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			Somebody had made a snow angel in a perfect white snow drift down by the lake.

			There was something odd about it.

			Something about it didn’t look right.

			I saw it from the window of a bus heading home from town. We were on a bridge, high above the frozen lake. I looked down, and there in the woods on the shore was the snow angel.

			There was something strange about it.

			I walked home from the bus stop in the last light of the day. It was three o’clock in the afternoon, in early January, and the sun had already set. All around me the city lingered in a grey twilight. Nautical twilight, my grandpa called it, meaning there was still enough light left in the sky for ships to navigate by.

			It grew darker.

			Lights came on as I approached our building. The snow on the forecourt was pockmarked with three-pronged talons: crows’ footprints. Someone had scattered seed here and the crows had eaten it, going back and forth, this way and that, until they’d left a web of tracks in the snow.

			I remembered the snow angel.

			I saw what was wrong with it.

			There had been no footprints. No footprints leading to it, and no footprints leading away from it either.

			It was as if someone had dropped out of the sky and lain down in the snow and then vanished.

			I looked up at the windows of our apartment, on the seventh floor. They were dark. Lena, my mother, was still at work. She wouldn’t be home for another hour or so.

			I thought about the snow angel.

			I decided to go back.
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			I got off the bus at the bridge and walked a short way back. The lake was frozen thirty metres below.

			I went down a flight of wooden steps at the side of the road and into the woods. There were street lights here, glowing white, and paths for joggers and dog walkers, and the snow had been thinned out by other people’s feet.

			I came to a stretch where the street lights were out, broken, and I turned on the torch on my phone. The light fell blue on the snow. The path narrowed and a crow cawed somewhere. The trees looked black and wet. I could hear the sound of my own breathing close by.

			Then I stopped.

			I was in the clearing.

			There was the drift. There was the snow angel.

			I shone the torch on it.

			I was right. There were no footprints leading to it or away from it. The snow was pristine; no one had set foot on it. It was too far from the path for someone to jump, and too far from the trees for someone to climb up and jump down from. And yet someone had lain there, somehow, and stretched out their arms and smoothed out the snow around them to make a pair of wings and a long flowing robe.

			The snow angel was deep. The body of it went a foot or so down into the snow. It was as if someone had fallen from a great height and landed slap bang in the middle of the drift. It was as if someone had fallen from the sky.

			I looked up. There was nothing up there; nothing you could fall from, anyway. There were just the treetops and the smudged orange glow of the city lights.

			There were also crows in the trees, I noticed, all around, black and silent and still. There must have been a hundred of them, come home to roost for the night.

			‘Hello, crows,’ I said.

			Then I took a photograph of the snow angel on my phone.

			There was a sound behind me: a boot crunch on snow. Someone had moved from where they’d been standing watching me – that’s what it sounded like, anyway – and I whipped round and aimed the beam of my phone light on the trees behind me. I moved the torch, scanning the trees.

			‘Who’s there?’ I said.

			There was no answer. No one.

			‘Who’s there?’ I said again.

			This time – when there was no answer – I turned and went quickly back along the path, to home.
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			There were lights on in the windows of our apartment when I got back. That made me glad. I rode the lift and let myself in.

			Lena, my mother, was sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop open in front of her, her fingers moving quickly across the keyboard. I came up behind her and we hugged our hellos. I leaned into her and felt the warmth of her, and felt her relax into my embrace.

			I could see the screen of the laptop. There was a long queue of emails waiting for her there.

			‘I won’t be long,’ said Mum.

			That was almost a lie. I knew it and she knew it too. She’d probably be working all evening and into the night, only getting up from the table to make herself a cup of coffee or to go to the bathroom. But it wasn’t a bad lie. She hadn’t meant to mislead me. What she’d said was more of a wish. She wanted to spend the evening with me. She didn’t want to have to work all the time. But the office was, as ever, hectic, and there were always deadlines.

			So here she was, at home, with me, but also at work. There was nothing I could do about it.

			Still it was good just to be around her. To be in the same room. There was her smell. There was her face. That was something.

