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To Superintendent Desiré Rosenkvist

The first time I heard the sound was two months ago. It’s hard to describe. It’s as if someone’s inside the wall. The sound doesn’t seem to come from inside the house, and not from outside either, and there’s no way it can be human. But now that I’ve had time to think about it, the police officers’ suggestion the other week when two uniformed youngsters were here feels pretty insulting. At the time I didn’t even know what house borers were.

I do now.

House-borer larvae live deep inside dry pinewood for up to ten years until they pupate and hatch. The wood ends up riddled with holes even though it looks intact from the outside. The only way to combat house-borer larvae is to burn affected wood and fumigate the building with toxic gas.

And apparently you can hear them gnawing their way through contaminated timber. They’re not inside, they’re not outside; they’re hidden away in the darkness.

But that’s not what I can hear. Unless I’ve got an evil house borer all of my own. Because it really does feel like someone’s out to get me.

Where I live is very isolated. No one just turns up here spontaneously, no hikers who’ve lost their way, no estate agents trying their luck, no management teams pretending to relax by doing iron-man heroics. But there are plenty of animals, so obviously my first thought was that a reindeer, maybe even an elk, had got through the fence and was rooting through my carefully chosen perennials. But there was no evidence in the beds, and no sign of damage to the fence. And I know that reindeer and elk can’t get over the fence: that was one of the main reasons I had it installed.

So if the noise was made by an animal, that animal had to be human. Because human beings can be inhuman too. It’s not unreasonable to wonder if we, among all the millions of animal species on the planet, actually hold the world record for inhumanity. Even though we’re supposed to embody humanity.

And scientists still think we’ve only managed to discover half of the species on the planet, at most.

Anyway, it can hardly be anything other than another person stalking me. And he – I’m assuming it’s a man – can hardly have any other reason for being up here on the plateau. The snow has come now, and I keep examining the surface but haven’t found any signs of life except the ones I myself have left. But in spite of that I know it’s going on – it’s going on the whole time.

Someone’s spying on me.

I’m in Darkness.

Back in the nineteenth century women who fought for freedom and equality were locked up and dismissed as hysterical, and sadly we don’t seem to have made much progress since then. I know the police think I’m hysterical, you have done for ages, even if these days you cover it up with labels like ‘conspiracy theorist’ and ‘agitator’, and no doubt have some handy neuropsychological diagnosis you can apply. Well, good luck with that is all I can say – I hope that sticks in your throats when you’re staring down at my battered corpse.

Because this man definitely doesn’t wish me well.

It genuinely saddens me that no one believes what I say. Or, even worse, thinks I’m mad. I could hear it in the two police officers’ tone of voice when they were here. I heard them when they were getting back in their patrol car, laughing about house borers. As if I couldn’t hear the difference between an angry grown man and the larvae of long-horned beetles. As if I’d somehow confuse the two sounds.

I’ve tried so many times before, but no one listens to me. I am totally in the dark.

You know as well as I do that Operation Gladio was real, and that American tobacco companies added addictive substances to their cigarettes. The CIA really do have a heart-attack pistol that leaves no evidence, and the Scientologists really did carry out Operation Snow White even though no one believed it.

I’ve pointed out plenty of times that Victor Gunnarsson was seen on Luntmakargatan just after Olof Palme was murdered – there’s evidence to prove it – and I personally spoke to a police officer who admitted that two witnesses, independent of each other, saw a white sports car belonging to a local detective parked on the road by the café at Kinnekulle that July evening.

I have also done my best to get you to realise that no traces of Essam Qasim’s DNA were ever found on the knife that was found in the drain in Strömstad, and that three years before the murder of Anders Larsson, Penny Grundfelt was active on Flashback under the hate-mongering profile of DeathStar. That the ink mark on Lisa Widstrand’s buttock was even reported in the local press without the police bothering to wonder if that had implications for Karl Hedblom’s guilt, and I’ve seen part of an email exchange between the Abubakir twins where the ammunition for the Ruger Mini 14 that blew Sanchez’s head off is explicitly mentioned.

But you don’t care about any of that.

You’ll only care once I’ve been murdered. When I’m a dead body.

Yes, I’m using a typewriter to write this. I stopped using computers when I found out the truth about the NSA. That’s how Edward Snowden has been able to stay under the radar in Russia: he never uses computers. And he of all people ought to have suffered serious withdrawal symptoms, but it’s all perfectly manageable. I use a pad to access the Internet, concealed, obviously, but I never write a word electronically. It all exists for ever in the cloud, and can be endlessly copied and spread. If the Abubakir twins discovered where I am, for instance, I’d be in an extremely dangerous position.

I just heard the noise again, just now. Dear God.

The worst thing about writing this while it’s going on is that he’s bound to take these sheets of paper with him. With my blood on them. Then he’ll get rid of them without giving it any real thought, as if it didn’t matter at all.

Me, sitting here writing in my own blood.

The outside wall, down by the cellar. A sweeping sound, as if someone really is moving inside the wall, deep in the darkness. Obviously I understand he must be outside, moving through the snow out in the flower beds. I just don’t understand what he wants.

Did I actually manage to leak a few undesirable truths on to the Internet before I gave up computers? Has someone guilty walked free and felt threatened by my actions? Or is it just some ordinary, unremarkable sadist who doesn’t have any real motivation beyond the act itself? A burglar, a rapist, a hit man – I don’t honestly care which one it is, but I would like to know why.

I want to know why I’m going to die.

I refuse to stand up, I refuse to stop writing. Dusk has fallen already, earlier again today, but I can still see that the sky is covered with cloud, that there’s some kind of other darkness beyond this one.

The sound again. It’s moved. A quick, sweeping, dragging sound along the wall, clearly moving towards the door.

If only it had been house-borer larvae.

