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Monday 30 November, 08:10

The corridor reposed in darkness. Nevertheless, Berger could make out a winged insect crawling slowly across the ceiling. He followed it with his gaze for a long time. Only when he stopped looking did he realise that it was a bee.

The sole source of light in the corridor was the small circle at eye level on the closed door between him and the other man. The two of them were pressed against the ice-cold concrete wall on either side of the door, each with a firearm raised. In the almost non-existent light, the older man fixed his steely grey gaze on Berger and nodded distinctly. Without letting go of his weapon, Berger produced something that looked like a magnifying glass. Soundlessly, he placed it against the peephole and looked into it.

The perspective was distorted, but the interior of the flat was fully discernible. A hallway led onto a living room. Straight ahead in the first hint of a November dawn, it seemed as if a pair of gigantic eagles were swooping in towards the large windows of the room. As if moving in slow motion, the distortion brought them closer and closer – black silhouettes that appeared for a moment to be soaring on thermal currents directly outside the windows. Then the eagles assumed human contours as they stood still, their feet firmly anchored. One of them raised its hands and showed ten fingers, then nine, eight. Berger thrust the object akin to a magnifier back into his pocket and yanked out the skeleton key. He inserted it into the lock as quietly as he could, but it still rattled disquietingly as he fumbled for invisible tags, spikes. Six, five, four. It wasn’t taking hold – for the first time in years, the skeleton key wasn’t taking hold. Three, two. He finally had a bite and heard the click as the key did its job. Weapon raised, he opened the front door. At the exact same moment, the two black-clad figures kicked their way in through the balcony door, each with a small sub-machine gun raised to the shooting position. They silently ducked to the left-hand side of the flat. Berger crept to the right, weapon raised, not making a sound.

The rest of the living room materialised: a woodburner and tiled fireplace surround, sofa, reading chair, drinks trolley. A hefty book on the side table beside the armchair. Without holstering his pistol, Berger went over. Now he could see a pair of spectacles on top of the book – they were absurdly thick. And the volume in question was the complete works of Shakespeare, in English.

Not touching anything, Berger raised his gaze. There was just a single picture on the wall – a piece of landscape photography. The bewitching gleam of sunset playing across a hillside covered in cypress and pine trees, a couple of white houses, a few donkeys with their heads bowed, a column of beehives set on terraces climbing the hill and a bed of butter-yellow flowers that extended across the bottom until it reached the glittering sea. Far away, a large cliff expanded into the water. Berger thought he recognised Gibraltar.

He returned to the book, crouching, scrutinising the glasses, noting the bookmark protruding from between the thin pages. But he touched nothing.

‘Here,’ shouted a muffled voice.

Berger stood up and turned round. The older man was watching him from the hallway. His close-cut hair was reminiscent of iron filings around a magnet. His name was August Steen and he was Head of the Intelligence Unit at the Security Service.

Berger and Steen headed towards the voice, passing through the kitchen and into a corridor. Fragments of a conversation were drifting out of one of the far rooms. Berger went in.

The sub-machine guns were slung over the shoulders of the black-clad figures. With a degree of scepticism, Berger contemplated August Steen’s external resource duo.

‘Flat secured,’ said Roy Grahn.

‘But this is where she was,’ said Kent Döös, gesturing with his hand towards the obvious soundproofing on the walls of the windowless room.

Berger looked around. It was a completely anonymous room – the very opposite of the cosiness found beyond its walls. The absence of any trace of chains, leather straps or drip stands didn’t mean that those kinds of things hadn’t been present or that drugs hadn’t been used. All that was present was silent emptiness.

The living room had had more to say.

Berger squatted beside the crumpled sheets on the unmade bed. He looked at the pillow and made out at least three long black strands of hair in the slowly gathering dawn light.

‘Our friend isn’t exactly making much attempt to cover his tracks,’ he said.

‘Why would he?’ said August Steen. ‘All he needs to conceal is where he’s taken her.’

Berger heard a faint buzzing. He looked up towards the ceiling. A bee flew across the room. The same bee? He followed it through the kitchen and back into the living room. He stopped by the armchair and put on gloves. He moved the spectacles off the book. Then he opened the book to where the bookmark had been left. It was held in place with a clip onto the page.

Hamlet. Act Three. The bookmark touched upon the world’s most famous literary phrase.

To be, or not to be …

Berger went over to the photograph on the wall and contemplated it. Saw the sea, the cliff, the flowers. Saw the beehives climbing up the hillside.

Saw the beehives.

The bee buzzed again. It sounded different – the sound had doubled. Berger looked up. There were two of them in the corner of the ceiling now.

Did bees hang on until late November? In Sweden?

To be, or not to be …

‘He’s a beekeeper,’ said Berger.

Kent and Roy looked at him disdainfully, while Steen maintained an air of neutrality.

‘What?’ Roy said at last. ‘In here?’

‘Hardly,’ said Berger.

‘It’s a trend, isn’t it?’ said Kent. ‘Beehives on roofs?’

‘Bloody hell,’ Roy said.

Steen frowned. Then he said: ‘There are three ways up to the roof. The stairwell, the fire stairs and via the balconies. Grahn, can you climb up another two storeys?’

Roy glanced at the balcony where two ropes were hanging down from the storey above. He nodded.

‘Döös, take the fire stairs,’ Steen continued. ‘Berger, the main stairwell. I’ll try to find a view. Coordinate before action. Report your location. Await orders from me. Hop to it.’

Roy headed back out onto the balcony, while Berger and Kent tumbled out of the front door. Kent went one way, while Berger turned on the light and headed along the corridor. He reached the stairwell and spotted a bee crawling along the wall.

