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A small quantity of air or gas within a liquid body

A small, hollow, floating bead or globe

Anything that is more spacious than real; a false show

A cheat or fraud; a delusive scheme; an empty project; a dishonest speculation

A person deceived by an empty project; a gull

A small spherical cavity in a solid material

To cheat, to delude (verb)

A (usually temporary) state of existence, in which what you see, touch, hear, feel, and smell are under close control either by those around you or a system

When an electronic device or person is remotely under surveillance (bubbled)

A fantasy/dream that is so far-fetched it couldn’t ever be true
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1

A whole new Game?

The moment he woke up HP knew something was wrong. It took him a few seconds to put his finger on what it was.

It was quiet.

Far too quiet …

The bedroom faced out onto Guldgränd and he had long since got used to the constant sound of traffic on the Söderleden motorway a few hundred metres away. He hardly ever thought about it any more.

But instead of the usual low rumble of traffic interspersed with the occasional siren, the summer night outside was completely silent.

He glanced at the clock-radio: 03.58.

Roadworks, he thought. Söderleden, Söder Mälarstrand and the Slussen junction closed off for yet another round of make-do-and-mend … But besides the fact that Bob the Builder would have to be working in stealth mode, it was also slowly dawning on him that there were other noises missing. No-one rattling doors as they delivered the morning papers, no drunks shouting down on Hornsgatan. In fact hardly any sound at all to indicate that there was actually a vibrant capital city out there. As if his bedroom had been enclosed in a huge bubble, shutting the rest of the world out. Forcing him to live in his own little universe where the usual rules no longer applied.

Which, in some ways, was actually true …

He noticed that his heart was starting to beat faster. A quiet rustling sound from somewhere inside the flat made him jump.

A burglar?

No, impossible. He’d locked the high-security door, all three locks, just like he always did. The door had cost a fortune, but it was worth every single damn penny. Steel frame, double cylinder hook-bolt locks, you name it – so, logically, no-one could have broken into the flat. But the umbrella of paranoia wasn’t about to let itself be taken down so easily …

He crept out of bed, padded across the bedroom floor and peered cautiously into the living room. It took a few seconds for his eyes to get used to the gloom, but the results were unambiguous. Nothing, no movement at all, either in the living room or the little kitchen beyond. Everything was fine, there was no sign of any danger. Just the unnatural, oppressive silence that still hadn’t broken …

He crept carefully over to the window and looked out. Not a soul out on the street, not that that was particularly surprising given the time. Maria Trappgränd was hardly a busy street at any time of day.

Closed off for roadworks, that had to be it. Half of Södermalm already looked like some fucking archaeological dig, so why not go for a complete overnight shut-down? All the little Bobs were probably just having a coffee break.

Plausible – sure! But the uneasy feeling still wouldn’t let go.

Only the hall left.

He tiptoed across the new floorboards over to the front door, taking care to avoid the third and fifth ones because he knew they creaked.

When he was about a metre away he thought he saw the letterbox move. He froze mid-step as his pulse switched up a gear.

Two years ago someone had poured lighter fluid through his door and set fire to it. A seriously unpleasant experience, and one which had ended with him lying in Södermalm Hospital with an oxygen mask over his face. It wasn’t until much later that he had realized the whole thing was just a warning shot to remind him about the rules of the Game.

He sniffed carefully at the stagnant air, but couldn’t smell paraffin or anything similar. But by now he was quite certain. The sounds had come from the front door.

Maybe someone delivering papers after all?

He crept a couple of steps closer to the door and carefully put his eye to the peephole.

The sudden noise was so violent that he staggered back into the hall.

Fuck!

For a few seconds he saw stars, and his heart almost seemed to have stopped.

Then another violent crash jolted him out of the shock.

Someone was smashing his door in!

The steel frame was already starting to bow, so whoever it was basically had to be stronger than the Hulk. A third crash, metal against metal, no bastard Bruce Banner but probably a serious sledgehammer – if not more than one.

The frame moved another few centimetres and he could suddenly see the bolts of the locks in the gap. A couple more blows was all it would take.

He spun round, stumbling over his own feet, and fell flat on the floor. Another crash from the door sent a rattling shower of plaster over his bare legs.

His feet slid on the floor as his hands tried to get a grip.

He was up.

Quickly into the living room, then the bedroom.

Another crash on the door!

He could taste blood in his mouth, and his heart was pounding fit to burst.

His hands were shaking so much he had trouble turning the key in the lock.

Whatinthenameofholyfucksgoingon …?

A further blow from the hall, this time followed by a splintering sound that almost certainly meant that the door frame had given way.

