

      And then, for two long minutes, not a word from anyone inside the van.
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      It had been only seven minutes to four when the bright yellow taxi stopped on Vasagatan outside Stockholm’s main station to drop William Sandberg off into the slushy afternoon gloom that was Monday the third of December.

      Thick layers of dark grey cloud hung where the sky should have been, the air so thick with mist that the noise of the traffic and all the roadworks seemed to meld into a single indistinct clamour. Construction lights and Christmas illuminations struggled gamely to overcome the murk, and the scaffolding and tarpaulins that clung to the surrounding buildings gave the impression that someone had clad the whole city in an orthodontic brace to reset it.

      He was tired today, just like yesterday, and the day before that. If he’d given it any thought he would probably have noticed that he was hungry too, but if there was one thing he’d managed to cut out it was thinking of stuff like that. He’d stopped when he realised that his feelings were consuming him, literally eating him up: they were gnawing him from the inside with big, brutish bites, and now what was left of what was once William Sandberg was at least ten kilos lighter.

      It’s the method the tabloids forget, he used to say. Find yourself something really worth worrying about.

       

      He picked his way through the heavy, wet snow outside the main entrance, following it into the departure hall, where it turned to a cinnamon-brown mush, and where the fusty smell of dirt and damp clothes mixed with the aroma of takeaway lattes and people on their way home.

      William Sandberg, though, noticed none of it. Not the smell, not the flush of his face as the wind gave way to the still warmth indoors, or the irritated elbows that jerked out in frustration as he pushed his way through the crowd towards the northern exit.

      It had been less than two weeks since that first email, and in precisely seven minutes’ time he’d be in position, on the Arlanda Airport Express platform.

      Precisely, because that’s what it had said.

      All he felt was hope – and fear – they came in tandem.

       

      He’d been waiting by the bright yellow ticket machine for at least five minutes before he realised that he’d been looking for the wrong thing.

      The platforms had been full of businessmen with briefcases, people with blank looks who seemed to be hibernating inside their own heads, waiting for a train to take them to somewhere they didn’t want to go. But William had been looking for something else: faces that didn’t want to be seen, people in dirty coats, with heavy plastic bags and loop after loop of damp scarves muffling their restless, freezing eyes. The kind who hid themselves behind bulky clothes, layers protecting them from both the biting cold and any unwanted contact with the rest of the world.

      Maybe, he’d allowed himself to think – maybe one of them had finally got in touch. Someone, at last, with something to tell him, who’d made contact to reveal an address or even point the way, anything at all that would help him along.

      Sandberg had hoped. And if only he hadn’t, he probably would have seen the man on the other platform much sooner.

      He was well over thirty. He had a headset in one ear, a studied vacant look despite being perfectly alert, and clothes so painfully ordinary that once you’d noticed him he stuck out like a child trying to hide behind a curtain.

      His suit was silver grey. On top of it he wore a short overcoat that was so tightly buttoned at the waist that the bottom of his suit jacket poked out like a short pleated skirt, and below his trousers sat a pair of clumpy, anonymous trainers. All in all, it was a look that screamed discreet! as loud as it possibly could.

      What caught William’s eye, though, was the phone call. It seemed to contain more silence than talk. There were long periods when the thin wire just hung from his ear with nothing to do, and when the man eventually did open his mouth it was for single short interjections. That was it. In between he stood waiting impatiently, head darting distractedly from side to side looking at nothing in particular.

      Slowly, William felt himself moving to a state of readiness.

      It was already five past four by the time the Arlanda train rolled in to the platform. The driver’s cab stopped by the buffers just in front of him, the train’s hundreds of yellow tons puffing and dripping as the passengers wove their way past each other to board or alight. Gradually the swathes of people formed streams in various directions – to the main hall, the taxi ranks, other platforms – and gradually too it emerged that there were some who weren’t going anywhere at all.

      The discreet man with the headset, for one – and then someone else. He stood on the same side of the tracks as William, further down the platform, and he too was wearing a headset, sporting the same bland clothing, and having the same kind of conversation, short, sharp responses into the mic: they were talking to each other.

      Something was wrong. William had been instructed to be in situ at precisely four p.m., and the word ‘precisely’ bothered him, because five minutes had passed and no one had shown up – no one, but for the two with the headsets. Were they waiting for the same person as he was? Or worse still – waiting for him?

      He looked around. The crowds along the platform had slowly thinned out, and everyone not boarding was heading somewhere else. William had noticed the men with the headsets because they weren’t doing either, and now he was making the same mistake.

      He hesitated for two seconds before making up his mind. The meeting, as far as he was concerned, was cancelled. He looked for a gap in the stream of passengers, sidled in and turned to follow the crowd towards the station hall.

      He managed a single step.

      ‘Amberlangs?’

      The man blocking William’s path had a chest so broad that it might have looked funny in another situation. Now, though, it was too close for comfort. He was wearing the day’s third improbably discreet outfit – maybe they’d bargained for a discount – and now he stood massively still, with his legs apart and arms ready at his sides. But ready for what?

      ‘And you are?’

      In his mind, he bit his tongue as he was saying it. Shouldn’t he be playing dumb?

      ‘Nice and calm,’ the man replied. Northern accent, a cold, curt order. ‘You come with us and nothing will happen to you.’

      Us? Who were they?

      ‘When you say “happen”,’ William said, to buy some time. ‘Would you care to elaborate on that?’

      When the Northerner slid his jacket to the side, the weapon across his chest was all the elaboration William needed.
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      The days that change your life for ever start off like all the others. Everything normal, right up until the point when it isn’t.

      When the power went, at six minutes past four, leaving vast tracts of Sweden in total darkness, it was just like any other day. A damp, cold afternoon in the no-man’s-land between seasons, neither autumn nor winter. At Stockholm Central Station the lights went off, the waiting locomotives lost power and lapsed into silence, screens and signs went dark. At hospitals and airports, emergency generators swung into action, on the roads and rails the lights and the signals disappeared, causing jams and confusion. It was irritating, for sure, and a bloody scandal too – with people getting stuck in lifts or on trains with no signal and what kind of society do we live in anyway. But for most people, that was all it was.

      For William Sandberg, on the other hand, it was the start of an evening that would see his life lose its meaning.

      For the men in the white van up on Klarabergsviadukten, it was confirmation that things were getting worse.
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      It hit the city centre first.

      In the metro tunnels, the lights and the motors died at once. Darkness enveloped carriage after carriage, and passengers toppled en masse as the automatic brakes slammed on, forcing the trains to a halt in a few dozen metres. Above ground the street lights and the advertising hoardings fell dark. Escalators stopped, espresso machines died in the middle of filling cups, swearing and frustration everywhere. In a matter of moments the darkness marched out in a widening circle, from one neighbourhood to the next, out from the city, through the peripheral concrete estates and further on across the country. At the centre lay Stockholm, like a pitch-black maze in the pitch-black afternoon.

      Everything stood still. And in the middle of the junction between Sveavägen and Rådmansgatan sat Christina Sandberg in the back seat of a taxi.