There were two options. Either the bees were fugitives or they were tasters – clues. If they were fugitives, then the perpetrator might very well be up there with his kidnap victim, completely unprepared. But it was probably more likely that he was drawing them up onto the roof for a reason.

Regardless, they had to go up. There was no turning back. There were no other police who could be brought in – this was absolutely top secret. Berger wasn’t even sure exactly how much Kent and Roy knew. He watched the bee for a few seconds in its seemingly aimless meander across the wall.

Then he set off upwards.

The grubby, fluorescent-lit stairwell terminated at a sturdy steel door with a handle on the inside. Berger pulled out his walkie-talkie and reported his location. It crackled and then Roy’s voice emanated from it:

‘Also in position.’

Another crackle, then August Steen said: ‘Have a view from the adjacent property. There is indeed a small, low structure on the roof in the north-east corner. Closest to you, Grahn, maybe five metres away. However, the door is on your side, Berger. Twenty metres from you. Döös, it’s ten metres from the fire stairs on the far side.’

‘Roger that,’ said Roy. ‘Kent?’

‘These fire stairs are a mess,’ Kent panted. ‘Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll report back.’

Silence descended.

The fluorescent lighting in the stairwell went out. Darkness consumed Berger. In the silence, a buzzing could be heard. There was a luminous red button in the darkness, signifying the light switch. He reached for it. The light stuttered back into life. The bee buzzed onwards, remaining invisible.

Everything was about the waiting.

The unbearable waiting.

This waiting summoned the memory of a darkened motel room, little more than a strip of light penetrating from the roaring motorway outside. Berger had slipped in, clutching his pathetic carrier bag in one hand, filled with sandwiches and drinking yogurt from the petrol station, and he had just about settled into the armchair before he realised there was someone there. His heart leapt into his throat and then August Steen spoke.

‘Is this what you call staying under the radar?’

The seconds crawled past in the stairwell. Berger ran his hand over his chest, the contours of the bulletproof vest almost as familiar as those of his own ribs.

The motel room continued to impose upon his mind. Berger now on the bed, breathing heavily, his gaze now fixed on Steen in the armchair.

‘We think we’ve located where Carsten is holding Aisha,’ said Steen. ‘Be ready early tomorrow morning.’

Berger slowly shook his head and looked around the depressing motel room.

‘What the fuck am I doing here?’ he said.

‘You’re Sweden’s most wanted man,’ said Steen. ‘You’re keeping your head down – that’s what you’re doing.’

‘And you’re one of the top brass in the Security Service,’ said Berger. ‘I’m not and never have been in the Security Service. Why would you help me?’

‘We’re helping each other,’ said Steen.

The bee continued to hum on its way around the stairwell, but it failed to disperse the memory of the nocturnal scene. Berger had stared through the darkness at August Steen, who eventually felt compelled to continue.

‘You’re part of my team now, Sam. I’m going to need you – for real – just as soon as we find out more about what’s going on. You’ll have to sit tight for the time being. We’re sorting out a safe house for you. But I need you tomorrow morning.’

‘What the hell is it that’s “going on”? Some kind of terrorist attack?’

‘The worst act of terrorism ever –’

‘Yeah, yeah. I know. The worst act of terrorism in all of Sweden’s history. But I know fuck all about it. I can’t stand the Security Service’s bloody hush-hush around everything.’

Steen sighed audibly and leaned back in the moth-eaten armchair.

‘Carsten was my deputy for several years – one of the pillars of the Security Service. Then it turned out he was the mole – the treasonous traitor – in our organisation, the one I had spent a long time looking for. He kidnapped Aisha Pachachi for the same reason that he murdered your colleague and friend, Sylvia Andersson … To smoke out my most vital asset – Aisha’s father, Ali Pachachi, the man behind the network. In short, he’s abducted Aisha to silence Ali.’

There, on the bed in the drab motel room, Berger felt reluctant, no matter how much his police instincts were beginning to come back to life.

‘Because Ali is on the brink of finding out where, when and how the worst act of terrorism ever in the history of Sweden is going to take place?’

‘Yes.’ Steen nodded. ‘My assessment is that an international terrorist organisation needs to silence Ali, which is why they’ve bought Carsten. Presumably we’re dealing with Islamic State, but that remains unconfirmed.’

Berger looked around the disheartening motel room, but there was nothing to fix his gaze on. Nothing other than the shunned Head of Intelligence of the Security Service.

‘And you’re saying that it’s Carsten who’s left me in the shit right now?’ said Berger. ‘Made me Sweden’s most wanted man? “Ex-cop sought for murder of suspect.” Shot a killer using my old service weapon. Why the fuck has he done that?’

Steen shook his head.

‘It’s a little unclear,’ he said. ‘But he has some kind of emotional tie to Molly Blom. He was watching her up in the interior. His reports had an odd overtone – one that only became apparent to me after the fact, when I read them in one go. He referred to you as the man and the woman, but using symbols.’

‘Symbols?’

‘Like this,’ said August Steen, producing a pen and drawing on the back of a newspaper.

Berger saw two symbols – ♂ and ♀ – and frowned.

‘♂ was you, Sam, and ♀ was Molly.’

‘The Molly who’s in a coma and carrying my child,’ Berger said grimly, shaking his head.

Steen hoisted himself forward in the shabby armchair and placed a hand on Berger’s knee, which was a little unexpected.

‘We’ve got one big advantage over Carsten,’ he said, using a voice that Berger had never heard before. ‘He is undeniably a very dangerous man – we could probably go so far as to call him a well-trained professional killer – but he’s very close to going blind. He has an escalated variant of RP – the eye disease retinitis pigmentosa. And tomorrow morning is our best chance of catching him. I need you with me, Sam.’