He grabbed the chest of drawers, and almost fell over when it glided easily in front of the bedroom door.

Fucking chipboard crap!

If the steel door out there hadn’t been able to stop his attackers, then a bit of self-assembly furniture from the other side of the Baltic wasn’t going to win him more than a couple of seconds at most. He leapt at the bed and fumbled about on the bedside table, which was covered with magazines and paperbacks.

The phone, where the hell was the phone?

There! No, shit, that was the remote for the television …

He heard rapid steps in the living room, gruff voices shouting to each other, but he was concentrating too hard on his search to hear what they were saying.

Suddenly his fingers hit the phone, so hard that it fell to the floor.

Fucking hell!

The door handle rattled, then a rough voice shouting:

‘In here!’

HP threw himself on the floor, fumbling wildly with his arms.

There it was, right next to his left hand.

He grabbed the phone, scrabbled at the buttons. His fingers were twitching as if he had Parkinson’s.

One, one, two is easy to do … like fuck it was!

A crash from the door and the Ikea chest of drawers almost fell over.

‘Hello, emergency services, how can I help you?’ a dry, professional voice said.

‘Police!’ HP yelled. ‘Help m …’

A sudden flash of light blinded him, burning onto his retina.

Then a blow that was so strong he was left gasping for air.

And then they had him.

‘It’s back.’

‘The van,’ she added when he didn’t react immediately.

He glanced quickly in the rear-view mirror.

‘The same one as yesterday?’

‘Mmh,’ she said, without taking her eyes off the extra mirror fixed to the windscreen above the passenger seat.

What else would it be? she wondered quietly to herself.

‘Four cars behind us. It’s been there a while now … Just like yesterday, and in almost the same place.’

‘Are you sure it’s the same one? There are plenty of white vans in the city …’

‘I’m sure,’ she said abruptly. ‘Slow down a bit and let him get closer.’

‘But then I’ll lose the VIP …’ He gestured towards the open-topped sports car in front of them.

‘Just forget the Security Police handbook, Kjellgren, and try to be a bit flexible,’ she snapped with unnecessary sharpness.

He took his foot off the accelerator more abruptly than he needed to. The car behind blew its horn angrily, and then overtook them a little too closely. Another car followed it.

Rebecca opened the glove compartment and took out the camera. She held it low and close, so that the van-driver wouldn’t see it through the rear window.

Another glance in the rear-view mirror.

The zoom lens was pretty good, but the van was still two cars away and partially obscured.

‘A bit more,’ she muttered to Kjellgren, getting the camera ready in her lap.

She was fighting the urge to look round.

Suddenly the VIP in front of them changed lane, crossing a solid white line, and headed up towards Kungsgatan.

Kjellgren had no choice but to follow it.

She swore quietly to herself – so much for that chance. But a couple of seconds later she realized that the van was still following them. Another of the cars between them was gone and it was much closer now. Considerably closer than she would have been if she was tailing someone.

The sudden change of lane must have taken the driver by surprise. Forced him into making a mistake.

She slowly turned her upper body, pressing her left elbow against the seat and holding herself in place with her legs. The van’s licence plate was still hidden by the car between them, but she could see the top halves of the two people in the driver’s cab through the tinted windscreen. Long-sleeved, pale-coloured clothing, some sort of overalls, just like yesterday. But last time she hadn’t managed to get the camera out quickly enough. She was planning to make up for that mistake today.

The car directly behind them suddenly indicated to change lane and she saw her chance. She turned round in a flash, raised the camera and aimed at the point where the licence plate was about to become visible.

She pressed the button halfway down. The car between them pulled out. There was a short bleep as the automatic focus adjusted the image.

Button down. She fired off a couple of pictures. Perfect!

Then she quickly raised the camera towards the cab of the van. She focused on the driver and pressed the button. The telephoto lens whirred and the fuzzy shape behind the wheel suddenly became much sharper. But just as the automatic focus bleeped, Kjellgren suddenly accelerated hard and the rapid movement threw her off balance.

By the time she got the cab back into view, the van was already a long way behind them.

‘What the hell are you playing at, Kjellgren?’ she snapped as she took a series of shots, almost at random, of the diminishing silhouette in the van.

‘The VIP, Wennergren junior.’ He pointed ahead at the little sports car which was almost out of sight. ‘He suddenly took off like a scalded troll. Didn’t want to risk losing him.’

She lowered the camera and sank back into her seat.

Shit!

A quick glance in the mirror, but she already knew what it would tell her. The van was gone.

She clicked through the pictures on the little screen of the camera. The licence plate was clearly visible, but just as she suspected the images of the cab were pretty much useless.

Bloody hell!