      Her driver had spent the first part of their journey from Sollentuna endangering both of their lives, sitting with his eyes fixed on his yellow monochrome display, frenetically tapping away at various codes in the hope of landing his next fare, whilst simultaneously displaying an impressive range of expletives every time a fellow motorist happened to distract him from it.

      They had just turned off Birger Jarlsgatan when Christina thought to herself that maybe she had better put her belt on. The next minute, though, it was too late.

      At first she didn’t grasp what was going on. It was as if they’d just entered a tunnel, but there were no tunnels on Rådmansgatan, and she looked up, out at what seemed to be a blacked-out version of her home town. No illuminated window displays, no Christmas decorations, no traffic lights, no visible lighting anywhere. That was the last thing she managed to discern before everything, suddenly and without warning, was replaced by blurred perpendicular lines.

      It wasn’t the HGV that hit them, the one that came roaring from their left, whose driver must have interpreted the disappearing red light as the signals turned green. Say what you like about the world-class swearer in the front, but there was nothing wrong with his reflexes. He slammed on the brakes and spun the wheel in a single manoeuvre, flinging Christina across the back seat as she felt the car jolt and shudder across the slush beneath them, and maybe it was professionalism, maybe just good fortune, but whatever it was it gave the lorry room to sneak past them with just millimetres to spare.

      But when the bus came at them from the opposite direction, they didn’t have a chance. It appeared behind the vanishing lorry, speeding flat out and straight ahead, and now there was no time to react. The collision with the taxi’s offside wing was like two pool balls smashing into each other, and Christina felt herself sailing along the leather seat, weightless and in slow motion, helplessly floating like a crash-test dummy in a blazer and immaculate make-up.

      So there she was, sitting in the middle of the Sveavägen–Rådmansgatan junction, alive but dazed, squashed into one corner of the back seat and with a view of a bonnet with a heavy bus wedged across it like a huge red vice.

      The silence was almost overwhelming. All she could hear was the sound of her own breath, blending with the breathing from the front seat, and the quiet static hum seeping out of the car stereo.

      ‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

      She saw a nod, two shocked eyes in the rear-view mirror.

      ‘Are you?’

      When she confirmed that she was, he mumbled something about terminating here and all change please and that she didn’t need to worry about the fare.

      The first thing she noticed as she clambered out was the way the darkness seemed to stretch in all directions. The sky was black, below it the street lamps loomed invisible and dark, and then below them the leaden fronts of buildings spreading in all directions, disappearing into nothing.

      One direction led towards the high-rises around Hötorget’s marketplace. The opposite direction was towards the tower of the Wenner-Gren Center. But none of it could be seen. The sole relief came from the cold, dimmed lights of the cars that had stopped around them, the fine drizzle drifting through the headlight beams and the odd driver still behind their wheel, face glowing faintly in the light from the dashboard.

      Out of nowhere, she could feel the darkness closing in around her, her pulse racing for no reason. An almost paralysing terror, a wordless, exhilarating sensation that reality had ceased to operate: someone had flicked a switch on all the world, and from now on, this was how things were going to be.

      She knew that feeling far too well, and shook it off. It was just a power cut, she told herself, someone had drilled through a cable somewhere or forgotten to calibrate a fuse. There was no reason at all to release a load of pent-up thoughts that weren’t going to lead anywhere.

      Instead, she looked around her and tried to turn her thoughts somewhere else. A quick assessment of the news value: Central Stockholm Plunged into Darkness. Wasn’t that your headline right there?

      Of course it was, and she pulled out her phone to ring the news desk, then stopped as the display lit up.

      No signal.

      She braced herself as the fears came back at her, focused even harder on the job. This, she thought to herself, was more than a headline. This was a massive story. If the inhabitants of Sweden’s capital were stuck without electricity, with no means of calling for help, and if it was also going to stay this way for a while… This was a security issue. This was about society as a whole. That made it worth whole tanks of ink.

      Christina Sandberg looked around her. She raised her phone above her head, fired off a few shots with the camera pointing straight at the darkness, the junction with all the stationary cars, crumpled bodywork strewn around, the odd motorist using the light from their phones to inspect the damage.

      She’d already composed the first few lines by the time she passed Tegnérlunden’s open space on her way to her office on the island of Kungsholmen.
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      Across the platforms and trackbeds at Stockholm Central Station, darkness fell like a cupped hand. Pupils that had accustomed themselves to the artificial light struggled to see again, and at once all points of reference disappeared – contours, colours, everything.

      Hearing, though, was a different matter, and what William could hear was the cocking of a gun.

      Just a few inches in front of him, the Northerner had raised his weapon, and William closed his eyes in a pointless reflex, utterly sure that he was about to die.

      But in that case, what did he have to lose? The darkness was his saviour, he told himself, and flung himself headlong into the crowd, not knowing who he fled from, or why, but determined to try.

      He raced towards the station building, his arms like snowploughs, dislodging anyone in his path, determined that if he could just get into the big hall he’d be able to melt into the crowd and get away. He could hear footsteps coming after him, voices calling him to stop, as if they thought maybe he would change his mind and turn around if only they suggested it loudly enough.

      Ahead of him, the main building was getting closer. He could see the weak light sources in there, the green phosphorescent EXIT signs telling him he was on the right track, and he picked up the pace —

      The glass doors into the hall could not be seen in the darkness, but they could be felt. The pain was so intense that he was convinced at first that he’d been shot. He’d been sprinting for what seemed like safety, and in the darkness the plate-glass doors had been completely invisible, with the motors that should’ve slid them from his path as dead as everything else.

      He felt his whole body scream in pain, heard his neck crick, and his face and his ribs and a metallic taste in his mouth; maybe this was what dying felt like… It took him only a second to realise that he must be still alive. Otherwise he wouldn’t have felt the pain redouble as they grabbed him from behind. First as the stranger’s hand grabbed his, then as he pushed William’s forearm up between his shoulder blades, and then again as his face and chest slammed up against the glass for a second time and were held there.

      Ahead lay the dark main hall of the station, on the far side of the door. Behind him were three invisible men in discreet clothing, and in between he could feel his face squashed ever flatter against the glass as if to yield a vacuum-packed version of himself. And whatever he might’ve been expecting by the airport express at precisely four o’clock, it sure as hell wasn’t this.

      Sandberg had allowed himself to hope. Now the hope was gone. Slowly, he stopped resisting.
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      Christina Sandberg had got as far as the bridge over to Kungsholmen before she stopped for the first time.

      From there, the whole of Stockholm should have been visible, in all directions. The city centre with Södermalm as the backdrop. The TV masts in Nacka that should’ve been pulsing with sharp, white flashes behind the silhouettes of hotels and office blocks. They weren’t though. Wherever she looked she could see nothing but darkness. Kungsholmen, Karlberg, Solna, Vasastan, invisible, lost in a dense, impenetrable night.

      For a second, she felt her mind wander. From out of nowhere came the thoughts of her, the guilt and the sorrow that always waited just around the corner. She would be out there somewhere, too, she who had turned her back on them, betrayed them, and, to be honest, who had helped force her and William apart. That kind of thinking was forbidden, yet she couldn’t help it. It was impossible not to lay some of the blame onto her, and the mere thought of doing so spread a new layer of guilt on top of all the others, set the anxiety spinning like a child pushing a roundabout in the playground and not stopping until it’s going way too fast.