I don’t want to look up from what I’m writing. But I can’t help feeling that I ought to be looking for a way out. My candle flickers gently in the darkness, almost goes out. Now there’s no other sound but the clatter of the typewriter, a sound which in any other circumstances would be able to soothe my frayed nerves.

But not this time.

Because I can hear the noise again, the rapid shuffle, a swift dragging sound. It’s never been this close.

Two months of this. Sometimes every day, sometimes an unbearable break of a few days. And now, as I hear the sound on the porch steps, it feels almost a relief: I couldn’t have put up with the uncertainty for much longer.

The cellar that I stopped using a couple of years ago: I haven’t even been down there since then. The moment I look over at the cellar door a sudden ice-cold wind sweeps through the bedroom. Just as the small flame of the candle blows out I hear …
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Thursday 12 November, 14.17

His name is Berger. Sam Berger.

That was all he knew. Except for the fact that he had to get out.

Get away.

He put his hand against the kitchen window. It was so cold it felt like his sweat was going to stick his fingertips to the glass. When he quickly pulled his hand away the print was so clear he wondered if it was mostly made up of skin.

The first thing he saw in the window was his own reflection. He raised his right hand and extended his index and middle fingers, making his hand look like a double-barrelled revolver.

And shot himself.

Outside the window everything was white. Utterly white.

The thick covering of snow lay flat. It was covering a field or perhaps a meadow, and seemed to stretch to infinity. Until he detected movement a long way off in the distance, at a point where his vision could only just reach. If he strained his eyes he could just see that the rectangular block moving along the edge of the field was a bus.

That was where he had to get to.

There was a road there. A road out. Away.

The door to his room had been left unlocked for the first time, and he had managed to slip out just at the right time, in the post-lunch lull, and had managed to make his way to the kitchen where – as far as he was aware – he had never been before.

The kitchen staff had got everything ready for afternoon coffee; there were Thermos flasks on a trolley next to a plate of cinnamon buns covered with cling film. A number of white coats were hanging up beside the trolley.

He looked out through the window again, from close up: the cold hit his face. He looked down at his body. Below what could under other circumstances be taken for jogging bottoms his feet were bare. He wriggled his toes quickly. It was as if they themselves realised he’d never reach the road without shoes.

But he had to get out. He had to get away. He had been here too long.

He had been away too long.

He went and looked in the pantry. In the far corner there was actually a pair of wellington boots, and he put them on even if they were at least three sizes too small. His toes were scrunched up, but he could walk, maybe even run in them.

When he emerged into the kitchen again he heard cries through the door leading to the main corridor. The door was closed, but it was unlikely to remain that way for long.

He grabbed all three of the white coats hanging next to the trolley and hurried over to the other door. The pain in his pinched toes kept him alert.

He pulled on the first white coat, then the second, but by the time he was about to pull the third on top of the other two the noises from beyond the kitchen door were getting far too close. He carefully pushed down the handle of the door and slipped into the side corridor. He closed the door behind him as gently as he could, as he heard the main kitchen door being thrown open. As he ran down the dark corridor he pulled on the third coat. The boots made his ordinarily fluid running style look like the dragging steps of a madman.

Ordinarily? There was no ‘ordinarily’. And certainly no running style. It was as if he had woken to a completely empty, completely white world.

A world without markers.

What appeared to be memories were no more than the phantom pains of his soul. Everything was gone, stripped away. It was as if his brain had consciously erased all traces of the past.

But he still remembered the door, he even remembered the little gap that let a billow of cold into the last dark metre of corridor.

He opened the door. The terrace was large, enormous even, like something better suited to a royal palace, but only a small square around the door had been cleared of snow. It was covered with cigarette butts.

He must have stood here smoking when he was still in the darkness. That must be it. How else would he have been able to find his way here?

But hadn’t he stopped smoking?

Beyond the cleared square the snow lay a metre thick on the terrace. It had been swept aside in layers, forming a steep flight of densely packed steps leading up to a plateau of snow. The edge of the terrace was six metres away, and he didn’t know how far it was down to the ground.

To the field that led to the road. To the road that led out of there.

Away.

He set off across the deep snow. The crust was so hard that even the disproportionately small boots didn’t break through. Not until the end, anyway, when the struggle to reach the railings turned into a struggle to move at all. He reached the railings at precisely the same moment that he heard noises behind him from the terrace door.

The drop to what he had taken to be a wide field was at least five metres. The snow looked deeper there than up on the terrace, although if it was just as hard he could easily break his legs. But there was no alternative.

Without looking back, he swung first one leg then the other over the railing. The three layers of coat flapped around him like bizarre white wings. And they flapped for a disconcertingly long time.

He hit the snow and sank into it. Yes, he sank, and the metre-thick snow absorbed the impact. He fell forward and somersaulted into the white powder. His mouth filled with it and he couldn’t breathe.

It went on slightly too long and he started to panic. An avalanche of panic. But he got to his feet, and this time his legs didn’t give way. He spat out snow, blew snow from his nose, vomited snow, but he managed to start running across the field. Towards the road. His progress was painfully slow. Like moving through quicksand.

When he had got about ten metres he glanced back over his shoulder. Two thickset men were standing by the terrace railings, staring down at him. Then they vanished.

He kept going. The powder was simultaneously compact and porous, easy to move through horizontally, hard to move through vertically. It was a battle against the elements. And, in spite of the three layers of medical coat, it was insanely cold.

It started to snow. Large flakes drifted down from the darkening sky. The sun had already set by the time he noticed another sound beyond his own ragged breathing. He stopped and turned his face to the sky, let snowflakes settle on it like a fragmented face mask, held his breath, listened.

Listened hard.

In the thin weak light that followed sunset he could make out movement in the distance. After a while he was able to make out a shape. A rectangular block was moving through the whiteness.