Call it police intuition or whatever the hell you liked, but there was something about that van that worried her.

As soon as she got back to the office she’d check the licence plate, maybe even make a couple of calls and double check with Surveillance if the Highways Agency didn’t come up with anything …

She suddenly regretted snapping at Kjellgren. His priorities had been totally correct. The VIP was the most important thing, after all, and she would have done exactly the same if she had been the one driving.

Kjellgren was an excellent driver, which was one of the reasons why she’d brought him across from the Security Police. He had already made up the distance to the VIP’s car and they were in their customary position immediately behind him.

‘You made exactly the right call, Kjellgren,’ she said, doing her best to sound neutral.

He merely nodded and for a few minutes they sat in silence as they took it in turns to check their rear-view mirrors.

‘So when did you say we’d be going up to the Fortress?’ Kjellgren said eventually, in a rather too-friendly voice.

‘That depends a bit on Black’s schedule.’ She made an effort to return his smile.

‘Okay. By the way, did you see that article in Dagens Nyheter? A big piece about the new uses people have found for old military installations. Apart from using underground bunkers as server rooms, they’ve also fixed the old communication tunnel to the coast so it brings in water for the cooling system. Seriously advanced stuff.

‘The security up there’s supposed to be quite something as well.’

He pulled closer to Wennergren’s car and did a quick swerve to scare off a car that was trying to squeeze in between them.

‘Apparently PayTag want to retain its status as a high security installation, which is pretty understandable. Because then their security staff up there can be armed …’

Kjellgren looked away from the car in front to give her a quick sideways glance.

She could hear the question coming before he had opened his mouth.

‘By the way, how are things going for us on the weapons front, boss …?’

‘The licensing authority is still looking at our application …’

… again, she almost added, but her mobile started to vibrate in her jacket pocket. Number withheld. Probably another marketing call, or some former police colleague fishing for a job …

She moved her thumb towards the red icon to reject the call, but changed her mind at the last moment. Kjellgren kept glancing at her, evidently keen to carry on the conversation about weapons licences. And he wasn’t alone in that.

Pretty much all of the new recruits to her bodyguard team had taken the job on the assumption that they’d be able to bear arms in the course of their duties. So if the application got rejected …

She quickly pressed the green icon on her phone.

‘Sentry Security, Rebecca Normén,’ she said, in an exaggeratedly businesslike tone.

‘Personal Protection Unit, Detective Superintendent Ludvig Runeberg,’ her old boss said at the other end.

‘Hi, Ludvig, it’s been a while. Good to hear from you …’

‘I’m not sure you’re going to think that by the time we’ve finished, Normén …’

Something in his tone of voice made her straighten up unconsciously.

‘You should probably come up here to Police Headquarters, right away if you can manage that …’

The connection crackled and his voice vanished for a few seconds. But part of her had already worked out what he was going to say. Her stomach contracted into a hard little lump.

No, no, no …

‘… your younger brother.’
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Opening

His body was slumped motionless across the table. His eyes were shut and it almost looked like he was asleep.

The last time she had seen him his hair had been cropped short, but now it had grown again and was hanging in greasy clumps over his chalk-white face. The fluorescent lighting in the claustrophobic little room made the rings under his eyes look darker than ever against his pale, yellowish skin. As if she were really looking at a wax doll rather than an inert human body through the large glass window.

She had been worried that this would happen. Ever since Henke threw a rock through her windscreen two years ago and almost killed her and Kruse, her colleague, she had been dreading this moment. Well, longer than that, really. Much, much longer …

‘He was brought in last night,’ Runeberg said somewhere behind her right shoulder, but she hardly heard him.

‘I was only informed an hour or so ago. I called you at once. Not quite going by the rules, but I thought you’d want to know straight away. I know I would if it was my brother …’

She tore her eyes away from the glass and turned to look at him.

‘Thanks, Ludvig, I appreciate it …’ The words caught in her throat.

They stood in silence for a while.

‘Terrible business,’ he said eventually.

He put his hand clumsily on her arm.

Suddenly and without warning the door opened and a skinny man in his sixties with thinning hair walked in. He was carrying a file of papers under one arm and, even though it was summer, he was wearing a dark three-piece suit topped off with a perfectly centred tie. The man nodded curtly to Runeberg, then turned to Rebecca.

‘You must be the sister.’

‘Rebecca Normén,’ she said, holding out her hand.

But instead of taking her hand, the man pulled out a pair of narrow reading glasses from the pocket of his waistcoat, planted them firmly on the end of his nose and then opened the file.

‘You said she used to work for the Firm, Runeberg?’