      She was out there somewhere. In all likelihood so was he, always on the move, running from whatever it was that kept him moving, himself or his conscience, or maybe from Christina, and – fuck it. She was the news editor at one of Sweden’s largest tabloid newspapers, and to stand here feeling sorry for yourself gets nothing done.

      All around, the city lay in darkness. She set off again, over the bridge, then on between the buildings. This, she reminded herself, was big news.
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      The girl who was about to die but didn’t know it yet was struggling against two different things at once.

      First was the struggle against her own body, this body that couldn’t quite manage to hold her upright, or move as fast as she wanted. The one that had aged so grossly – though it was only twenty years old – that it made people recoil, as much as she wished they wouldn’t. This body that right now was elbowing its way through the vast and impenetrable darkness of the metro station under Hötorget’s marketplace.

      Then there was the struggle against the tide of pumping panic. What the fuck had she done?

      Everything was in darkness. Everywhere, invisible puffer jackets seemed to be heading at random in all directions, the only things visible being the EXIT signs, glowing in feeble pale green along the walls. How could all this have been her fault?

      She shouldn’t even have been here. She should have stayed home – whatever home meant – home where she could keep out of people’s way and live her own so-called life. The amusement park had closed for the winter in September, so if you managed to avoid the security guards and the builders, if you knew the hideouts no one bothered to check, you could sort yourself a place to live for six months – nicely enclosed, and under a roof and with heating. What more could you want?

      Home, she could have replied, if anyone had asked, was on the exclusive island of Djurgården. Quite the hotspot.

      No one asked though.

      Home was where she’d loved to be as a kid, where lamps had flashed their gaudy colours, where cars rattled along the roller coasters and voices screamed with happiness – and from time to time one of the voices had been her own.

      Now the lamps were off. Tarpaulins were stretched over the rails and over the metal and fibreglass cars. It was like the aftermath of a party when everyone’s gone home. And in the middle of all that, behind thin wooden walls and corrugated iron, was her home. Cold, damp, insecure – and yet it still made her proud in a way she couldn’t quite explain. She had her own life – a shitty life, okay, but it was her shitty life and not theirs, and that was all that mattered.

      At least that’s how she’d used to feel. But things change. Now she was here, struggling through the pitch-black metro station, up the motionless escalator, out into the cold damp evening air. The darkness went on up here too. It was daytime, but also night: rows of vegetables and cut flowers lined up under unlit awnings, and on the far side of the square the giant cinema’s glass frontage looked like an empty black cube.

      How could she have caused all this?

      Maybe, she told herself, she hadn’t. Maybe this was her distorted perception of reality, and she was pushing it all too far. She hadn’t taken anything for days, so maybe all this anxiety was a kind of symptom, a new version of that grating, sweaty restlessness that was always overtaking her, and that sooner or later always pushed her off the wagon.

      But not this time. That was a promise she planned to keep.

      She walked on past the stalls, away from the square, on the alert for voices or shouts or footsteps catching up with her. It was just a matter of time till they came looking, she was certain of that, and as long as she roamed around the town like this, dirty and shaking from cold turkey, and with the thin nylon rucksack ready to fall apart under the weight of the twenty-thousand-krona computer inside it, it wasn’t going to take an expert criminologist to work out that she was the one they were looking for.

      What choice had she had, though? She had cut the power off. She didn’t know how, or why, but it had to be her. And still, that wasn’t what bothered her most. Nor was it the darkness, or even the fear of being caught and arrested for what she stole. None of that.

      The worst thing was knowing what she should have done.

       

      It was ten past four on the afternoon of the third of December.

      Everything was darkness and ink and wet, heavy snow. There she ran, Sara Sandberg, the girl who was about to die, and somewhere in the cold leaden hell that was Stockholm was a man who called himself her father.

      In her rucksack she carried a warning for him.

      Now whether he would receive it or not was all down to her.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              4
            

          

        

      

      William Sandberg’s eyes stared back at him from the mirror, two white circles, glistening in the light of the battery-driven emergency light on one of the walls.

      He leaned forward into the mirror, let his eyes scan from left to right. A sharp, accusing stare straight into the room that he knew was on the other side.

      ‘If this is a stag-do prank you can come out now,’ he said, his voice hard and impatient, strained through gritted teeth as though every word was forcing its way out from his chest against his will. And then, quieter, and with an aftertaste more bitter than he’d intended:

      ‘Because in that case you’ve got the wrong end of the marriage.’

      No reply. Just the mirror, the silence, the darkness.

      He’d been on the other side of the glass often enough to know that you never feel quite safe. Every time a suspect’s stare meets yours, a shiver runs through you, no matter how well you know that they can’t see through the mirror, and if William transmitted a little share of that, then all the better. This one’s on me.

      How long had he been here now? An hour at least, maybe two. In an interview room at his own workplace – or rather, he corrected himself, his former workplace.

      During that time, his thoughts had swung from rage to fear and back again. He’d repeated the same question time and time again, and now it seemed as though they grew bigger and more uncomfortable with each passing minute. What the fuck was he doing here? Why had they been waiting for him?

      Presumably they were SÄPO – the security police. Either that or military police, but who gives a shit, either way they had dreadful taste in clothes. When they had finally tired of pressing him up against the glass door at the Central Station, they had led him through the darkness towards Vasagatan and a waiting black Volvo. They’d fixed him inside using the seatbelt, carefully and precisely so that he wouldn’t get hurt if they happened to crash, which he had to admit was considerate given that they’d seemed all set to knee his spleen out of his body just moments earlier. After that they had driven him through Stockholm in stony silence.

      Darkness had yawned from everywhere. Every building they passed, every street, tunnel, junction – all of it completely pitch-black. Shop windows stood like empty mirrors, Christmas decorations hung lifeless above the streets, neon signs writhed like dark serpents over the entrances to cinemas and theatres.

      ‘What’s happened?’ he had asked, but none of the men in the front seat had shown any inclination to reply.

      Eventually they had turned off Lidingövägen and rolled past all the security gates, down into the car park under the hideous redbrick rectangular building that was the headquarters of the Combined Armed Forces. That’s when they’d taken his phone, watch and coat and put him in here. Then, time had been permitted to pass.

      The power still wasn’t back on, which bothered him more than he cared to think about. Not because there was an awful lot to see in there – the room he sat in was a box with grey walls and a grey floor. Apart from the mirror, the furniture comprised a table and four cheap chairs.

      It wasn’t the darkness itself that troubled him, it was the coincidence. The emails, the meeting, the arrest, the power cut – they were connected in some way, but how? There was no pattern, no logical link. All he could do was wait for his old comrades to haul themselves out of their chairs in there, behind the mirror, drag their arses the three metres along the corridor outside and come in and tell him the score.

      He heard himself snort at that thought. Comrades. Yeah right. With friends like these, and so forth. ‘I’ve read that manual too,’ he barked at the mirror. ‘Just so you know, I’m also waiting you for you to blink first.’

      They were waiting for him to fall apart, to reveal himself insecure and afraid. He had no intention of allowing them that much fun.