I need you with me, Sam, Berger thought to himself in the nondescript stairwell of the block of flats, faced with the equally nondescript door during a wait that increasingly felt eternal. He returned with full force to the present and noticed his unsecured weapon – it was trembling with an oddly regular rhythm that was presumably somehow related to his heartbeat.

His only hope was that Carsten was on the verge of blindness.

All he could hear was the buzzing of an invisible bee. It kept going, going, going, in a complete monotone.

Then the walkie-talkie crackled.

‘In position,’ said Kent’s voice.

‘Right then,’ said Steen. ‘Three, two, one.’

Berger pushed the door open and looked out. Something supposedly akin to dawn was spreading its faint glow across the rooftops. The scene was still in a state of semi-darkness. Twenty metres to his right was the small building, which looked like a squat lump of concrete. Diagonally ahead of him he saw Kent emerge from the fire stairs and start towards the building. At the same moment, Roy hauled himself up his rope and rolled over the small parapet.

Berger ran. He was present and not present; he saw everything as if it were from a strange, distorted distance, as he waited for the volleys of shots.

Roy got there first, Kent not far behind him, Berger arriving last. He saw Roy raise his foot, kick down the door and vanish inside. Kent also reached it, arms and legs all over the place. He too dived into the building.

Berger was close now. He felt a powerful stab of pain at his throat, as if a silent weapon had been fired. He slowed down, touching his neck, at which point his hand was also stung. He had almost reached the wide-open door when Kent staggered out of the building. He was writhing wildly and oddly. He flailed, his service weapon flying off in an arc. Kent fell to his knees, threw himself forward and rolled around. The sound of buzzing was even louder. Berger began to be filled with pain – a gnawing pain that spread through his body, burning into his limbs.

At that point, a figure emerged from the structure. It looked like an animal – a bear on its hind legs. The figure raised its arms as if in prayer, but they weren’t arms – they were paws. Mitts. They appeared to be covered in thick, lumpy fur. The rest of the body was the same, rotund – seemingly woolly – but there was a face, white as a sheet, visible on the bearlike figure. A face with a staring gaze, its mouth wide open but silent. And the buzzing got louder and louder until Berger finally realised what he was looking at.

The face was Roy’s and his entire body was covered in bees.

Roy staggered towards the edge of the roof, past the rope anchor point, taking the heavy, peculiar steps of someone on the lunar surface. He clambered onto the small parapet separating the roof from the abyss. Berger heard himself shout with someone else’s voice:

‘For Christ’s sake, stop.’

But Roy just carried on, up onto the wall, as if driven by a power altogether different from that of his own volition. Finally, he took the irreversible step over the edge.

It was as if he were hovering. For a brief moment that seemed never-ending, amid humming that was rising to a cacophony, Roy’s body seemed to float in the boundless air, as if the force of gravity had been completely switched off, as if there were no longer any up or down. And as if responding to an order, the bees let go, shooting up from the body like an inverse maelstrom.

Berger looked into Roy’s eyes in that moment. What he saw was death. He was looking straight at death. And then Roy fell.

Berger heard himself bellow. He staggered in that direction, the pain which had been suspended for several seconds returning with full force. Kent stopped rolling on the roof, got up and brushed his body feverishly. Together, they staggered towards the edge of the roof. From which Roy had just fallen.

Just before they reached the edge, Berger turned his head and saw a huge plume of bees gushing out of the wide-open door and forming the darkest of clouds above the dimly lit city.

Berger and Kent exchanged a glance. Kent removed a bee from his pale cheek and nodded. They looked over the edge.

Roy’s shattered body was lying in the car park some thirty metres below.

He’d hit a car – half of him was still on the bonnet.

The sound that Kent emitted was inhuman.

‘Berger!’ the walkie-talkie yelled. ‘Paramedics en route. Secure the building.’

Berger got up slowly from beside Kent, who was collapsed on the roof. Berger removed the bees from all exposed parts of himself. He felt a queer intoxication spreading through his body. He moved unsteadily towards the small building. He pressed himself against the concrete wall, glanced inside quickly, then stepped back to his position. There was no one inside – no concealed spaces. There were at least six open beehives. Only a few bees remained, sluggishly buzzing away. He judged it possible to go inside and took a firmer grip of his weapon.

He waved his hand in front of him to ward off the final bees, chasing them out. Then he looked around the space. Apart from the beehives, there was just a table and a chair. Aisha hadn’t been held captive in here – no, Carsten’s aim had been to entice them up here. To harm them? To kill them? Hardly. Carsten was not a sadist. Mad as a hatter, sure. Traitor to his country, absolutely. Uninhibited, definitely. But he was rational. That meant there was another reason why he had led them here.

Floor, ceiling, walls – nothing. An altogether unremarkable space. That meant it had to be something inside the beehives or on the table. And Berger had no intention of rooting around inside the beehives – he’d had enough close encounters already.

Only now did he spot that a number of bees were lingering on the table. They were more placid than the rest of their kin, creeping around in a set shape – rectangular, a few inches wide. Berger used the butt of his newly issued Security Service gun to remove the bees from the surface. There was a piece of paper left. He didn’t dare touch it, but he saw that it was glazed with something sweet and sticky. Something the bees would like.

It looked like a small envelope. The kind that usually contained greetings cards. He left it lying there. Left it in spite of all his instincts, so that it could be handled by the Security Service’s forensic team. Then he spotted the closed drawer under the tabletop. He crouched and began very carefully to open it.