‘She still does, at least officially, Stigsson,’ her former boss replied in an ingratiating tone that she didn’t recognize at all.

‘Normén is on leave of absence until the end of the year,’ he explained. ‘Then she has to make up her mind which she prefers, the Security Police or private enterprise …’ Runeberg attempted a smile, but the other man’s face didn’t move a muscle.

‘I see …’ Stigsson turned his head and looked at Rebecca over his glasses.

‘Since you’re still employed by the Security Police, Normén, your security clearance holds, as does the oath of confidentiality you signed when you first joined. Whether or not you’re his sister, everything you hear in here is confidential, and any attempt to communicate it to anyone else is strictly forbidden, is that understood?’

‘Yes,’ she nodded.

‘Of course,’ she added when he didn’t seem happy with her response. ‘So, what’s this all about, then?’

In the room on the other side of the glass a door suddenly opened and two people, a man and a woman in dark suits, entered. For a few seconds no-one in the room moved. Then Henke opened his eyes.

He raised his head, sat up in the chair. Slowly and elaborately he stretched, as if he had just woken up. He said something that she couldn’t hear through the glass, and she was seized momentarily with an urge to burst in and give him a good slap.

Stigsson’s bone-dry voice changed her mind.

‘Your brother is suspected of conspiracy, and possibly planning a gross act of terrorism.’

‘Well, Henrik, I repeat: you are suspected of planning and possibly making preparations for a crime intended to seriously destabilize or disrupt the fundamental political, constitutional, economic and social structures of the country,’ said the lead interviewer, a forty-something woman with short, dark hair, as she fixed her eyes on him.

But HP hardly noticed her. His weary brain was still trying to make sense of everything. At least there was one thing he was reasonably sure of. Unlike two years ago, when he thought he had been arrested but was actually the victim of a huge hoax, this time every single detail was right, from the armed unit’s break-in to his flat down to the scorched taste of the instant coffee in the brown plastic cup on the table next to him. It all seemed genuine. Was genuine, in all likelihood. Which meant …?

The subject is conspiracy theories, and here comes your thousand-kronor question …

‘Mmm …’ he muttered, seeing as he was evidently expected to say something. He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples to buy himself a bit of thinking time. What the fuck was the woman banging on about? Destabilizing the political what …?

‘I’ve already told you at least a dozen times, I want a lawyer present during the interview,’ he said quietly.

The woman, whose name was Roslund or Roskvist, something like that, exchanged a quick glance with her colleague.

‘Yes, we heard you, Henrik,’ the policeman said. HP had already forgotten his name. ‘But we’ve been waiting several hours. At least we can get some of the formalities out of the way before your lawyer shows up.

‘He is coming, isn’t he – or she? How many law firms have you called?’ He tilted his head and smiled in a way that left no room for misinterpretation.

‘Of course there’s a lawyer coming …’ Henrik mumbled.

‘Well then, how about making a start? To save us all a bit of time,’ the policeman added with another smile.

‘Unless there’s anyone else you’d like to call? Someone close to you …?’

‘No!’ HP interrupted, slightly too loudly, as he sat himself up.

He saw the look in their eyes. Bollocks, he’d been trying to play it cool …

‘I’ve got all the time in the world, and I’m not going to say anything until I’ve got a lawyer,’ he said as calmly as he could, staring down at the tabletop.

‘But by all means – feel free to talk away …’ he muttered a couple of seconds later, mainly to break the oppressive silence.

‘Good suggestion, Henrik.’ The male police officer, whose name HP still couldn’t remember, pulled out a chair and sat down. He took out a little digital recorder from the pocket of his jacket and put it on the table between them.

‘Interview with Henrik Pettersson, known as HP, third of June, time 15.13. Officers present, Police Inspectors Roswall and …’

‘… Hellström.’

Stigsson had pressed a button next to the window and suddenly the lead interviewer’s voice could be heard from the speakers.

‘So what exactly is Henke supposed to have done?’ Rebecca said to no-one in particular, while Hellström went on talking to the recording device.

She was doing her best to sound calm, as if she wasn’t that worried about the answer.

‘We’ve received information which suggests that your brother is planning some sort of terrorist attack against the state, possibly connected to the princess’s wedding …’

‘You’re kidding!’ she exclaimed, unable to stop herself.

Stigsson gave her a quick look and she bit her tongue. Obviously, this was all just a big practical joke, the Security Police were renowned for their sense of humour, and Stigsson here was a brilliant stand-up comedian …

Pull yourself together, for God’s sake, Normén!