It was heading in his direction. He set off again, taking an overenthusiastic step and stumbling at once, before overcompensating and falling backwards instead, with his legs buried deep in the snow. He couldn’t get up, and dancing snowflakes settled on his eyes, making his eyes water.

He genuinely couldn’t get up.

He had to dig deep inside to find a burning kernel of will, a hidden reserve of energy. A core of compressed, violent force. He stood up with a roar, spraying snow around him as the coats flapped like wings. He was a fallen snow angel, resurrected.

He rushed on. The bus was getting closer, its sides completely covered by driven snow, only fragments of the windows visible. The driver put the headlights on full beam, and cones of light shot out from the rectangular shape. And the rumble of the diesel engine was getting louder and louder.

The unlikely sound of freedom.

He could see the road now, winding, almost sunken in the midst of the expanse of white. He ran, suddenly he could actually run, the snow was no longer putting up any resistance. He saw the bus weaving its way closer. There were another ten metres to the edge of the road. He fell to his knees, got up again. The bus was close now. He raised his arms and waved frantically. There was no way the driver could fail to see this winged white creature enveloped in an aura of powdery snow.

He ran on, still waving, reached the edge of the road, summoned the last of his strength to leap across the ditch. The bus was coming, for a moment he thought he caught the driver’s eye.

But it didn’t slow down.

The bus didn’t slow down.

He held his hand up to the snow-covered side of the bus, forming it into a claw, as if he might be able to stop the multi-ton vehicle by willpower alone. The bus roared past him without altering its speed at all. When it turned slightly he saw five clear but irregular lines in the snow on its side, made by his fingers and thumb.

He stared at his frozen right hand, his bleeding fingertips, but he felt nothing. Nothing at all. He slumped to his knees. He didn’t even have the strength left to shout out.

As it disappeared into the distance, the bus left an impenetrable cloud behind it; he was in the middle of a sudden snowstorm. Slowly it dissipated.

From the other side of the fog of snow a shape gradually appeared. Movement, apparently focused on him. Two beings emerged, two thickset men. One of them was still waving the bus on, as if time was out of joint.

The other man crossed the road, raised his fist and punched him right in the face. He was convinced he was already unconscious when the blow struck him.

The last thing he heard was the snow falling breathlessly through space.
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Thursday 12 November, 17.48

A white expanse. Nothing happened there, there was nothing to be seen.

But as his field of vision expanded a pair of parallel fluorescent lights slid into the whiteness. One of them was flickering faintly but quickly, spreading a nervous, pulsating glow over the white ceiling.

He recognised the glow. He had seen it before. Even so, it could hardly be called a memory.

A first conscious thought: how strange it was to be so empty, so devoid of everything. Just a body. There was a grotesque freedom in it. Freedom from the past.

But there was another feeling now, a completely different one. As if little by little, door after door was opening in his brain. As if for the first time he actually wanted to remember.

An authoritative male voice was saying, ‘Severely chilled, but no actual frostbite.’

He lowered his gaze from the ceiling. The white-clad man, who also had a profusion of white hair, folded the bandage back over his right hand and fastened it with a couple of pieces of tape. Then he met his gaze.

The man looked him in the eye for a long time, screwed his eyes up thoughtfully and said, ‘I’m Dr Stenbom. Do you recognise me, Sam?’

He shook his head. He didn’t recognise the man in white. But something told him he should.

‘Well, your hand looks OK, anyway,’ Dr Stenbom said, and put it back down on his thigh, actually rather tenderly.

‘The bandage is nothing to do with the cold – the tips of your fingers were badly hurt when you tried to claw the side off the local bus, we’ve strapped up each finger individually. Apparently the bus was going at approximately eighty kilometres an hour at the time, which would explain the nature of the injuries. But they’ll heal within a week or so. Do you remember trying to stop the bus, Sam?’

To his surprise he nodded. He did in fact remember. He remembered the whole crazy excursion. He remembered the kitchen, the smoking area, the terrace, the field. He remembered the snow filling his mouth. He remembered the bus. He remembered the two large men.

‘What I don’t really understand,’ Dr Stenbom went on, ‘are the injuries to your face.’

But I do, he thought and smiled briefly. To himself. It made his face tighten in a peculiar way. He put his left hand to his face – his whole head seemed to be wrapped in bandages.

‘Do you remember how you hurt your face?’ the doctor asked.

He shook his head.

Dr Stenbom nodded slowly in response, slightly warily.

‘I thought I detected a new awareness in your eyes just now, Sam, but your memory still seems to be failing you after all. Do you know what day of the week it is?’

He shook his head. He wasn’t even sure he knew the names of all the days of the week. There were seven of them, weren’t there?

‘Monday,’ he said.

‘Not quite,’ Dr Stenbom said and frowned.

‘Tuesday,’ he went on. ‘Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Sunday.’

‘You forgot Saturday, Sam.’

He looked up at the ceiling again. He’d forgotten Saturday. He couldn’t even count to seven.

‘You’ve got concussion, Sam,’ Dr Stenbom said. ‘It might be because of that rather than … your existing condition. Can you tell me your name?’

‘Sam Berger,’ he said.

‘Good. And do you remember how you got here?’

Vague movement inside him, somewhere down by the back of his neck rather than up in his head. In his marrow? An image: heavy snow falling on a windscreen, a rapid reflection in the same windscreen, someone’s head. Then gone again.

He shook his head. Dr Stenbom nodded.

‘But you remember trying to escape?’

He nodded.

‘Of course I tried to escape,’ he said. ‘I’ve got no idea where the hell I am. The North Pole?’

Dr Stenbom laughed but quickly adopted his serious demeanour again.

‘Do you remember who brought you here?’

Vague memories again, incomplete images like torn photographs. He shook his head.

‘Do you remember if it was a man or a woman?’

‘A woman,’ he said immediately, to his own surprise.