The blast was beyond all imagining. The force that threw him backwards even more so. The shock was total, the pain disorientating. His vision went black.

All that was left was a single, floating thought in the never-ending nothingness:

What a fucking way to die.

Then nothing but darkness.

He wasn’t sure whether he was alive until he opened his eyes and found himself looking into an icy grey gaze framed by close-cut metallic grey hair.

‘The perfect spy is admittedly a castrated spy,’ said August Steen, ‘but there’s no need for it to occur quite so dramatically.’

‘What?’ Berger panted.

‘If you hadn’t been crouching, you would have had your cock shot off.’

Berger looked down at his bulletproof vest. Where the bullet had hit him was clearly visible – right in the heart.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he said.

Steen proffered him a hand which he took, and he was pulled to his feet in a cascading series of painful jolts, before being led to the open drawer. Inside the remains of the shot-off front was a pistol fixed in place with steel thread wrapped around the trigger. Berger recognised the weapon immediately. It was a Sig Sauer P226. Presumably Berger’s own former service weapon. There was a tiny handwritten note taped to the barrel. It was short and sweet:

‘Boom!’

‘Carsten is after you, Sam,’ said Steen. ‘Now we need to make you invisible, for real.’

Berger glanced at the small envelope one last time, let out a deep sigh and stumbled towards the door. Steen caught up with him and held him upright.

Approaching slowly, looking almost unreal in the pale grey of the November sky, was an air ambulance.
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Monday 30 November, 09:03

His senses were out of kilter. Everything was swaying. The sound of the approaching helicopter increasingly resembled the buzzing of an enormous bee.

Berger was sitting on the roof, all sorts of pain sweeping through the fibres of his being, and he felt unable to distinguish between body and soul.

He saw August Steen produce a roll of gauze from a bag without understanding why. He saw it being unrolled and coming closer to him.

‘You’ll have to go in the chopper,’ said Steen, starting to wrap his head. ‘And since you’re Sweden’s most wanted man, you most definitely don’t want to be seen.’

The downdraughts from the landing helicopter swept across both of them. As if in a strange form of slow motion, Berger watched Steen drop the gauze and the gusts unfurl it so that it fluttered like a long banner before Steen let go and allowed it to sail across the Tensta rooftops. He pulled out another on which he retained a firmer grip, managing to wrap Berger’s head. Then he said:

‘You keep your cool. I’ll pick you up from the Southern Hospital.’

After that, Berger was ignored. He curled up in the corner of the helicopter, feeling airsick, with his chest aching from the shots and variously located bee stings. Nevertheless, he was still easily in the best shape out of the patients contained in the cramped space.

The two halves of Roy Grahn’s ragged body were covered in a bloodied blanket. Kent Döös was conscious enough to moan, the moaning occasionally rising to downright roars of both sorrow and pain. A paramedic appeared to be painting portraits in the air with a syringe filled with morphine that he had not yet been able to administer.

Berger seemed to recollect similar scenes from various war movies. He was overwhelmed by nausea and was on the brink of vomiting copiously straight into his head bandages by the time he found a window to look through.

The sight of water had always placated his guts. He saw the water’s surface below, but it took a while for him to recognise the waters of Ulvundasjön, then the Tranebergsbron bridge, then the island of Lilla Essingen. Then Reimersholme, the Liljeholmsbron bridge, Årstaviken bay. The water was under the helicopter all the way to a roof with a circle and a plus sign and a large H at its centre. The helicopter landed on the letter without making any obvious attempt to reduce its speed.

Then everything happened quickly.

The doors opened. Roy’s stretcher was trundled away and disappeared. Kent, whose burly body had finally submitted to the morphine, was conveyed across the helipad of the Southern Hospital.

Berger was left behind.

While the pilot jumped out and the rotor blades meekly ceased to rotate, Berger crouched there in his corner – his head completely covered in bandages. Eventually, a white-clad man peered inside and waved him over, and together they walked into the large hospital. His guardian didn’t look his way even once.

In keeping with his reception, Berger was left seated in a corner of Casualty, behind drawn curtains, for a duration that he stopped monitoring after a while. A lot of time passed. Incomprehensible time. Hour elapsed into hour until he no longer had any grasp of them.

He set about feeling his way through his body. Most painful was the gunshot – the point where the Kevlar had stopped the bullet from the Sig Sauer P226 – but he questioned whether his rib was damaged. The poison from the bee stings was harder to assess, but that didn’t seem enough to warrant admission. That meant August Steen had put him there for another reason. Perhaps because it was the safest place for him to wait. Were they sorting out a safe house for him? Were his things being moved there from home? Had they been to his house? Was the Security Service going through his place while he sat here like a vegetable?

He hadn’t been home in a very long time. Although it was probably more that it felt like a very long time. It had barely been a month. Probably not even that.

The hours continued to trickle between his fingers. He tried to think and to settle the free flight of his thoughts.

If Carsten had rigged up the beehive house to take down Sam Berger, then was he truly safe here? Getting into the casualty department at the Southern Hospital before putting a couple of silenced rounds into a weakened patient behind protective curtains would be a straightforward task. It would probably be a while before anyone even noticed it had happened.

At that moment, the curtains were pulled apart.

For a moment Berger saw Carsten – his screwed-up, unreadable eyes behind those thick lenses; he saw the pistol raised, he saw the barely perceptible smile that would be the very last thing that Sam Berger took with him to the land of the dead.

But it wasn’t Carsten who entered. Nor was it a doctor. It was the man whose close-cut hair reminded him of iron filings around a magnet.

‘Let’s go,’ August Steen said curtly.