			I cooked. Vegan sausages and mashed potato. Carrots and parsnips in the mash, too. Lots of herbs (too many herbs; some of them ended up on the floor). Peas on the side, steam rising from them. A little half-bottle of red wine on the table for Mum and a single tall glass.

			Tea lights which I lit from a single match.

			Then it was ready.

			‘I sent you an email,’ I said.

			‘All right,’ Mum said. ‘Let me see.’

			She opened the email. Attached to it was the photo I’d taken of the snow angel.

			‘What am I looking at?’

			‘What do you see?’

			‘A snow angel.’

			‘Yes,’ I said, bringing the food to the table.

			Then she saw what was odd about it. ‘No footprints,’ she said.

			‘Yes.’ I sat down facing her. 

			‘Interesting.’

			Mum closed her laptop and we ate.

			‘So what do you think?’ I said.

			‘The angel?’

			‘Yes. How they did it without leaving any footprints.’

			Mum frowned over her wine glass. ‘It would take some doing,’ she said. ‘It would take some thought.’

			‘You don’t know,’ I said.

			‘I don’t. But I have some ideas.’

			She couldn’t explain it straight off. But she liked a puzzle. While we ate we bounced around ideas about how it could be done. Mum’s best suggestion was to tie a strong rope between two trees and climb out along it until you could drop right into the middle of the snow drift. Then you make the angel, get back on the rope, climb back to the path, untie the rope and walk away . . .

			My best suggestion was being lowered from a helicopter which picked you up again after you’d made the snow angel, but that was really just a joke.

			‘You’ll figure it out,’ said Mum when we’d run out of ideas.

			Somehow we knew we hadn’t solved it.

			‘You’ll work it out,’ Mum said. ‘I know you will.’

			It has always been just the two of us. Mum and me. We’ve always been together.

			I’ve read about children in books going off on adventures looking for their real parents but I don’t need to go anywhere. My real parent is right here, sitting across from me now while we eat, and she’s pretty good at this parenting thing, despite the laptop open on the kitchen table.

			There is no other parent. No one is missing. There’s no one to go looking for and I don’t even have an interesting story to tell about why there’s no one to go looking for.

			What happened was my father met someone else shortly after I was born. Someone he wanted to be with more than he wanted to be with us. He moved away to another country, where he married again, and Mum and I changed our names.

			We went back to my mother’s family name, Lukas. I’m glad about that. Lukas is a very old name from the Latin word Lux, meaning Light. It’s a good name to have if you live in the dark, which we do most of the time in winter.

			We live in Stockholm, in Sweden. It’s on the same latitude as Alaska, which is pretty far north as far as this planet goes. In summer the days are long, so long they never seem to want to end. It’s light long before you get up in the morning and it’s still light long after you go to bed. But in winter the world turns dark, and it’s the nights that grow long, and longer, and the days kind of curl up into themselves, as if even they don’t want to brave the cold and the dark.

			Meanwhile, the snow falls.

			And falls.

			And falls.

			And everything freezes, even the lake I can see from my bedroom window, the great lake, Lake Mälaren. When a lake like that freezes it stays frozen for months. It’s like it’s been turned to stone. You can walk on it. Jump up and down on it. Skate on it. And I do. Except—

			Except I don’t trust it.

			I don’t trust Mälaren.

			Something about it spooks me.

			Mum says it’s because I nearly drowned there when I was little. Maybe. I don’t know, I don’t remember. I was three years old. I walked out on the ice by myself. Mum was there, on the shore, with my grandpa, David Lukas. But they were distracted. The ice cracked and I slipped straight in. I screamed, and my mouth filled with lake water and I disappeared.

			Grandpa, who was old then, and who is now even older, walked out on to the lake to get me. He let the ice break under his feet until he was wading through the sludge towards me. It came all the way up to his shoulders.

			I was underwater the whole time.

			Grandpa reached down into the dark water and pulled me up by the scruff of my neck.

			I coughed up lake water.

			Grandpa carried me back to shore.

			I vomited. I was in hospital for two nights.

			I don’t remember any of it.