      ‘Here’s how we’re going to do this. I’m going to go and sit down, so you can write down all my tics and little movements, and then, when you’ve seen enough, you’re all welcome to come in. Does that sound okay to you?’

      He sauntered over to the table. Sat down, staring straight at the mirror, choosing his body language with care. One arm on the back of the chair, the other on the table, spread out, relaxed. Open, confident.

      As he did, his thoughts caught up with him. How come they had been waiting for him just there? How could they have known that he was going to show up just there, and then? Had they been bugging him? Reading his emails? Or, worse still, had they been following his mobile phone, tracking all his movements? If so, for how long?

      In an instant, it was as if everything fell into place, as though suddenly he could see himself through their eyes, and he was overcome by a helpless desire to defend himself even though he still hadn’t been accused of anything. He’d been convicted in advance. Of what he didn’t know, but convicted he was, and he started to go through everything that had happened over the last few weeks, months, the whole fucking autumn, inside his head. Everything from that Thursday, three months ago, when he’d trudged out through Reception for the last time, dropped his key card and ID onto the floor instead of handing them in through the hatch, as though taking it out on some innocent lad on the front desk might somehow make things better. From that, to all his trekking around night after night, in the chilly autumn rain and this bloody damp that was supposed to be winter. Things that the people behind the glass couldn’t possibly know about. Or could they?

      He closed his eyes.

      And then there were the emails. Obviously they were going to ask him about them. Obviously they were going to ask him about all of it, but how the hell was he going to answer?

      At the moment he opened his eyes again he realised that he’d just let them win. He’d forgotten himself. Dropped his guard. He was sitting with his legs tight together, feet tucked in under his chair, with his back twisted and hunched – a perfect reflection of how he was feeling. Or, to be honest, how he had been feeling for months.

      He looked over at the mirror.

      ‘Insecure,’ he said. He gestured up and down with his hand to draw their attention to the way he was sitting. ‘Uneasy, perhaps even nervous. Write that down, and let’s get this over with.’

      He felt the fatigue closing over him, and this time he couldn’t hold out. He couldn’t face sitting here, couldn’t deal with the brooding or the wondering. He’d already spent far too much time on that.

      ‘Come on. I think both you and I have better things to do with our time than sit here and stare at this mirror.’

      A pause. Then, more honestly than he’d intended: ‘Especially since neither of us is probably all that fond of what we’re looking at.’
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      There were fewer eyes watching from the other side of the glass than William thought.

      Half of them belonged to a Major named Cathryn Forester, and she was closing them with a silent sigh, not of fatigue but a frustrating mix of other emotions. Stress. Restlessness. Anxiety. There was no time for fatigue.

      ‘Please,’ she said.

      She said it in English, and though the word entailed a single syllable, her understated British intonation made it seem as though the man beside her was twelve years old and had just claimed not to have smashed the coffee table despite standing there blushing with cricket bat in hand.

      ‘There is no type,’ she went on when the silence continued. ‘No one is the type, until suddenly it turns out that they are. When their neighbours are standing on the news saying who would have thought, he was such a friendly bloke.’

      The man next to her stood straight and determined, staring into the interview room.

      ‘I know him.’ That was all he said.

      He was tall, at least six feet, with neatly cut grey hair. He was probably twenty years older than her, dressed in the Headquarters’ grey-blue uniform, which made him look like an officer from any country in the world, only washed in really cheap laundry powder.

      The others called him Lassie behind his back. She didn’t know why, just that he hated it, which somehow made him even more pitiful.

      ‘What does “know” mean?’ she asked.

      ‘We worked together for almost thirty years…’

      ‘I know that. I mean philosophically speaking.’

      His eye-rolling wasn’t even half as elegant as her please.

      ‘I don’t know how you run things over at your place, but Swedish intelligence doesn’t do philosophy.’

      ‘Really?’ she said. ‘Well, maybe you should.’

      She noticed the sharpness in her voice, and regretted it at once. She wanted to avoid any conflict. After all, she was the one in charge, not him, and if either of them should be feeling squeezed and powerless it wasn’t going to be her.

      But there was something about the Swede that always put her back up. Part of it was the fact that he had chosen to speak English with her, although she was a qualified interpreter and spoke Swedish almost as well as he did. In some odd way it gave him the upper hand, signalled that she was the temporary visitor and that he was, in effect, the one in charge, and that it was only through his good manners that she was admitted.

      The fact was, it wasn’t like that at all. And the last thing she wanted was to waste time on asserting herself, not here, not now, not still.

      Cathryn Forester had grown up in a family with four brothers, and if anyone ever got what was coming to them, it was men who tried to put her in her place. Men who patronised her, cocked their heads to one side, and showed how charming they thought she was, charming and inoffensive and perhaps on the dim side. They had been there at home, at school and at university, and over the years she’d learnt how to take them, how to pretend that it didn’t bother her at all, even if that was hardly true. When, at the age of thirty, she’d started to work in intelligence, she had developed armour that could deflect whole armies of cocked heads. Literally.

      The problem with the Swede was that he didn’t do any of that. He was arguing on behalf of a friend. He was objective and restrained, and he was certain that he was right, but now it happened that so was she.

      In a way, they were both right. And she had no armour for that.

      ‘I’m not stupid, I know what it looks like,’ he said eventually. ‘But none of us were expecting this.’

      ‘Really?’ That British understatement again. ‘None of us? This?’

      Major Forester flung her arms out in the darkness, pointing to the this that was going on around them. The darkness, the power cut – what she had warned them about, the very things they’d always known would happen again, just not when, not where, and not how big they would be.

      It’s like having your arteries on the outside of your body. 

      Those were the words she’d used three weeks before, standing in the so-called briefing room. She’d stood there in front of the entire Swedish staff, the walls behind them covered in maps.

      That’s how vulnerable we are. 

      No one had challenged her then, because they’d all known she was right, and if the Swedish officer next to her was now claiming that this had all come as a surprise, then this was a discussion she simply couldn’t be bothered to engage in.

      ‘He is AMBERLANGS,’ she said.

      ‘I know,’ he said.

      And for a moment they just stood there, their faces lit only by the faint emergency lighting on the other side of the mirror: one tall British officer in civilian dress, with high-heeled boots, ice-clear eyes, and boyish, strawberry-blonde hair, and the man the others called Lassie, whose real name was Lars Erik Palmgren and who was probably close to retirement. But who had suddenly found himself working with her, without any say in the matter.

      On the other hand, she had never asked to work with him either.

      ‘So what comes next?’ he asked her at last.

      Forester picked up the file from the table in front of them.

      ‘Five more minutes,’ she said. ‘Then we go in.’
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      It smelled like Christmas, but no one was in a Christmassy mood. The sweet scent of blown-out candles hung thick over the conference room. On the table in the middle, a warm yellow light shone from the tea lights and candle stubs that someone had dug out of the drawers in the kitchenette – the sort that were left over from celebrating Saint Lucia or departmental parties, just because they might come in handy some time in the future.

      Outside the twentieth-storey window of the great newspaper building, Stockholm spread out like a pitch-black miniature landscape, an abandoned model railway where only brilliant queues of vehicle headlights etched the darkness with creeping luminescent ribbons.