‘Good, Sam. Do you remember what she looked like?’

‘Blonde.’

‘We’ve got security-camera footage from outside the main entrance,’ Dr Stenbom said. ‘And that fits well – there was a blonde woman. But she left you outside, in the snow. We had to go out and carry you inside, Sam. Who was she?’

He could feel himself blinking. Each blink made the bandage feel tighter. Was the whole of his head really wrapped in bandages?

‘I don’t know,’ he said.

‘Nor do we,’ Dr Stenbom said, holding out his hands. ‘And we haven’t got the names of any next of kin we can contact now that you’re starting to get better.’

‘I’m starting to get better?’ he asked.

‘I think I’d have to say that, yes,’ Dr Stenbom smiled and stood up. ‘I think we’re starting to get somewhere, Sam.’

‘I’ve got no idea where that somewhere is.’

‘Let’s try to make slow, steady progress, Sam. If you don’t know where that somewhere is yet, then there’s probably no rush to get there.’

‘What are you doing now?’

‘I’m putting the infusion back in, the drip we’ve been using for the past two weeks now. The same dose. We can start to decrease it very gradually.’

‘But what is it?’

‘It’s mostly a nutrient solution,’ Dr Stenbom said. ‘You haven’t been in a fit state to absorb nourishment any other way, Sam. But also a sedative. You certainly needed it before, and you need it just as much now that reality is slowly coming back to you.’

He looked at the strips of plaster across the crook of his left arm. They were crowned by a yellow cannula. The doctor inserted the tube from the drip hanging above his head into it. Then he stood with his hands by his sides, looking at his patient. He said with a frown, ‘You tried to escape, Sam. If the staff hadn’t found you, you’d have met your death out there in the cold. Normal procedure would be to strap you down now, keep you tied to your bed for your own good. I’ve decided not to do that, though, because I think you realise that it’s not us you’re trying to escape from. It’s your memories, reality itself. And judging from what I and the rest of the staff have heard in the past few weeks, getting those memories back isn’t going to be a painless process. I want you to think about that, Sam. Maybe even remember it. It isn’t going to be painless.’

Dr Stenbom looked at him for a while, studying him. Then he was gone. There may have been a click as the door closed behind him.

Lying in bed, he did nothing but stare at the yellow object sticking out of his arm. Very slowly he started to pull at the strips of surgical tape holding it in place.

The skin around the point where the thick needle entered his arm wasn’t just blue but also covered by plenty more needle marks at various stages of healing; there was no doubt that he’d been there for some time now. A couple of weeks, that was what Dr fucking Stenbom had said, but it could have been considerably longer than that. Time still didn’t have any real meaning.

He pulled the needle out of his arm with a jerk. A relatively weak jet of blood squirted from the crook of his arm, as if there weren’t really much pressure left. It quickly turned into a trickle, and he pulled the pillow from behind his head, tugged the pillowcase off and placed the pillow under his elbow. The blood slowly trickled down onto it and slowly expanded into a stain.

He bent the thick needle: it was harder than he expected. Eventually he managed to form a gentle curve. He held it up to the light and examined it. Then he inserted it into the still bleeding hole and poked about a bit, searching along the vein.

The pain kept him alert.

He looked at his skin. A few centimetres below the entry hole there was a slight bulge. He pressed a bit harder and the bulge grew. Eventually his skin burst from the inside. The crooked needle poked out from his skin. Blood seeped from both holes, the entry hole and this new exit hole.

He saw a hole made by a bullet. The image flickered past, tried to stay, insisted on staying.

But a clear liquid in the middle of the flow of blood pushed the image aside. The liquid was dripping from the point of the crooked needle. Drip, drip. The infusion liquid. It was no longer flowing into his veins and poisoning his body.

And his soul.

He replaced the tape over the wounds, forming a little tunnel in the surface of one piece of tape, and waited until he saw the first clear drop run from the tunnel onto the pillow. Then he adjusted the yellow cannula, and everything looked just as it had done before.

He put the bloodstained pillow on the other side of the bed, as if to let it dry, swung his legs sideways and sat up on the edge of the bed. Then he shifted his weight and stood up. He swayed gently, and flashes of pain shot through his head, but he remained standing. Then he took a first tentative step, then another. The steps may have been unsteady, and he may have had to lean heavily on the drip stand, but his legs didn’t give way.

At the other end of the bare room was a basin with a mirror above it. He staggered towards it and saw the peculiar mummy’s face, and found that logical. The man without a memory, the man without a face. It wasn’t Sam Berger’s reflection. He touched the bandages gently; it was as if he was looking at a completely different person in the mirror.

Someone completely different. A reflection of someone else. Suddenly the mirror was a windscreen, probably a car’s, and suddenly it wasn’t clear but opaque. Snowflakes, big, flat snowflakes hitting the windscreen, as if the car was driving through a confusion of rapidly flaring sparks of light. And in a momentary reflection he saw something different. It wasn’t his reflection, it wasn’t Sam Berger. Blonde hair. But there was no face, just hair. And then it was gone, all of it. He was left staring at the bizarre mummy’s face. And not at a windscreen but a mirror in a comfortless, bare room in what presumably was some sort of clinic.

He moved away from the mirror, didn’t want to see more. He stumbled over to the window. Looked out. The field that had been so white before was now completely black. There was nothing there, no moon, not a single star, just pitch blackness. It wasn’t even possible to see if it was snowing.

It was probably snowing.

He couldn’t escape his reflection. There was the mummy again. But now the mummy made a Sam Berger gesture, and raised its bandaged right hand and shot itself with a double-barrelled revolver.

Then he stopped dead. Like a figure at a table.

A lightning flash of confusion. Table? Figure?

The terrible feeling of remembering something he didn’t remember at all. Just the gaping hole where it should be.