			The landline rang while we were having dinner. That could only be one person: Grandpa. He still didn’t own a cell phone, and he was the only person I knew who actually took out a pen and wrote down people’s telephone numbers in a little black book he carried around with him.

			I got up from the table and answered the phone.

			‘Grandpa?’

			‘How did you know it was me?’ he said, although he was laughing as he said it – I could hear it in his voice – and then he said, ‘Seriously now, Kara. You may be able to see the Quadrantids tonight. Even in Stockholm. There have been sightings.’

			Meteors. The Quadrantids were a meteor shower. They fall in late December and early January.

			‘Have you seen them?’ I said.

			‘They’re not here yet,’ he said, ‘but I’ve spoken to a friend of mine at the Observatory. They’re on their way.’

			‘I hope you get to see them.’

			‘You too.’

			‘I’ll look for them,’ I said.

			‘Good. Put your mother on, would you?’

			‘Goodnight, Grandpa,’ I said.

			‘Goodnight, Kara.’

			I handed Mum the phone and went back to my food. She and Grandpa spoke for a long while. I couldn’t hear what Grandpa was saying, only Mum’s side of it, which was mostly ‘Yes, I see,’ and ‘Yes, I understand . . .’

			I wondered what they were talking about. Grandpa hadn’t been too well recently. He’d been in hospital with an infection and recovered, but while he was there they’d found some strange rhythms in his heart. The timings were wrong. It was something he could live with the doctors said, but it was also something that might simply spirit him away one night.

			I made coffee for Mum and loaded the dishwasher and set it running quietly.

			Mum opened her laptop and went back to work. She would work on into the night.

			I had falling stars to see.
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			Grandpa had been decluttering. One of the things he’d decluttered was a telescope. It was old. It had been his when he was a boy. He thought I might like it.

			He was right. I did.

			It was on the desk by the window in my room. On the windowsill behind it was an old cardboard planisphere that had also been Grandpa’s.

			A planisphere is a circular map of the stars you can adjust for the time of year. I know that’s a strange idea – an adjustable map – but that’s what it is.

			I turned the cardboard wheel inside the planisphere to today’s date. That showed what I should have been able to see in the sky, looking north. Then I turned out the lights and waited for my eyes to get used to the dark.

			I leaned on the windowsill and looked at the apartment buildings below us on the side of the hill. There were six buildings there. They were each as high as our block, seven floors, but because they were built on the slope going down to the lake they seemed to be all different heights. From my window I could see the rooftops of all the buildings and some of the apartments, and what the people who lived in them were up to.

			I watched the people for a while. I should say I wasn’t spying on them. I wasn’t trying to find out anything about them. I wasn’t even really being nosy. I didn’t even know them. I just looked at their lives for a few moments and then looked away. There were families down there: small children in their pyjamas ready for bed; teenagers playing computer games on TVs as big as walls; adults cooking, chopping vegetables while saucepans steamed and the windows fogged up.

			Above them all, there was snow on all the rooftops of the apartment blocks. It was deep and had been swept flat by the wind off the lake.

			On one of the rooftops, however, the snow was not quite pristine. Something had been up there. Or someone.

			It looked like footprints.

			I went from the window to the telescope and angled it down and put my eye to the eyepiece. Then I reeled in the focus, spinning the wheel, and looked at the rooftop.

			I was right.

			There were footprints in the snow on the roof.

			It looked like someone had walked across the roof of the apartment block. They started at the peak and walked down the shallow slope to the edge that hung out over the guttering.

			This wasn’t particularly strange in itself. This is Sweden; it snows, and the snow has to be cleared off the rooftops in case it slides off and lands on people walking below. You can be sued if people get hurt that way. So all the apartment buildings here pay crews of work people to go up on the roofs and sweep the snow off.

			Probably whoever had been up there was doing some essential maintenance. Probably they’d have had a safety rope and a crash helmet.

			I tilted the telescope upwards and looked at the sky.

			I turned the focus wheel slowly, looking for something out there.

			Clear sky.

			No moon.

			But I could see only two or three stars: only the very brightest. The rest of the sky was dark. I was looking in the right place, using the right focal length. But there was nothing else to see.

			That was pretty much as I expected. I live in a city.