They left. Berger said nothing. Nor did Steen.

In a secluded corner of the Southern Hospital’s car park, they got into the car before Steen set a course southwards out of the city. It was only as dusk began to set in that Berger realised how long he’d spent waiting for a doctor who never came. Who had never intended to come.

As they were passing Haninge, Steen finally spoke.

‘That bastard murdered Roy.’

Berger could feel himself stiffly staring dead ahead. He saw the body floating there, contrary to reason, shrouded in bees. Then he saw the body in two down in the car park.

Carsten was not a man to be toyed with.

And he was definitely out to get Sam Berger.

Apparently Steen wanted to talk.

‘Apologies for the delay,’ he said.

Berger laughed, though he was not exactly bubbling over with joy.

‘I had to expedite matters,’ Steen continued. ‘This was the quickest I could manage.’

‘Where are we going?’ Berger asked.

‘You’ll have to drive a motorboat,’ said Steen.

Berger stared at him.

‘I know you can do it. I know you like water. I know that many of your childhood summers were spent in the Stockholm archipelago.’

‘You know more than I do,’ Berger muttered.

‘The sight of water calms you,’ said Steen.

Berger shook his head.

‘Don’t worry, it’s simple. Modern navigation systems practically do all the work for you.’

‘And I’m just supposed to sit there, am I? In some isolated safe house?’

‘The assignment I have for you is extremely important.’

‘And I take it you don’t intend to tell me any more than the fact that it’s related to “the worst act of terrorism in all of Sweden’s history”?’

‘I can’t right now,’ said August Steen. ‘But for the time being, you must stay out of sight at all costs. Properly under the radar. That means this will be the only time you use the boat. You can never use it again, except in absolute emergencies. The navigation app will lead you to a boathouse – you’re to take the boat inside and moor it up there.’

‘A boathouse?’ Berger exclaimed.

‘A real boathouse,’ said Steen, stony-faced. ‘The kind you drive a boat into. You drive it in, moor it up, then you wait. There are plenty of goodies in the little cottage there; there’s a secure internet connection and lots of books. Consider it paid holiday. Do you have any hobbies?’

Berger wasn’t staring at him, but was staring into space.

‘Clocks,’ he said at last. ‘Clockwork.’

August Steen chuckled.

Then they said nothing more during the drive. They arrived on the outskirts of Nynäshamn, drove through the centre of Nynäshamn, exited through the outskirts on the other side of Nynäshamn. It felt like the end of the Earth.

The visitors’ harbour was inhospitable. Presumably it was the friendly, glowing lights on the nearby islands that made the sea leading up to them seem so black. So merciless. And the fact that they were alone that made the world around them appear so desolate.

They ambled along the jetty, the boats moored there floating on the water as if cradled by darkness itself. It was dry, thank goodness. And not particularly windy either. The only thing that felt frightening was the darkness. That, and the simple fact that Sam Berger hadn’t driven a boat in a very long time.

They stopped. Steen passed Berger an iPad. Berger took it and looked down at the dark screen. Steen swept a finger across it and a map appeared.

‘Straightforward GPS navigation,’ said Steen. ‘The route avoids every single reef, I promise you.’

‘You’ve tried it then?’

‘A chopper will deliver your things from home. There will shortly be four large moving boxes outside the cottage.’

‘And what are you going to do? What’s the Security Service going to do? Find Carsten before he finds me?’

‘Don’t flatter yourself,’ said Steen. ‘You’re not that important. But yes, of course we’re going to catch him – the investigation is already in full swing. But we’re primarily looking to apprehend him so that we can free Aisha Pachachi and thus deal with Ali Pachachi’s difficult problem. As long as Aisha is a hostage, he won’t talk. And the only person in the whole wide world who knows where Ali is located is me. Until now, our mole has been waiting for Ali to make contact – presumably to offer to exchange places with his daughter. Now Carsten seems to have entered a more active phase – he’s going to find Ali Pachachi by himself. Obviously the clue that led us to the trap in Tensta was planted. He wanted us there. He wanted to mock us.’

‘You catch Carsten, get the information from Pachachi, I act on that information? Is that the play? And that brings us to the question: why me?’

‘Do you really want to have this discussion right now?’ Steen asked. ‘You’ve had a whole car journey to talk about this.’

‘Yes, I want to know. Otherwise there’s not a fucking chance I’m getting in that boat.’

‘And what are you going to do instead? Hide in another boathouse? Flee the country?’

‘Why? Why me?’

August Steen sighed and led him over to a powerful but compact boat with a big outboard motor attached.

‘You’ve got a special skill that will be of the utmost importance when the time comes,’ Steen said eventually.

‘A special skill? Me?’

‘And you didn’t answer the question,’ said Steen, passing Berger his Security Service-issued pistol and ammunition. ‘It was serious.’

‘Which bloody question?’ Berger said, taking the gun.

‘Do you have any hobbies?’
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Tuesday 1 December, 10:21

He broke through the surface of the water just as the ice was setting. In the course of his flight, he saw from the corner of his eye segments of the smooth surface changing sheen in the light. It was as if he was seeing in the matter of a split second the individual liquid atoms reaching out to unfamiliar oxygen atoms and forming a most delicate crust.

That was when he broke it.

The shock of the cold followed just as expected, but theory is one thing and practice quite another. He was overwhelmed. The icy cold pressed the tight wetsuit against his shocked skin. The waters of the archipelago embraced him as if they wanted to freeze him and keep him for an afterworld that would contemplate in surprise the equally surprised prehistoric being inside a block of ice. Scientists would thaw him out in laboratory conditions and he would – without that look of astonishment disappearing – sail into the zero-gravity atmosphere of the artificial planet that had long ago replaced the devastated Earth.