He remained standing by the pitch-black window. He could see his own reflection, his mummified image. In the background things slowly emerged, solidifying before his eyes. A room, a large, almost empty house. Rain beating hard against the window. A figure sitting on a chair in the middle of the room. An emptiness, a stillness that was unlike anything else. The room’s furnishings gradually emerged – or rather its lack of furnishings. An almost entirely unfurnished interior. A scream of uncertain origin rising towards the relatively high ceiling. But no more than that. Nothing else. Except one thing, perhaps.

A head of hair. Blonde hair. His brain was spinning.

The seated figure. Everything unclear.

A four-leaf clover. And a sudden explosion of blood. Violence and blood. A house filled with pain. Bullet holes everywhere. In the floor.

Bullet holes in the floor.

A seated figure. A woman. Stillness.

Then there was a flight of steps, dark cellar steps. He couldn’t bring himself to go down them. His brain went into reverse.

A whirring sound started up, he had no idea where it was coming from. Two people, even more distant, as if he were looking at them from a long way away through both space and time. They were walking at first, then they sat very still, very close.

The whirring sound was very loud.

Perhaps this was reality: the moon crept out from behind a cloud, the slowly tumbling snowflakes lit up. They were dancing rather than crashing against the windscreen. It was actually possible to follow every individual flake, untouched by time, by any sense of speed.

Because there was no speed. It was inside him, nowhere else. And there things were moving fast.

The unfathomable vagueness of memories: everything was slipping away. Just as he was on the point of capturing an image it slid out of reach.

The two people again, one large, one small. Close colleagues, partners. He forced himself to stay with them even though they were moving towards the table. The larger figure was him, it was Sam Berger, and beside him was a woman. It wasn’t the blonde woman, but someone with dark hair, quite petite, with her hair cut in a bob. He tried in vain to remember her name. Desiré?

Yes, that made sense and it didn’t make any sense at all. A different name, a nickname, maybe? Yes. Deer. That was right, wasn’t it? And then he suddenly saw them from outside, Sam and Deer, partners.

Police officers.

Then they were sitting on the same side of the table in an interview room. Sam himself on the left, Deer on the right. Rosenkvist. Desiré Rosenkvist.

He saw his own expression, sombre. He saw Deer’s, encouraging. Good cop, bad cop. He saw the mocking Sam Berger gesture.

There were three women. One of them was sitting perfectly still on a chair in an unfurnished room where the rain was pattering against the windows and there was blood on the floor, which was riddled with bullet holes.

Unless there were four?

Even more?

And then it all vanished.

Abruptly. As if his untrained shaken-up brain had had an overdose of impressions and just shut down.

He took an unsteady sideways step. The drip stand rattled. His arm hurt where the needle went in. He looked at the strips of tape on his arm. Nothing seemed to have happened. He waited. Eventually a drop of clear liquid seeped out from the little tunnel in the tape.

It was still working.

He turned and looked at the room. He had left a trail across the floor. No blood, just a few clear drops of liquid. A drip trail. An infusion trail. He hoped it would have time to dry before any of the staff returned to his room.

He stumbled towards the bed. The pillow lay there stripped of its pillowcase, with an obvious bloodstain on it. He felt it. The stain was still wet. He laid the pillowcase next to it and decided to wait until the blood had dried before putting it back on.

So he didn’t leave any evidence. A trail of blood.

He went around the bed, back to where he had started, swung his legs up and lay back on the bed.

He stared up at the ceiling. Behind the nervously pulsating light it was completely white. Yet there were still plenty of markers there. Markers that were starting to resemble memories.

He would take a break. Empty his mind again, leave it on charge. Then he had to start remembering.

Seriously remembering.
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Friday 13 November, 07.33

There were no windows in the room. But plenty of people. And even more screens. It was like they were in some subterranean bunker. Below ground level, anyway.

In one corner of the large, frenetically active room sat two men, slightly separate from everyone else; they were sitting on either side of a desk, and they looked at each other’s faces as often as they looked at their computer screens. One of the men was facing the wall, the other had a view of the rest of the room; they took it in turns because they both preferred looking out at the room.

The heavily built man who had drawn the short straw this week and was facing the wall glanced at the cheap diver’s watch on his thick wrist. As if he’d just come up to the surface and was checking how long he had managed to hold his breath. He took a couple of deep breaths, then went back down again. Deep into the ocean of his computer.

Beside the screen was a brass sign announcing the man’s name as Roy Grahn.

The man on the other side of the desk glanced at him. Neither of them would have been prepared to admit it, but there was an ongoing struggle between the two, a private battle to see which of them would be first to gain official status and be promoted to Internal Resources.

Because for the time being they were still both outside the system.

Beside the computer screen that was facing the wall was a largely identical brass plaque bearing the name Kent Döös. And Kent Döös dived into his own computer equipped with the same search parameters as Roy Grahn to ascertain whether anything new had cropped up.

As usual the search was less than straightforward. If, against all expectations, any of their subjects did crop up, it would be the result of a mistake. And it was those mistakes that Roy and Kent were looking for: bank card usage, Internet activity, any little slip-ups that would reveal their identities.

Kent Döös thought: Molly Blom.

Roy and Kent had worked with her, and she had been extremely impressive. She would never make a mistake of that sort. She was an internal resource, one of the most highly regarded, one of the near-legendary undercover operatives. She had been authorised to use a number of secret identities which not even the Security Service knew about – she was capable of staying below the radar for ever if she wanted. It was her partner, if you could call him that, the former detective Sam Berger, who was the weak link. Almost all their efforts were devoted to tracking down any mistakes Berger might have made. And for the past couple of weeks it was as if he’d vanished from the face of the planet.

Either Molly was keeping a very close eye on him, or he had gone underground of his own accord. The latter seemed unlikely. Sam Berger was bound to make a mistake, it was utterly inevitable. It was all a matter of patience. But on the other hand, patience wasn’t exactly Kent and Roy’s strong point.