			Cities have lights.

			The light bleeds into the sky.

			All the electric lights burning in all the windows of all the apartments. All the street lights and the blinking neon advertisements. All the headlights and the taillights on all the vehicles on all the roads snaking through the city. It was a living map of light as far as the eye could see. So light, so bright, you couldn’t even see the stars.

			Astronomers call this skyglow.

			It was worth looking for the Quadrantids, the meteors Grandpa had called to tell me about. I’m always willing to wait for a good meteor shower, and they should be the brightest thing in the sky. Sometimes the light pollution thins out in the upper atmosphere. Sometimes the air itself is clearer, depending on the wind, and you can see more of the planets and more stars outside our solar system.

			While I waited for the meteors, something happened.

			I got lucky.

			I got seriously lucky.
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			The lights went out.

			First one by one, block by block, and then all at once, the lights of the city went out. Great patches of dark appeared in the quilt of light, and spread, and ran into other patches of dark, and a great dark wave rolled in towards the city centre, which went under into blackness and silence. The wave rolled on, towards the lake, across the bridge. I saw everything: the windows in the apartments going dark; the street lights blinking out. Then the wave reached us, on the south side of the lake, and I saw the apartment blocks down the hill from us go dark.

			It was a power cut.

			Some minor fault somewhere deep underground, perhaps.

			Gradually, the sky above the city was filled with a different kind of light.

			The stars came out.

			I looked through the telescope.

			The Quadrantids were coming down, great chunks of ice and stone from millions upon millions of miles away. They fell silently, burning up in our atmosphere, glowing blue and white and green.

			I watched them fall.

			The meteor shower was beautiful and I watched it for a long time. Then I turned the focus wheel carefully, taking the depth all the way out, past the showering meteors, past the planets, past the stars in our own galaxy.

			I looked at the stars in the constellation of Andromeda.

			It was like a mist of light.

			A cluster of stars – a galaxy – like a pearl.

			Then Andromeda disappeared.

			The blackout was over. The lights came on.

			The stars faded away.

			I looked out of the window and watched a steady wave of light rolling in across the land. Everything was on, again: all the street lights, all the neon advertisements, all the lights in all the windows of the apartments.

			I looked at the apartments below us on the side of the hill and saw the people in the windows come to life again with the light. Then I looked at the footprints on the roof, and I noticed something strange.

			There were more footprints.

			The earlier set of footprints had come down the slope of one roof to the very edge.

			But the new set of footprints didn’t stop there. They continued, on to the roof of the next block, twenty metres away, without missing a beat. It was as if the walker had simply stepped out into thin air and walked on, across the dark gap to the next roof.

			In between it was a sheer drop.

			Twenty metres to the ground.

			You’d need wings, I thought.

		

	
		
			
[image: Chapter Six]


			In the morning the footprints were gone.

			It was light already; I’d slept late, wrestling with strange dreams. Then I opened the curtains and looked for the footprints.

			There were workmen on the rooftops today, clearing the snow. They wore bright red uniforms and brighter helmets, and they moved with ropes across the slopes of the roofs. They used broad brushes and wide spades to shift the snow.

			Great slabs of snow fell silently through the air and exploded on the forecourts and paths below, where other workmen stood watch in case anyone was walking directly underneath.

			They’d already cleared the snow from the rooftops where I’d seen the footprints.

			There was no evidence anybody had ever been up there.

			I went through to the kitchen. Mum had gone to work already. I wouldn’t see her again until late tonight.

			I’d be alone again, all day.

			Some terrible feeling rose up in me then.

			It’s a feeling I’ve had sometimes before.

			Recently I’ve been having it more often.

			It’s like a cold wind blowing through you.

			Somehow, having clothes doesn’t seem to help. There aren’t enough layers in the world. The wind rattles the bones in your body anyway.

			Adults call this depression.

			I call it loneliness.

			Yesterday, for example, I didn’t talk to anyone all day. Not until I saw the snow angel, and that’s when I started talking to you. There was something strange about the snow angel and I needed to talk to somebody about it if I was going to figure it out. So I started talking to you. But before that I didn’t speak to anyone.