      ‘How far out does it reach?’ asked Christina. Try as she might, she could see no sign of an end to the darkness.

      ‘We took photos from up on the roof,’ someone at the table behind her chipped in. The silence that followed summed up the situation: nothing visible from higher up either.

      Christina nodded but did not speak. There was no point in struggling against it now: that feeling had returned, the one that had overcome her in the darkness downtown, that she’d managed to almost forget over the years. You’re so easily scared when you’re young, aren’t you?

      Thirty years ago, it had had her waking up in the middle of the night, stricken with fear that this might be the day when someone pushed the button that would set the superpowers annihilating the world. The sense that each new second balanced on a thin film of ice, and beneath the film lay the end of everything.

      She turned back towards the room. All her colleagues were sitting around the table, and now they were waiting for her.

      Pull yourself together. 

      ‘Right,’ she said, and heard her voice cut slightly too sharply through the silence. ‘So none of us can make any calls?’

      Shaking heads all round.

      ‘I’ve got a mate who can do smoke signals but he’s not answering.’

      The voice came from the far end of the table, a slicked-back hairstyle that spoke without looking up. His name was Christopher, but he had a surname so impossible to pronounce that his name had long since been shortened to CW, for the sake of efficiency. He was a journalist of the old school, something he was keen to remind them of at regular intervals, even if it didn’t, as far as Christina could tell, mean much more than that he smelt unusually strongly of tobacco.

      ‘How’s it going?’ asked a colleague sitting next to him.

      A big ghetto-blaster lay facedown in front of him in the candlelight. They’d found it in the window by someone’s desk, and it had of course been as dead as everything else. The only batteries available had been far too small, plundered from keyboards and peripherals from across the whole floor, but there he was, working like a nicotine-scented surgeon attempting to insert the batteries into too big a compartment, with sticky tape and paper clips to hold them in place.

      ‘It’s fucking fiddly,’ CW said, concentrating on the table in front of him. ‘But if anyone’s got a better idea let’s have it.’

      Christina observed him from her seat at the table. She looked at the dark office landscape beyond the glass walls behind him, the quiet restlessness that was gripping her staff.

      Everyone had a job to do, but no one knew how to do it. The constant ringing and bleeping of phones was eerily absent, the fax machines, the internet – all of it was down. The only way to find out what was happening was via good, honest, old-fashioned radio, but it seemed Sweden’s most modern tabloid wasn’t quite ready for that technology yet.

      And the whole time, those nameless terrors were waiting at the back of Christina Sandberg’s mind, waiting to roam freely, the way they used to on those sleepless nights back in the seventies. What happens if the power doesn’t come back on? How long can we keep going? How long will the warmth last, how long will there be food in the shops —

      ‘Wait!’

      CW’s voice. Moments later she heard the crackling. He looked up at them all, full of pride.

      There was a weak, quiet hum from the speakers – the empty gap between two stations, but radio nonetheless – and an intake of breath went all around the table in anticipation of finding a channel where someone would tell them what was happening.

      The crackling lasted two seconds. That was the time it took for the paper clips to come loose and break the contact with the batteries. All the same, it had shown that the method could work; Christina nodded approvingly and told him to give it another go.

      Onwards, she said to herself, and then, turning to the others: ‘Angles?’

      No one answered, but then it had been a rhetorical question.

      Around the table, ballpoint pens were clicked in readiness; lined A5 notepads were brought into the weak light. Here and there, the odd face was lit by the screen of a laptop or a tablet that still had some battery power, and Christina couldn’t help but turn towards them.

      ‘Great idea. Unless the power cut lasts and you’re left sitting there with the world’s best copy trapped on your hard disc and not a cat in hell’s chance to retrieve it until it’s old news.’

      No protests. Just screen after screen going dark around the table.

      ‘First off,’ she continued, ‘the practical. What has happened, how many are affected, are there any prognoses? Who do we approach?’

      Someone suggested the power company, another the city council, someone else said the government’s press office. Christina nodded, delegated the tasks by pointing, and watched her staff make notes in the gloom. There were cars in the basement, others had bikes, the ones who had neither would just have to walk. The only way they were going to get any answers was by moving around.

      ‘Second,’ she said, ‘society. How vulnerable are we? Who’s in charge? What’s happening with the emergency services number, what’s the score with essential services?’

      More scribbling, new suggestions.

      ‘Third.’ She paused. A tone of gravity. ‘The consequences.’

      She was about to conclude her dramatic pause when she saw hands going up around the table again. Hang on, said the hands, and then came shushing from all directions, and finally the click as CW snapped the battery compartment closed for the second time. He carefully placed the radio upright so that he could get at the controls.

      The room fell silent. On the far side of the table she saw CW clicking his way up through the frequencies, and the digits on the display increased in half-megahertz increments up through the FM band.

      Static. Static. Static.

      Interminable waiting.

      Static.

      Eventually he stopped. Opened his mouth to say something but couldn’t remember what. He had been through the whole dial, without passing anything that even resembled a transmission.

      ‘Anyone know where P1 is?’ he said. ‘Or Radio Stockholm?’

      Embarrassed smiles showed through the gloom. Who memorised that sort of thing nowadays? Technology took care of all the necessary information – codes, addresses, even phone numbers of our nearest and dearest – and now, when there was suddenly no search engine to find them, no one had any answers.

      But then again, it didn’t make any difference. Once CW had finished the third cycle through the whole of the FM band, step by step and with a little pause after each click of the button, the facts of the matter were obvious to everyone.

      No one was broadcasting. The radio was dead.

      Christina felt the dam break inside her. If all the signals were down, if there really was nothing at all out there in the ether, what did that mean? How far did an FM signal reach? How big was the area affected by the power cut? What had happened?

      Her catastrophic thoughts took on a momentum of their own, and she could feel them spinning out of control. What if Stockholm had actually got off lightly, and was in fact at the periphery of a much bigger catastrophe…?

      ‘Wait!’

      CW again. Proud eyes once more.

      ‘The AM-band,’ he said. ‘I searched the AM-band. I think this is Dutch.’

      The relief was like everyone in the room breathing out. The voice from the speaker was incomprehensible and intermittent, but at least it was a voice. An over-energetic presenter talking to a caller who was even less audible, with both of them laughing for no reason, the way people do on the radio. Judging by their tone it was probably a quiz, but honestly, who gave a shit what it was: it meant the world was still there. Somewhere not all that far away there were people untroubled enough to spend time competing on a phone-in, which meant that whatever else had happened, life was not surrendering today.

      Christina gulped hard, cursed herself for allowing those teenage feelings to get to her.

      ‘Third,’ she resumed. The final point. ‘The consequences.’

      The questions spilled out of her. How long will society survive? What happens to Sweden? First hour, second hour, after a day?

      ‘As of now, we don’t know how long the power is going to be out, and let’s hope for the best, but suppose this continues, how long can we survive? What sort of reserves do we have? Water? Food? Healthcare?’

      One by one her colleagues got up from their places, some in teams of two, others on their own, before trickling out through the open-plan office, pulling on their coats as they went.