The most common method was to look for out-of-the-way locations, the ones with least online presence. Hotels with manual check-ins, discreet health clinics, training camps in isolated settings, plane tickets where dubious identification documents triggered the alarm too late, border crossings with lax monitoring, anywhere in the area covered by the Schengen Agreement where no ID checks were made. And of course outside the Schengen zone. It was thought likely that Berger and Blom were somewhere in the EU, in the Schengen zone, and probably – in this most objectionable of months, November – somewhere with decent weather.

Even so, Kent wasn’t entirely convinced by the idea that they’d fled abroad. He had spent a lot of time working with Molly Blom. He didn’t think she’d left the country. He focused his searches on Sweden, on the most desolate corners of Sweden. Maybe somewhere in the interior?

Roy Grahn and Kent Döös hadn’t been granted access to the most confidential information. So they didn’t exactly know what Molly Blom and Sam Berger had done. Just that they warranted a position close to the top of the Security Service’s most-wanted list.

Kent would soon bitterly regret pausing for a few seconds, but he couldn’t prevent a number of contradictory memories from surfacing. He clearly recalled a crazy fight when Berger had broken into Blom’s flat. Berger had fought like a hardened old lag and they had been forced to tranquilise him. He remembered Blom interrogating Berger hard, but then for some reason she had sabotaged the recording of the encounter. And finally he remembered the raid on a nightmarish flat in Sollentuna. Berger and Blom were there together, having made a heroic rescue effort.

Kent couldn’t get the memories to fit a coherent narrative.

Yet he couldn’t help smiling as he remembered that Roy had thrown up. Kent hadn’t.

All of this meant that he wasn’t entirely concentrating when the search results arrived. He didn’t know how long the window on the screen had been flashing, but he was quick to act as soon as he noticed it. He clicked through a number of databases, made his way past a couple of firewalls, bypassed a couple of password requests, then, just as he was on his way, he saw something he really didn’t want to see. A hand.

A hand in front of the computer screen. A hand and a cheap diver’s watch. Index and long fingers forming a V.

Roy leaped to his feet and exclaimed, ‘Arjeplog!’

He was already halfway out of the room by the time Kent, with a look of distaste, managed to complete his own search. The screen said, ‘Sam Berger, Lindstorp Clinic, Arjeplog.’

As usual it took a while before the door made the low humming sound that gave them access to the holy of holies. By then they had already been hanging about in the corridor for more than a minute. Kent couldn’t help wondering what the head of the Security Service’s Intelligence Unit got up to during this time. Was it really just a demonstration of power?

Roy opened the door and walked in. August Steen, the head of the department, was sitting behind his desk with his back perfectly straight. His cropped grey hair showed no sign of thinning, and his pale grey eyes looked like they’d been carved from frozen stone.

‘We’ve got him,’ Roy said.

August Steen very slowly removed his reading glasses, tapped them on the desk and said, ‘Who has got what?’

‘Berger,’ Roy said. ‘Sam Berger. We’ve got him. He’s in a clinic outside Arjeplog.’

Steen’s eyebrows frowned for a moment, but the rest of his face remained impassive. And not a word crossed his lips.

‘May I suggest the fastest possible mode of transport, sir?’ Roy went on. ‘Every second increases the risk of him getting away.’

August Steen studied him carefully. Then he looked at Kent. It was never a pleasant experience.

Then he gave a curt nod.

Roy and Kent were out of the room in less than a second.

Steen watched the door close behind them. He stared at it for a long time.

He stretched his neck, making it click audibly, before he reached for the bottom drawer of his desk. After a brief search he pulled out an old-fashioned mobile phone. He waited for it to switch on with a distant expression on his face. Then he picked it up and made a call.

Roy Grahn had expected ‘the fastest possible mode of transport’ to mean a helicopter all the way. There were, however, nine hundred and forty kilometres between police headquarters in Stockholm and Arjeplog, but he wasn’t actually aware of that.

But they were in time for the morning flight, and if everything worked as planned there should be a helicopter waiting for them at Arvidsjaur Airport to take them the remaining hundred and fifty kilometres to Arjeplog.

When they stepped out of the almost empty plane they were confronted with a snowstorm that seemed much heavier than it had been when they had landed; evidently it was getting worse. And the wind was blowing alarmingly strongly.

They climbed into a very small helicopter and were tossed this way and that through a swirling white sky that occasionally cleared enough to give them a brief glimpse of endless mountains. Knowing that Berger possessed certain – albeit limited – skills when it came to close combat, they checked their weapons, a pair of sturdy Glocks, and as backup some easily accessible syringes with thick needles that could quickly be inserted into a carotid artery, for instance.

It was barely possible to make out the frozen little town that the helicopter was now passing before it was back over open country again. Kent saw a thin box-like shape moving along a serpentine line which upon closer inspection was probably a road. So the box-like shape was probably a bus.

Through the snowfall a building gradually emerged and grew larger. It looked like an old manor house, and in front of the building a field spread out, flat and featureless, with a circle cleared of snow so that the helicopter could land. The taciturn pilot hovered directly above the circle and slowly descended, and everything turned white. The engines and rotor blades fell silent long before the swirling snow finally settled again. Through the falling snow three people in thick coats hurried towards the helicopter. The door opened and Kent and Roy were struck both by the cold and the realisation that their clothes were far too thin; they both realised that they ought to have guessed that Arjeplog in the middle of November would be a particularly chilly part of Sweden.

The white-haired man at the front of the delegation walked towards them with his hand outstretched.

‘Dr Stenbom,’ he said. ‘Welcome to Lindstorp.’

‘Roy Grahn, Security Service,’ Roy said, shaking his hand. ‘And this is Kent Döös.’