			What I did yesterday was I got a bus, and then a train, and went to the Mall of Scandinavia. That’s where I stayed, all day, on the off chance that I’d see somebody I knew from school and have someone to talk to. So I went in the shops and looked at the clothes, and sat in a coffee shop and reread my old, battered copy of Tom’s Midnight Garden, and later I sat for a long time on a bench next to some old people.

			But I didn’t see anybody I knew all day.

			The truth is I’m not good at making friends. It’s not something I have the skills for. I don’t know how to do it. I don’t know what to say to people.

			So instead I feel a cold wind blowing through me, raging, and I wonder if anybody cares about me.

			Anybody in the world.

			I waited for the feeling to subside.

			That was what you had to do. Stay on your feet. Keep breathing. Wait, and the feeling will pass.

			The cold wind inside slowed, and sighed, and ceased.

			I began to feel like I could make it through the day.

			I made myself some porridge with raisins and honey.

			I sat down and started to eat.

			The telephone rang then – the landline.

			Grandpa.

			I raced over and picked up the phone.

			It was him.

			He wanted to know what I was doing today.

			He wanted to know if I wanted to go skating.
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			From where we live to the lake is roughly one kilometre. We live in an old apartment building on the top of a hill, although when I say hill what I mean is rock. Stockholm is made of rocks sticking up out of the water.

			Below us on the side of the rock that slopes down to the lake are the new apartment blocks, where I saw the footprints on the roof. These are modern buildings, all built within the last ten years. There are stairs and paved pathways between the buildings and ornamental gardens and a play area with swings, although right now everything is under the snow.

			To get from our block to the new buildings you go down an old, uneven flight of stone steps. Nobody knows how old these steps are, or who made them, or why. But once upon a time somebody carved them out of solid rock.

			I remember a girl at school saying that the Vikings made the old steps here, and I don’t know whether that’s true or not, but the idea got stuck in my head, and that’s what I’ve always called them: the Viking Steps.

			From the steps you go along past a row of old garages and around and down the stairways and paths that thread through the new apartment blocks. It’s a maze if you don’t know where you’re going. You have to go first one way and then another. Then to go straight on you have to go sideways. But you do eventually plop out at the bottom of the estate, right into the woods.

			These woods aren’t anything like the woods where I saw the snow angel.

			These woods are different.

			These woods are dark.

			Once upon a time there was a dispute about who owned the land beneath these woods, and the dispute rumbles and rankles on to this day. In the meantime, nobody can touch anything or change anything or build anything down there.

			There are no street lights. The trees grow old and they keep on growing, older than Mum, older even than Grandpa, and the paths appear wherever people walk and keep on walking.

			Today the paths were invisible under the snow. I went my own way down through the woods. There were no other people I could see. No runners or dog walkers. I was alone, and the air tasted clean and the silence felt pure.

			Every step I took was a new crunch, a new mark on the surface of the world.

			I sang a song to myself quietly. No one could hear me. I walked and I sang.

			The way ahead was all windswept snow and dark leafless trees that curled up and met overhead. The branches had become entangled up there, darkening the path and making it a little like a tunnel of trees.

			Up the middle of this tunnel there was a single trail of footprints, the first I’d seen all morning.

			I walked alongside the footprints for a while. They were fresh tracks, I saw, the edges of the impressions in the snow quite hard.

			Small feet. Like mine.

			Someone my age.

			Then they stopped.

			They stopped in mid-air, or rather, in mid-stride.

			They stopped and they didn’t continue.

			It was as if the person whose footprints these were had suddenly taken flight and walked on without so much as touching the ground.

			It was the kind of detail you might not normally notice. It was the kind of thing you might have to have pointed out to you, to make you see how strange it was.

			I noticed these things because I was lonely.

			I had too much time on my hands.

			I spent more time looking at nature than I did at people, which was probably a mistake if I wanted to make friends.

			I stared at the footprints on the ground.

			I looked back along the tree tunnel.

			I wondered if someone was playing tricks on me.

			The possibility that someone was watching me, secretly, and laughing at me, made me hurry on.

			I went down to the lake.
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