      They weren’t, of course, about to get any answers. Everyone would be blaming someone else, but that would be news too, and every step would lead to new people to question. Handled right, this was a press opportunity, and they couldn’t ignore it just because they didn’t have electricity.

      No one knew how long that would last.

      But, when it was all over, you wanted to have a story to tell.
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      Christina stood at the window long after the last of her colleagues had gone, staring out into cold and darkness.

      ‘Are you thinking about her?’ the voice behind her asked.

      ‘Amongst other things,’ she answered. ‘A whole lot of other things.’

      The woman standing in the doorway was a photographer, even though the paper officially didn’t have any.

      She was older than Christina, older and heavier and still panting from climbing the stairs, probably for the first time in years. She was wearing a big print dress with loose, multicoloured fabrics over the shoulders, thin material that fluttered at the slightest movement giving her the appearance of an old-fashioned screensaver. All of which did nothing to make her look smaller, which was probably the idea.

      Above all, though, she was a friend. A prized colleague. Following a couple of vivid arguments when someone else had booked her before Christina, she had become Christina’s unofficial companion, and that was the way it had stayed.

      Beatrice Lind. Saviour in her hour of need. Literally.

      ‘How are you finding the flat?’ she asked, as though tuning in to Christina’s thoughts.

      Christina turned to face her before answering.

      ‘It’s perfect,’ she said. ‘If you like vintage, that is.’ A pause, then she couldn’t help adding: ‘And if by vintage you mean old stuff that just tends to smell a bit off.’

      Beatrice nodded. ‘In that case my boss at my old job was vintage.’

      They exchanged invisible smiles through the darkness, an island of normal in the middle of all the terrifying weirdness. Eventually Beatrice took a deep breath and asked the question on everyone’s lips.

      ‘What’s going on out there?’

      Christina took an age before she spoke, then she nodded to Beatrice to follow her down to the car park.

      ‘Work,’ she said.
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      As the woman with the long dark hair opened the door to the apartment on Ulica Brzeska, she knew that she was never going to see him again. She let the creaking of the door and floor subside, and stood there waiting with a pounding heart until she could be sure that no one had heard her, that no one else was lurking in the damp stairwell or had seen her take the short cut across the back yard and possibly followed her in. All she could hear was the odd sound from the trams down on Targowa or Kijowska, the singing rails as a train passed through Warsaw Wschodnia, the slamming of a door in a nearby building.

      Apart from that though, nothing. No music greeted her, the way it always did when he was home before her. No jazz trumpet floating over the top of elegant standards, no whirring from the giant industrial fan, the one that would usually be humming away above the stove, trying in vain to remove the scent of garlic and oils and vegetable stock from the air. Aromas that would normally hit her here.

      But it was his voice she missed most of all, his articulate, gentle, intelligent… she bit her lip. Memories are memories. This was now. Michal Piotrowski was gone, and he wasn’t coming back.

       

      She found tufts of his hair in the bathtub, great tufts as though he’d grabbed fistfuls of his shaggy hairstyle and shorn himself like a sheep. He had altered his appearance, just as he’d said he would, over the wine and the candles and the rough, worn dining table, right through clasped hands and a love that grew stronger and tougher for each day they were forced to keep it secret. If it happens, he had said, if he had to disappear, then it would go just like this.

      She had laughed at him, a little too loud and too shrill, because he’d made her feel afraid and uneasy and the only way to shed all that was to pretend that he was joking. But he wasn’t.

       

      When she’d rinsed him out of the bath and watched the final hairs disappear down the plughole, when no traces remained of his transformation, she went out into the big living room. Running along one of the interior walls was a long plank of coarse dark timber, fitted like an outsize desk from one corner to the other, and above that hung rows of shelving, and that’s where she eventually found them.

      The photo albums. The memories. The days they had got to spend together, the trips they took – always far away, always in secret, waiting for a permission that was never going to come.

      One by one, she took photos out of the albums, looked herself in the eyes as she eased the corners from their mounts: smiling, happy eyes that gazed back at her from glossy paper. She put them in a pile on the table, each new memory slightly fresher than the one before.

      She’d got past halfway when she opened a brown envelope and saw the photos change character. These were photos that she didn’t recognise. They were taken from a distance, clearly in secret and with a telephoto lens, of a man and a woman and a teenage girl in a city she didn’t recognise. Sometimes they were together, sometimes on their own, here getting out of a car and into an apartment, there just doing their own thing. The young girl on a café terrace. Coffee and cigarettes. The man climbing into a taxi, outside a boxy redbrick complex. She stared at them for ages without understanding.

      Who were these people? What were they doing in his shelves?

      But there was no one to ask, and the next pictures were of her, and they brought back the memories of the travel and of missing him so much it hurt all over again, and she carried on purging album after album until nothing remained on the shelf.

      The realisation hit her like a slap. Suddenly, there were no more pictures. Their relationship had deepened and lasted so long that the world had changed around them – analogue had become digital, and the last photo of them was seven years old. After that there were no physical prints.

      How many years was that, lying on the table? Five?

      Altogether it had been twelve years. Twelve years of her life. One technology had replaced another, borders had been redrawn, entire countries established and abolished. Their relationship had stayed in the same place.

      Until now.

       

      She carried the photos into the kitchen. Placed them at the bottom of the big sink. Next to the gas stove were the same piles of matchboxes as always, and she placed them all on top of the pictures, took a clutch of unused matches and struck them in a single sweep.

      Saw her own face crumple in the heat. Saw the pieces of photographic paper curl up as if to repel the flames for a few more seconds, before they went black and hovered up over the worktop like thin weightless veils of soot.

      It was for her own sake, so he had said. But the worst part remained, and even if she didn’t know why, she had promised. One more task, and after that, memories would be all she had.

      Because memories don’t burn.
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      William Sandberg leaned over the table in the darkness. Just a movement, a change of position, yet it expressed an underplayed sarcasm; a tired protest, mute and invisible, but that no watcher would have missed.

      ‘I,’ he said. Then: ‘Don’t. Know.’

      They had let him wait in silent solitude for another twenty minutes before at last they opened the door. Then they had almost hovered into the room, their features blue in the emergency lighting, and in the darkness the smallest sounds had become near-tangible events: clothes rustling as they moved, chair legs scraping against the floor as they sat down, papers being laid on the table.

      The one on the left had introduced herself as Cathryn Forester, as though that was something very special and worth boasting about. And as Major, as if that was too. And then, in perfect Swedish, only with a slight English accent, she had introduced the face next to her.

      William had long since recognised him. The height, the heavy gait, the presence. The bastard. Not that he’d had any reason to make assumptions, he knew that too, but as his former colleague had floated into his seat across the table, William had realised that deep down, he’d been assuming that Palmgren wasn’t part of this. Lassie, he’d thought, would be on his side. Regardless of why William had been brought in, whatever all this was about, Palmgren would intervene like the older cousin in the playground, protesting and rushing to help as soon as he heard he was there.

      Instead he’d sat down and set out his papers, every bit as formal and reserved as the English Major to his right. Clicked nervously with an invisible pen, hidden in the darkness without saying a word.