‘Also Security Service,’ Kent added.

Dr Stenbom didn’t bother to introduce the two men behind him, but there was no need. Kent and Roy knew the type: warders, guards. Instead the doctor turned and led the visitors along an untidily cleared path towards the manor-house building.

‘So, Sam Berger?’ the doctor said as they walked through the snow. ‘I don’t know if you’re aware of the fact, but he tried to escape yesterday. We managed to find him just in time – he would have frozen to death.’

‘Escape?’ Roy said. ‘Is he locked up?’

‘Temporarily, yes,’ Dr Stenbom said. ‘He was in a very bad way when he arrived. He was left here in a severely confused and violent state by an unidentified person – we had to sedate him. He was very upset when he came round, made threats and seemed extremely anxious. He was so difficult to control that we opted to keep him sedated.’

‘And when was that?’

‘About two weeks ago.’

‘You’ve kept him sedated for a fortnight?’

‘This clinic may specialise in advanced psychiatric treatment, but we don’t have the resources to act as a prison twenty-four hours a day. From time to time we’ve reduced the dosage and examined his condition. Yesterday morning was the first time he’s been calm enough to be allowed to wake up, very gradually. But that calmness was evidently merely the prelude to an escape attempt. A fairly deranged escape attempt, I might add. He tried to stop a bus with his bare hands.’

‘What condition is he in now?’

‘Because he suffered a number of injuries we decided to revert to the maximum dose again. He’s thoroughly sedated.’

‘Injuries?’ Kent said, shivering. ‘Frostbite?’

‘Not primarily, no,’ Dr Stenbom said. ‘Like I said, he tried to stop a bus with his bare hands. It appears that the bus in question also hit him and caused a number of facial injuries. He’s heavily bandaged.’

‘Bandaged?’

‘Gauze bandages around his head, yes.’

They finally reached what appeared to be a back door. Dr Stenbom tapped in a code, ran his card through a reader and said, ‘So I’m afraid you won’t be able to question Berger yet, regardless of what the suspicions against him might be …’

Roy and Kent chose to ignore his curiosity and brushed the snow from their thin jackets. The corridor they were walking along was completely bare, and the strip lights in the ceiling cast a cold, bleak light over the desolate passageway. They turned into a larger corridor. There was a nurse pushing a medicine trolley but that was all; there wasn’t a single patient in sight.

Finally Dr Stenbom stopped in front of one of the identical doors and pulled out an old-fashioned ring of keys. He inserted one of them into what was presumably a high-security lock. Then both Kent and Roy saw him frown, briefly but unmistakably. As if on a signal they both unzipped their jackets and unfastened their shoulder holsters. Dr Stenbom pulled open the door, which he hadn’t actually had to unlock.

On the solitary bed against the far wall of the room lay a figure covered by a blanket.

Roy drew his pistol and quickly secured the room. As Kent ran the few metres to the bed he too pulled out his Glock. He yanked the blanket and sheet back.

The person lying there was fast asleep.

Dressed in white.

A nurse.

An empty syringe was sticking out of her arm. Stenbom quickly checked her condition to make sure she was OK.

‘What the fuck?’ Roy yelled and turned towards the two carers who had just ambled into the room. They shrugged their shoulders in surprise.

A large wet stain had spread across the bottom sheet beside the sleeping nurse.

‘What the hell is this?’ Kent exclaimed. ‘Did the bastard piss himself, or was it the nurse?’

Dr Stenbom leaned closer to the wet patch and sniffed gently. Then he shook his head and turned to the drip stand beside the bed. He took hold of the tube and followed it to where it ought to have been inserted into the cannula in Sam Berger’s arm. And there was the yellow cannula itself, with fresh blood on it. Dr Stenbom looked at the needle and saw that it was bent.

‘The infusion didn’t transfer correctly,’ he said.

‘And in layman’s terms?’ Roy bellowed.

‘He bent the needle,’ Dr Stenbom said thoughtfully. ‘The liquid in the drip has leaked out. He isn’t sedated. When the nurse came in to give him a—’

‘He was waiting for her,’ Kent interrupted and pointed at the two warders. ‘He escaped yesterday. Where did he go?’

The warders looked at each other a little too long.

‘Just answer, for God’s sake!’ Roy yelled.

‘The kitchen,’ the larger of the two said. ‘Then the terrace and out across the field to the road.’

‘So get moving, then!’ Roy bellowed.

They ran along the corridor. Dr Stenbom panted:

‘There’s fresh blood on the needle. Hasn’t been there more than a few minutes.’

They rushed up a flight of steps into another corridor. One of the carers opened the door to a kitchen. There was the usual trolley laden with Thermos flasks and a plate of cinnamon buns covered with cling film, but otherwise the kitchen was empty.

‘Start looking!’ Roy shouted.

Slightly clumsily, the clinic’s staff followed Kent’s example and started to search the drab kitchen. The smaller of the two carers said, ‘Here.’

They went over to the window where he was standing. Through the grimy glass they could see the helicopter. The pilot was standing outside in the snow with a cigarette. The smoke seemed to get caught by the snowflakes and be drawn towards the ground.

‘Here,’ the carer repeated, and they looked from the window down at the worktop. In one of four unwashed coffee cups a drop of blood had formed a star pattern.

And the blood was fresh.

There were two more doors in the kitchen. Roy ran over to one of them and threw it open, revealing a pantry. There was no one there.

‘Get that secured!’ he yelled and ran towards the second door.

He pulled it open. A gloomy corridor led off in both directions. He stepped out of the kitchen as a voice called behind him:

‘Blood in here, too.’

Roy quickly worked out where the helicopter was and ran left along the corridor. After ten metres he stopped and looked at the sad, beige textured wallpaper. Kent caught up with him and saw his finger pointing at a faint red stain on the wall.