That peculiar image had a calming effect. What was more, his first movement was actually reminiscent of a spacewalk. He sucked in the pressurised air from the diving bottle greedily, felt the pain in his ribcage where a bullet had been stopped not long ago, and seemed to recollect why he had quit this intrepid hobby in the first place.

A hand brushing the side of a huge blue-and-yellow-striped fish with kiss-me lips had summoned up the hobby diving. That gilded memory had subverted the fifteen years that had passed since Sam Berger had last put a rubber mouthpiece between his teeth, on a magical diving holiday on the Indonesian island of Lombok. It had erased all manner of factors that had made him abruptly consign his diving bottles to the back of a cupboard upon his return, while providing him with ill preparation for the cold shock of the Baltic waters.

Once he finally stopped being distracted, a strange world hove into sight.

The water had looked dark from up above – like jumping straight into a bucket of tar. It had been a grey, overcast morning – pretty typical for the first day of December – and he hadn’t exactly been expecting to see much down here on the more or less dead Baltic seabed. But the light that was filtering down, broken as it was by the slowly growing sheet of ice, nonetheless revealed a world of greys and greens permeated by furrowed rock formations and various billowing seaweed branches that actually touched him. A small, colourless shoal of fish darted past as he kicked his way through water that could be no more than five degrees. He felt again the fascination of visiting the hidden part of the Earth’s surface – the biggest and most secret part. He felt his reborn being coming back to life as the seabed changed in character and became smoother and more barren. And fell away, for there was no doubt about it, he was swimming into deeper waters.

He was cautious, ensuring he planned each move in advance, always keeping his gaze fixed on the more distant elements of his field of vision – just as he had when learning to drive a car. It was surely no more than five or six metres away, and then, suddenly, he could no longer see the bottom up ahead. It simply vanished. He stopped, floated, observed. Then he finned forward, floating closer. It really was as if the small inland sea’s bottom had disappeared and been replaced with a precipice.

He was at the edge now. It felt strange: it was a cliff that couldn’t be fallen off.

This was Sweden – the Stockholm archipelago. Everything was safe and familiar, and suddenly there was this abyss leading down to something entirely unknown. He realised he needed to stay away.

But as was so often the case when one knew one ought to stay away, he moved closer.

He glided out above the chasm, looked up, looked down. He saw nothing. He waited. He felt a gentle current against his right thigh, nothing more. Then he made one careful movement downwards.

At first he didn’t understand what it was – little more than a vague change of state. His face felt a little colder, that was it. Then he realised that it was not just cold, it was wet too. The ends of his moustache caught inside the diving mask bobbed slowly, like strands of seaweed on the seabed.

The mask had leaked.

But such insight didn’t register – it had an altogether different impact. His body flailed in panic, chaos jolted straight through his soul, shattering it. He felt himself floundering into empty nothingness.

In the pure chill.

By means unknown, his senses returned to him. He stopped struggling. He confined the panic. The mask needed emptying – clearing a mask was one of the first things you learned as a diver. He tried to remember the procedure. Then he pressed the top of the mask to his face while looking up and exhaling through his nose. He repeated this a couple of times, and finally the mask was more or less empty. He tried not to sigh in relief.

Then he looked around. He looked down, he looked up, he looked to his left, he looked to his right. Except there was no up, no down, no here, no there. There was no direction whatsoever. And he realised where he was.

He was in the mid-water.

There was no gravity, no lift. There were no bearings. There were no reference points. His next movement might just as well lead him straight down into the abyss as it would up to the surface, or out to sea.

Sam Berger remained lying there, floating in the great nothingness, each movement potentially taking him closer to death.

He was fully disorientated.

He could see no surface, no bottom, and there was nothing to visually indicate which way was up and which was down.

There was nothing to hold on to.

It was as if he were floating in the middle of the global ocean. As if he had been fully lost in the empty, desolate and infinite expanse of space.

But he had managed to clear his mask. It had only been a few seconds ago that he had managed to pull himself together and put his experience to use.

The bubbles from his breathing drifted wildly around him. He continued to spin for a while in the gaping void. Then something occurred to him – something as unfamiliar as a thought took root.

Air was his route home.

He settled down in the great nothingness, lying stock-still. He held his breath for a while until the space around him was devoid of any bubbles. Then he exhaled hard.

The flurry of bubbles suddenly assumed a clear direction.

Seemingly down his body. He turned over and watched the stream of bubbles float downwards.

What he had perceived to be downwards.

It was actually upwards.

He exhaled again, heavily, and set off in pursuit of the bubbles.

Upwards.

He emerged from the abyss and was once again able to discern the seabed and realised that he was on his way home after all.

He settled for a moment on the bare rock and cleared his mask again.

Mid-water.

He had forgotten about mid-water – the feeling when all the laws of nature disappeared. He had been there before – just after the encounter with the big blue-and-yellow-striped fish. And he had allowed the good memory to hide the bad.

In the harbour on Lombok, he had sworn never to dive again.

He wasn’t good at learning from his mistakes.

As he finned towards the cottage on the small island off Landsort, he swore never to dive again.
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Tuesday 1 December, 13:44

Sam Berger contemplated the water. The air temperature had once again climbed above freezing, and the thin layer of ice he had broken that morning when emerging from the mid-water was almost completely gone. He tracked a small floating chunk of ice with his gaze as it melted before his very eyes.

He looked up into the grey skies. They offered a merciless light. No illumination, no joy. A grey gaze filled with schadenfreude that indicated there was almost six months of the same still to follow.