      She, on the other hand, had managed more. She had asked methodically and at length about things they already knew, name, age and kiss my arse, he’d thought to himself but made sure not to say out loud.

      Then there was that question that kept coming up, again and again, the one William would have been only too glad to answer if he could. Except that he did. Not. Know.

      ‘So you keep saying,’ she said.

      ‘Oh, you did hear then,’ he answered. ‘I thought that, since you had to ask so many times, maybe your hearing went with the lighting.’

      He found himself playing for time without even knowing why, resorting to sarcasm to slow the conversation down, no matter how unviable a strategy. What was she doing here, a foreign officer, in an interrogation room inside the Swedish Armed Forces HQ? It was all deeply alarming. In more ways than one.

      ‘Is it a person?’ she said. ‘An organisation? Is it an acronym?’

      This time he didn’t answer at all, and when he didn’t she steeled herself before repeating the original question, for the umpteenth time. Word for word, the same deliberate, over-articulated delivery.

      ‘Who. Is. Rosetta?’

      ‘It is a sender,’ he told her. ‘What more do you want me to say?’

      ‘We know that. But who?’

      William shook his head. His energy was draining. The darkness sapped him, as did the lack of time perception, and there were moments when he thought he saw a movement in the blackness, as if one of them had raised a hand, or there was some fourth person in here that he hadn’t seen until now. Each time, though, he realised that it was just his brain filling in the gaps of its own accord.

      ‘I realise that you have to ask me that,’ he said, straining to maintain his focus. ‘But I’ve run out of synonyms now. I don’t know.’

      ‘Which brings us on to question number two,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it rather odd that you ended up going there?’

      Here we go again.

      ‘Isn’t it odd that you show up at just the right spot, at just the right time, with no idea who asked you to?’

      He could feel his pulse rate rising. They’d just begun to scratch the surface, yet already they had questions he couldn’t answer. Waiting in line were others, ones that he didn’t want to answer.

      Please, he said to himself. Please don’t go there.

      ‘Tell me,’ he said instead, a last attempt to seize the initiative. ‘Tell me why I’m here.’

      From the other side of the table, silence.

      ‘I understand that this has to do with the power cut. I just don’t see how.’

      ‘What makes you think that?’

      He saw Forester’s teeth twinkle opposite. Was she smiling? Her voice certainly wasn’t.

      ‘Because I struggle to believe it’s pure coincidence. You jump me at Central Station. At that very moment, this happens.’

      He made an invisible gesture out into the darkness, towards the walls, the ceiling, all the things that should be bathed in the sterile, bright white light of fluorescent tubes, but were not. ‘So instead of asking me questions I can’t answer, please: tell me what has happened.’

      For a second, Forester breathed in as though she was negotiating with herself. As though, for an instant, she might consider answering. Instead, she reached for the stack of papers on the table in front of her.

      On top of the stack was some sort of plastic document wallet, possibly white or yellow, but under the emergency lighting it was as ice blue as anything else. She laid both hands on top of it. Two rubber bands signalled that the folder was closed and would remain so for the time being.

      ‘Can you tell me what happened three months ago?’ she asked.

      Not there. Not there. 

      ‘I can,’ he said. ‘But you already know.’

      ‘You were sacked.’

      ‘I was encouraged to resign.’

      ‘How did that feel?’

      Feel? 

      ‘Is that why you’re here? You’re a shrink?’

      ‘Did you feel hurt? Hard done by? Did you feel you’d been treated unfairly?’

      William felt the sweat just starting to find its way down his back. Here we go. Whatever she suspected him of doing, it was utterly clear why she suspected it, which meant that the interrogation room was a corner he’d painted himself into, all on his own. Chances were she’d already heard colleagues telling her how he’d changed.

      ‘Did you feel you wanted to demonstrate your skills? Show what you can do? Show your employers what they’re missing?’

      William shook his head. Across the table sat a woman making accusations without saying what they were, and the one person who should be speaking on his behalf was sitting right beside her not speaking at all.

      ‘Say something,’ he said eventually. ‘For fuck’s sake, Lassie.’

      The words found their way out of him, tired, almost silent, and he looked Palmgren straight in the eyes that he could not see. Come on. Show us which side you’re on, now.

      For the first time, he heard Palmgren breathe in.

      ‘Why did you go to ground, William?’

      Of all the things to say.

      ‘Did I? Did I really?’

      ‘We tried to get hold of you.’

      ‘That’s one of the drawbacks of sacking someone. They don’t tend to be on call so much after that.’

      Palmgren didn’t respond. ‘We needed your help,’ he said instead.

      William could hear the sarcastic retorts lining up inside his head, knew what he ought to say: ‘I don’t think I’m the right person to help you with anything, unless what you’re looking for is someone to come in here and be obstructive. Unless you’re suffering an acute shortage of people wallowing in self-pity and creating conflicts and – what else was it you said? – becoming a risk for the whole operation.’

      That’s what he should have said. And on another day, in another life, that’s just what he would have done, and afterwards he’d have smiled with dark eyes and added, ‘If I’m wrong, if that is what you’re looking for, then I think the team investigating the Olof Palme case still have a couple to spare.’

      His weapon of choice was sarcasm, and after thirty years in the Forces it was the only one he had full command of. Now he was sitting there, and it was loaded and ready for use, but the anger had gone and all he felt was regret. Regret and resignation and please, let me go.

      ‘For the last time,’ was all he said, ‘why am I here?’

      The question hung, unanswered, in the thick, dry silence until Forester spoke again.

      ‘Because we feel the same as you. We find it hard to believe that this was a coincidence.’
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      Every time Christina got into one of the paper’s cars, she wondered what kind of people her colleagues really were. The light blue Volvo was only a year or so old. It had been driven only by adults travelling to interviews and reports, from A to B and back again. Yet somehow it still had the appearance of belonging to a sugar-addicted family on a road trip. There were crumbs and wrappers and remains that couldn’t be identified, and Christina swept it all onto the floor, forming a pile of rubbish along with the stuff that other colleagues had swept down before her.

      ‘Right,’ Beatrice said as she got into the passenger seat beside her. ‘What have you saved for us?’

      ‘I’m shooting from the hip,’ said Christina, ‘but I know someone who ought to have a bit more information about this than we do.’

      ‘And you think he’s going to want to talk to you?’

      ‘I know he doesn’t want to talk to me,’ she replied. ‘But he hasn’t been there in three months.’

      Beatrice’s response was a questioning silence, and instead of answering her, Christina leaned forward and turned the key in the ignition.

      Christina lived a different life now. She had started again. And she had done so in a freezing cold flat in Sollentuna. It was described as ‘furnished’ in the ad, and had it not been Beatrice who’d found it for her, she’d probably have turned on her heel as soon as she set foot inside. Editor or not, every night Christina Sandberg left work she went home to a faded lino floor, a cathode-ray TV perched on a stool, and a single bed whose previous occupants she’d rather not speculate about. She hung her clothes on a hanger outside the wardrobe, since the inside stank of damp and neglect. Her nightly ablutions were performed in front of a wonky bathroom cabinet made of wafer-thin steel and above a washbasin scarred with permanent reddish-brown trails left by the constantly dripping tap.