‘He’s dizzy,’ Roy said. ‘Knocked against the wall.’

They ran side by side towards a door at the end of the corridor. They threw it open and were met by the snowstorm. It took them a moment to catch their breath, and even longer before they could see. The snow was swirling in every imaginable direction.

They were on a sort of terrace, but no more than a few square metres had been cleared, forming a provisional standing space, presumably a smoking area. They could see fresh footsteps in the thicker snow, and there was probably some sort of railing or balustrade nearby, then a drop of some sort down to the field, where they could just make out the helicopter off to their left.

Roy raised his pistol as if his vision might improve if he had something to aim at, but that meant he lost ground on Kent, who was already moving across the thicker snow, balancing on the crust, which he looked likely to fall through at any moment. Kent reached the edge of the terrace and threw himself over the snow-covered balustrade. He sank deep into the snow and lashed out to free himself from it, then set off into the increasingly heavy snowstorm. He could see a sort of flapping motion through the raging storm. It was such an odd sight that under any other circumstances he would have stopped to look at it, but now he was chasing someone, and nothing got in the way of that. Nothing got away from him.

Not even this angel.

Because that was what he looked like. The wings spread out, white against the all-encompassing whiteness, and it looked as if the figure might take off at any moment and defy the laws of nature to shoot up through the snowstorm and whirl triumphantly through the tormented sky, then dive down towards him and give him that smug Sam Berger grin just out of reach before sailing off through the snow and disappearing.

But that didn’t happen. The figure ahead of him was coming closer. No, it was Kent who was getting closer, it was Kent who was gaining ground, close enough now to see him properly. He could see a thin trail of blood on the snow he was forcing his way through, and he was so close now that he could almost touch the fluttering figure.

Kent did a quick calculation. He would get one chance, and only one. He tried to calculate the right moment to throw himself at the fleeing man, but just as he launched himself forward with both feet the figure seemed to find some extra energy and slip out of reach. It turned round and he saw the blurred white face stare at him as if he’d never seen him before, had never fought viciously with him in Molly Blom’s flat on Stenbocksgatan back in a snowless Stockholm.

It was like he was a completely different person. A mummy. And the mummy raised his bandaged hand as if to shoot him with his fingers.

That made the mummy stumble, and suddenly the moment presented itself. Kent steadied himself as well as he could on the treacherous snow, leaped forward and reached out, caught hold of one arm and pulled the flapping figure onto the snow, which gave way immediately. He found himself eye to eye with the figure, deep down in the snow, took a firm grip of it using the forbidden shoulder-breaking hold, and forced the bastard down into the soft whiteness.

The eyes stared up at him over the figure’s shoulder through the gauze bandages. Blue, stubborn, mildly panic-stricken. Kent rolled him over and placed his knees on the man’s lower arms. He grabbed hold of the bandage somewhere at the back of the man’s head. He started to unwind it. He caught sight of a cheek, a fleshy mess and a chin with several wounds in it.

Kent had Sam Berger’s hateful face engraved on his retina; it was time to pay back the humiliation of the past few weeks. He wanted to see this bloody, frightened visage slowly transform into Berger’s badly beaten face.

He took a degree of pleasure in the slow unravelling. More and more skin became visible behind the bandage. The large flakes of snow melted on the slowly revealed skin.

But the victor’s cup started to leave an increasingly bitter aftertaste. As soon as the jaw was visible Kent started to feel something was wrong. He couldn’t drag it out any longer, and pulled the bandage off as fast as he could.

And suddenly the cup was full of poison.

Kent looked at the wounded, bruised face for a good while.

Then he bellowed into the air, ‘This isn’t Sam fucking Berger!’
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Wednesday 18 November, 10.28

The snow was no longer falling. It just lay there now. Still, unmoving. The world was white. It was like treading on virgin ground.

Something was moving through the whiteness. A woman.

Her laborious footsteps formed the first signs of civilisation. Signs of struggle, of survival. Defying the atrocious conditions.

It had been a long night, and only in the morning had the snowstorm finally moved off to the south. The neatly cleared path was no longer particularly clear at all.

The woman reached the top of a ridge and saw the cabin huddled in its new guise, and glanced at her mobile phone. She had two minutes. Plenty of time.

That was when she saw him. He was stumbling through the snow, clutching the bright red padded jacket tightly around him.

She slowed down, took a quick look at the clear blue sky, then ran after him. The steps he left in his wake were deep and clear, but hers were slowed by the thick covering of snow. She was forcing her way forward rather than actually running, and he was whirling away ahead of her, as if the zigzag trail he left behind him also gave an indication of his mental state.

Even so she was gaining ground. She pulled out her phone again, but had no idea how long it had shown 10.29; it could move on at any moment, and then it would all be too late.

As she ran the last few metres, more like a snowplough than a gazelle, she unbuttoned her long white coat. The wind caught it and made it look like a spinnaker on a stormy lake. He turned. There was a look of confused, primal fear in the eyes, which were only just visible above the wild grey beard.

She landed on top of him, pressing the whole of his redness into the thick snow, letting her snowy white spinnaker sail over him as she glanced at her phone. It clicked to show 10.30.

They ended up eye to eye under the hastily improvised bivouac. He stared at her. She put her finger to her lips to hush him; he obeyed without a word.

It was strange to see him like this. He had changed so much. The fact that his beard was so mad was less remarkable than the fact that it had changed colour. His dark hair was also greyer than before; it was as if two weeks in Sweden’s pole of inaccessibility had turned him into a different person.

She was still holding her finger to her lips, and he was still quiet, lying motionless, suddenly cooperative. She looked at her phone, let time pass. All she could hear was their own panting breaths, at two very different rates.

She was lying on top of him. His body felt limp. In the snow cave of her big white coat she realised she had managed to get through to him for almost the first time since the
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