His gaze traced the outermost islets of the archipelago. Beyond those there was nothing but open sea – all the way south to Gotland.

Time was so strange. Everything was pure anticipation. He hadn’t been on this desolate island long, but the restlessness had already begun to eat away at him.

He turned on his heel and set off back to the cottage. Halfway up, he came to a halt and glanced down towards the jetty. It wasn’t visible. The camouflage was practically perfect. And the boathouse a little further away with the speedboat he had driven here through the archipelago night wasn’t visible at all.

The same was true of the cottage. Tree branches – seemingly nonchalantly arranged – covered the moss-covered roof, and in the unlikely event that an unexpected visitor caught sight of the front door, they would have the impression that whatever was behind it was both small and dilapidated.

It was an illusion. A deliberate and professionally implemented illusion. Berger opened the door and passed the wine racks. In accordance with his tastes, the extensive collection had been supplemented with a few bottles of first-rate single malt. He made his way through the room with its ideal temperature and darkness before reaching the large living room. He thought of it as the large living room, but honestly he had no idea how to define the room he was now surveying. The completely unexpected space, the sofa, the dining table, the desk. A kitchen island suddenly appearing round the corner. A fully equipped bathroom with sauna. The kind of fisherman’s-cottage-sanitised-with-luxury-on-a-desolate-island that would have sold for tens of millions of kronor on the open market.

But neither the cottage nor the island had the slightest thing to do with the open market. On the contrary. It was not the first Security Service safe house that Berger had visited, but it was definitely the most pleasant. And his assignment was to wait.

He ambled through the living room, over to the wall by the desk. Next to a large map of the Stockholm archipelago was a whiteboard. On it were lots of pieces of paper in random groups – they were obviously subordinate to the centre of the board.

At the centre of the board was a photograph.

A clean-cut, unsentimental school photo of a smiling, dark-haired girl. Aisha Pachachi. The symbol of Sam Berger’s failure. The only one of the seven kidnapped girls that he and Molly Blom hadn’t managed to free.

Seven minus one.

She would legally be an adult before long.

Of course, Berger realised that the Security Service was in the full throes of a major manhunt – even had he been permitted to contribute his own efforts, they would have been negligible. Nevertheless, it was frustrating to just sit here like some sort of resource on standby. ‘Properly under the radar’, as August Steen had put it.

Aisha Pachachi. Snatched once by the man who was supposed to be protecting her. Then snatched a second time by a Security Service mole – a deadly man by the name of Carsten, whom everyone was now hunting.

That was the situation.

With a grimace, Berger averted his gaze from Aisha’s photograph. Instead, it fell on the only things in the big living room that were not in meticulous order: the four oversized moving boxes containing a hotchpotch of stuff. The grimace remained on his face, transitioning into distaste. The mere thought of Steen’s confidants – who were no longer the erstwhile duo of Kent and Roy – rifling through the drawers of his home turned his stomach. At the same time, he understood it. Sam Berger was Sweden’s most wanted man and it was clearly out of the question for him to return home to Ploggatan in Stockholm’s Södermalm. Regardless, he couldn’t help picturing a coarse hand in the bottom drawer, casting aside children’s and women’s clothing without an ounce of respect just to find Sam Berger’s underpants. As expected, all sorts of rubbish had come along from the decidedly untidy closet. He glanced grimly at the closest box. Obviously he needed a yellow bicycle helmet, two remote controls, a box of drawing pins, a couple of old school yearbooks, a fabric anaconda, a broken badminton racket and selection of pages that had come loose from Freja’s self-help paperback. Yes – obviously he needed these here on this desert island.

He had barely touched the boxes since the helicopter had lowered them onto the island. He had carried them inside, opened them, been overcome by reluctance and left them where they stood. Instead, he had opened the bag he’d brought with him from the interior – the one that had made it through both previous cases.

Admittedly, the first thing he had pulled out had been the box of watches. It was standing there in front of him on the desk, along with both the magnifier and the case opener. On a cloth lay his Rolex Oyster Perpetual Datejust from 1957. Its insides were exposed, like those of a dissected animal. Within, he glimpsed the perfectly coordinated constellation of interacting small cogs and pinions. But out here on the island, time felt as if it were passing more slowly than usual – as if every second were significantly more protracted than in the real world. The world where he was not relentlessly still, not unsparingly lonely.

The second thing he had pulled out of the bag was the school photograph of Aisha Pachachi. He had affixed it to the centre of the whiteboard. Then he had unpacked the computer and Molly Blom’s entire gamut of gadgetry, comprising mysterious boxes and cables, routers and hubs – all the things that in the best of worlds would give him the same undetectable access to the Security Service’s network that she’d had at her disposal in her capacity as an undercover cop. Before she’d been beaten to a pulp and cut by a madman.

Not now.

Don’t think about it now. It was enough that it consumed his nights and ruined his sleep. Not now too.

He was not even one per cent clear how Molly’s cybersecurity kit actually worked. Defying his ‘benefactor’ August Steen by attempting to connect to the Security Service’s internal network and starting to drill down into the various security levels with the utmost secrecy was a big risk. He would have to proceed with very small, very cautious steps. He had all her passwords – it ought to be possible. If nothing else, it was a way to cure his restlessness.

It was off the charts. The restlessness was incurable. It wasn’t personal, it wasn’t private. It was a case of professional restlessness, and that could only be satisfied through work. And in spite of everything, this was a form of work. Even if it was progressing with ant-sized steps.

Whatever it was that August Steen was saving him for, just sitting there on standby while slowly being drained of energy was unbearable. That wasn’t his actual assignment. Sam Berger didn’t leave assignments half done – not even six-sevenths done.