      It had already been a month. She hadn’t realised until she saw the rent invoice lying on the hall floor, a month of my life in this place, she’d thought to herself, but the truth was she’d been lucky to find anywhere to live at all.

      A month since she cleared out her old wardrobe at Skeppargatan, jotted a concise explanation on a notepad she left on the kitchen table and then pushed her keys through the letterbox as she left. He still hadn’t so much as called her. Maybe he hadn’t even noticed that she’d left.

      So no, he wouldn’t want to talk.

      ‘That’s about the only thing we have in common right now,’ she mumbled in response to her own thoughts, and put the headlights on full beam to light their way out of the car park.

       

      It was Beatrice’s yell that got her to slam on the brakes. She saw it first, the feeble yellow light that suddenly appeared as they pulled out of the garage and accelerated over the pavement and the bike lane. Her first thought was what the fuck is that? Her second was that it had to be a moped.

      They felt the wheels lock and glide across the ice, the judder from the brakes as the car slid forward, then that instant of uncertainty before the bang came.

      The noise of the moped’s engine cut through all other sound. It cut through the crunch of metal on metal, the squeal of the parka gliding across the windscreen, the clatter as the whole thing finished its scraping course across the bonnet and fell off the other side, where a worrying silence followed.

      Across the road they could see the darkness of the park, bare trees lined up in their headlights, and just in front of the bumper a steady moped headlight shone right up into the mist, signalling ‘Here I am’.

      Christina Sandberg had run someone over. And if they did need help, there was going to be no one to call.

      She flung herself out of the car and undid her seatbelt, roughly in that order, which wasn’t the right one, until she finally managed to extricate herself and cleared her own car door.

      The man who lay in front of her car was staring straight at her. Two eyes sandwiched between a woolly hat and a full white beard. As far as she could see there was no blood, and at least that was something.

      ‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘I didn’t see you.’

      His answer wasn’t what she expected.

      ‘Christina Sandberg?’ A voice she didn’t recognise, fevered and full of urgency.

      ‘And you are?’ she said.

      ‘I’ve been calling you. You never call back.’

      She leant over. Did she recognise him? But before she had time to speak he reached out, grabbed hard at her lapel, and then pulled himself up using her body as support until his face hung just inches from hers – harried eyes and damp, flushed cheeks bathed in the light of the car headlamps.

      ‘They’ve known about this all along,’ he puffed. Then with a penetrating stare: ‘They knew that this was going to happen.’
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      ‘Thirty years you worked here, isn’t that right?’

      William let his silence concur.

      ‘You’re one of the Military’s best cryptologists. You’re a trusted, well-regarded colleague – that’s what everyone’s told me. Then suddenly, six months ago, out of nowhere – you’re not any more. You start accessing systems you’re not authorised to see. You conduct searches of sensitive directories with no supporting explanations. You refuse to answer questions, you engage in various forms of misconduct, you become unpredictable.’

      He wobbled his head. It was a ‘yes’, a ‘no’ and a ‘who gives a shit’ all rolled into one.

      ‘Am I mistaken?’

      ‘If that’s what it says in your notes then that must be the case.’

      He said it with a glance at the file on the table, trying to provoke her into revealing its contents. She either missed his gesture in the darkness, or simply ignored it.

      ‘Can you tell me why?’ was all she said.

      ‘I’m not a big fan of convention,’ William said loudly, trying to sound authoritative, failing utterly. ‘But wasn’t there a good European one?’

      It all came out a lot less cocky than he’d aimed for, and he was grateful to the darkness for hiding his regret. Hopefully they would at least have grasped what he meant. Somewhere amongst all the articles and paragraphs of the European Convention on Human Rights there was a very applicable passage, and if they planned to breach it, he didn’t mean to let it pass unnoticed.

      All prisoner have a right to know what they are accused of.

      ‘Why?’ he asked again. ‘Why am I here?’

      He could feel glances being exchanged in the darkness. Was he imagining it, or was there something they weren’t agreeing about?

      William waited for them. Then, eventually, it seemed that their glances had produced a decision. Palmgren leant forward.

      ‘William?’ he said. His tone was direct and serious. Headmaster to pupil. Traffic warden to someone who’s just parked his Porsche in a disabled bay and then cartwheeled off. ‘We know that you respond to the codename AMBERLANGS.’

      The word caused the ground underneath him to sway. It was the first thing they’d said to him on the platform, yet he’d managed not to make the connection until now: that was the evidence, right there. They had read his emails. What more did they know?

      ‘We know that you showed up for a meeting at Central Station with a person or group of persons who might go under the alias ROSETTA. Not only that, we have reason to believe that they – and by extension you – are involved in one or more terror plots against Swedish and/or international targets.’

      For a second, William looked for a smile in the darkness, but none came.

      Was he being serious? Lars-Erik ‘Lassie’ Palmgren? Dram of Lagavulin with a drop of water Lassie? Tennis twice a week until his Achilles packed in Lassie, the man he’d known for almost thirty years – how could he be sitting there, suddenly transformed into accusing me of terrorism Lassie?

      William clenched his jaw.

      ‘There were a whole lot of assumptions in that sentence,’ he said.

      No answer.

      ‘Would you like to tell me just why you’ve arrived at that conclusion?’

      Palmgren gave Forester another quick glance. She had no objection. Palmgren got to his feet.

      ‘Right now, a great swathe of Sweden is in complete darkness. The whole of the east coast, from Sundsvall down. We don’t yet know exactly how many are affected – authorities can’t communicate with one another, no information is getting to the public, masts and transmitters are all down. Telecoms, radio, TV, everything.’

      William swallowed. He’d guessed it was significant, but on that scale? He felt the moisture of sweat creeping down over his back again.

      ‘How?’

      ‘Sixteen zero six today, this afternoon.’ Palmgren was still doing the talking. ‘A short circuit in a substation near Årsta caused a minor fire. The automatic fuses tripped and the security precautions worked as intended: the electricity supply was automatically diverted via other substations to avoid any overload. That caused another blowout somewhere else, and with each incident there were fewer and fewer alternative routings available to deal with an accumulating load. Eventually the system couldn’t take any more and the whole system was knocked out.’

      William said nothing.

      ‘That,’ Palmgren continued, ‘is the official version.’

      Oh shit. 

      ‘So there’s an unofficial one?’

      ‘The automatic fuses blew. That much is true. However.’ Palmgren took a deep breath. ‘There was no fire.’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      Forester made an invisible signal to Palmgren to take his seat again. That’ll do, she said without saying a word.

      ‘I am sure you’ll understand if we don’t share our information until you have shared yours.’

      She picked up the file, the one that had been left lying on the table like a flat, unuttered threat, pulled the rubber bands away, one snap, two snaps, slowly and carefully like she enjoyed dragging it out. Inside was a single sheet of paper, which she illuminated with her phone as she slid it across towards William.

      A laser printout. Almost completely devoid of content, except a single line of straight letters, striped and of varying clarity due to low ink levels. A toner cartridge somewhere was still being kept at work long after its due date. Still having budget problems, William thought. But said nothing. We’re expected to defend a nation but we can’t afford stationery. Didn’t say that either.
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