His assignment was to find Aisha Pachachi.

That meant he needed to know more about Carsten. And there was still some way to go in that respect.

The fact was that he didn’t know a thing about him.

Except for images. Unerasable images. The image of Sylvia with the black sock rammed down her throat. The image of the killer from the interior who had been killed with three gunshots right to the heart. The image of Roy’s seemingly woolly body floating in nothingness, as if gravity had disappeared.

None of those images would ever disappear. Not until Sam Berger himself died.

He was consumed by fury – a gigantic, hard, explosive fury. He needed to take down Carsten.

He really did.

He observed his right hand. It was trembling. It was trembling with fury. He pressed it down with his left, holding it fast. He put everything into trying to sober up and think clearly.

If Carsten had managed to rise to the position of August Steen’s right-hand man, he must have had a long career at the Security Service. Which meant the Service had indubitably turned him inside out – doubtless they knew him through and through. Yet he had managed to deceive them all. Steen had been on the hunt for a mole for the best part of a year without success, even though the mole was right in front of him. Granted, that matched the Carsten that Berger had met, albeit in haste – he was both intelligent and resourceful. And presumably a little bit unhinged – otherwise he would never have allowed himself to be bought by a foreign power. And not just any old foreign power, but the worst imaginable – the once powerful and now subsiding caliphate.

Well, Carsten was clever, resourceful, crazy, spineless, greedy, on the brink of blindness – and had apparently, during the recent weeks of surveillance, become just a little infatuated with Molly Blom.

But none of this was new to the Security Service. Steen had told Berger this himself. This was data that a large, well-oiled machine was already processing. Berger had nothing of his own to add, no new information, no angle that the Service had missed. No matter how much he delved into his own depths, he could not find a perspective where he – the ex-cop wanted for the murder of a suspect – could honestly say he held any advantage over the Security Service.

Except possibly that he had nothing to lose.

Everything had already been lost.

He sat down at the desk, touched the laptop trackpad with his hand and realised that the ongoing search was still ongoing. It was one step en route into the Security System networks – something about finding an open port. Molly had tried to explain, but as usual he had only listened with one ear, in some kind of absurd belief that she would always be there and would always handle the technicalities.

But he had let her down. A pair of sick serial killers had wrenched her from him, and he had let it happen.

He had let it happen.

No.

Not now.

It would seek him out when he fell asleep anyway.

His gaze returned to the scrolling symbols on the laptop display. Restlessness overcame him. Would he have to go outside again, back down to the jetty to stare at Landsort’s outer archipelago, where he would find nothing to fix his gaze on? At any rate, the thing he wasn’t going to do amid this hopeless wait was to pull on his wetsuit and cast himself into the ice-cold water. That hobby had had its day.

Then it dawned on him he could check online. He had already activated the anonymous proxy network. Apparently, there were a number of CCTV cameras on the island that could be activated at any moment, and those would override what was going on right now on the screen.

He opened a new Google tab and went through his borderline mechanical routine for searches – the one that he had done on a daily basis for years without turning up any results. First he searched for ‘Freja Babineaux’. As usual, nothing. It was as if his ex-partner had gone underground with her new husband in Paris. She was presumably, he reflected with a bitter-sweet sensation, back to being a housewife without a life of her own. Then he searched for ‘Marcus Babineaux’. Despite the fact that this also failed to provide any useful results, he never considered the possibility of not searching for Marcus’s twin brother, ten minutes his junior. He tapped in ‘Oscar Babineaux’.

His twin sons.

The lights of his life – the lights that shone by their absence, and even more strongly at that. The polar star. The still point of the turning world. What everything hinged upon.

Then something came up. A Facebook profile. Oscar Babineaux, Paris.

And the profile photo did indeed depict his younger son. An incredibly upgraded version of him, anyway. Eleven years old and, judging by the photo, a fully fledged hip-hop artist. Berger instinctively took screenshots of everything on the page, which wasn’t a lot. It had been created a few days earlier, and there were only two posts with a few comments beneath them – all in French. Oscar had scraped together twelve friends, and all the comments came from these individuals. The first post expressed sorrow at the big terrorist attack in Paris that had occurred while Sam Berger had been lying unconscious up in Lapland, and the brief comments underneath were mostly sad emojis. The more recent post consisted of a photograph taken in a messy boys’ room. Someone was lying under a duvet in the lower bunk of a bunk bed, both hands outstretched and fingers in a V-shape. Protruding from under the duvet were their feet – the toes were also in a V-shape.

Berger started. A lump formed in his throat. He reached out with a hand and gently caressed the cold laptop display. That was his gesture – Sam-the-dad’s exaggerated gesture of great joy. Neither of the twins quite had that ability in them – they’d both had to work hard to manage true separation of their two biggest toes, while at the same time folding away the rest. The result was a pretty weird foot. Then you had to get under the covers – for example after a win in a video game – and stick out both your arms and legs, hands and feet.

Then you formed four V-shapes.

The only comment under the photo was ‘14–8’, which was presumably some result or other. One of the twins had probably beaten the other in a game, but just who was under that duvet disclosing their not-entirely-unspoilt-by-schadenfreude pleasure, it was impossible to tell.

Sam Berger chose to interpret it as a sign. His twins – who had effectively disappeared for the last three years, consumed by the big city that was Paris – were communicating with their traitor of a father. The father who had without any objection let their mother Freja have sole custody – who, despite being a policeman, had failed to explore whether they were happy in their new home with their new French stepfather Jean Babineaux. The father who had acted
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