A mistake – this was clearly some sort of huge mistake. They must have got Henke mixed up with someone else and broken into the wrong flat. It would hardly be the first time information was wrong, after all …

‘We’ve also been made aware that this is by no means the first time your brother has been involved in this sort of criminal activity …’

‘You mean that business with Dag,’ she cut him off. ‘Henke was only trying to protect me. Besides, that was almost fifteen years ago …’

Stigsson shook his head.

‘No, no, not the incident in which your boyfriend was killed, even if that isn’t entirely without interest as part of the bigger picture … This is about something else entirely. See for yourself.’

He gestured towards the interview room, where one of the officers had just switched on a video projector. A recording from a shaky hand-held camera appeared on one wall, blue sky and some dark buildings. Then slender trees and a row of pavement cafés. Kungsträdgården, more specifically: Kungsträdgårdsgatan. In the background there was a clattering sound that was getting louder and louder. It took her a few moments before she suddenly realized what it was. Horses’ hooves … A lot of horses’ hooves on tarmac. When the royal cortege appeared in shot she noticed she was trembling …

He recognized the film at once. Kungsträdgårdsgatan, exactly two years ago, the cortege with the royal couple and the Greek president.

The soldiers bobbing along on their horses, the spectators on the pavements fiddling with their mobiles. He’d seen it on film hundreds of times, recognized every face, every expression. The guy with the dog, the woman in the white hat, the German tourists with their huge rucksacks … He knew the rest of it by heart. Any moment now a flash would bleach the image, and a bang like the one he had experienced in his flat would make the hand holding the camera shake. Then complete chaos, galloping horses, soldiers on the ground, people screaming in panic.

But instead of focusing on the cortege as he had expected, the camera suddenly began to pan round. It wavered for a few seconds, then slid along the crowd lining one side of the road.

And it came to rest on a familiar figure, then zoomed in slowly until the person filled almost the entire screen.

HP couldn’t help squirming. Suddenly he felt a bit sick.

A man dressed in black sitting on an EU moped. The tinted helmet might be obscuring his face, but Rebecca had no trouble recognizing him. His posture, jerky movements, the way he held his head slightly tilted. There was no doubt at all …

She had suspected it at the time, but had deliberately not asked because she hadn’t wanted to know the answer …

The man on the screen reached into a plastic bag that was hanging from the handlebar, pulled out a cylindrical object and started to fiddle with it. The noise of horses’ hooves got steadily louder as the cortege approached. The camera zoomed in even closer. The man looked up, waiting for a moment with the object in both hands. Then he suddenly jerked one hand and raised his arm. She already knew what he was about to throw.

The blast from the grenade made this film shake as well, but the cameraman didn’t shift his focus from the moped. According to the timer in one corner of the screen, he sat there impassively for ten seconds, watching the effects of what he had done, before putting the bike into gear, making a sharp u-turn and disappearing down Wahrendorffsgatan.

The film stopped abruptly and the room fell silent. HP shifted on his chair and swallowed uneasily a couple of times. A couple of clicks on the computer and suddenly a still of him covered the whole screen. A freeze-frame image of the precise moment when he threw the grenade.

His arm in the air, his body coiled like a spring. When you added the tinted helmet, he looked pretty alarming, to put it mildly.

‘So, Henrik,’ Hellström began, in a considerably less friendly tone of voice than before. ‘Is that …’

‘… your brother on the screen?’

Stigsson and Runeberg were both looking at her now, and for a few seconds her head was completely blank. Her blouse was sticking under her jacket, and the air in the little room suddenly felt stale and difficult to breathe. Their eyes seemed to be boring right through her.

She glanced into the interview room, but there was total silence in there as well. She had to try to gain a bit of time, get a chance to think things through … But to judge from the looks on both men’s faces they were expecting an immediate answer.

So what was she supposed to do? Lie, or tell the truth?

Make a decision, for God’s sake!

She gulped a couple of times to clear the lump in her throat.

‘Well …’ she began.

‘You don’t have to answer, Henrik!’

The door to the interview room opened and a tall man with slicked back grey hair walked in. With a flourish the man undid the gold buttons on his blazer and sat down on the empty chair beside Henke. At that moment Rebecca realized that she knew him.

‘My client declines to answer that question,’ the man said, this time looking at the police officers as he lifted his briefcase onto the table and snapped it open. He took out a folder.

‘Well, now I’d like to know why this interview has already started even though my client clearly stated that he wished to have his legal representative present. As I’m sure you are aware, this is in breach of chapter twenty-one of the Penal Code …’

‘Johan Sandels!’

Runeberg’s surprised exclamation drowned out the rest of the lawyer’s speech.

‘How the hell did your brother manage to get hold of a heavyweight like that at such short notice?’

‘I’ve got no idea,’ she replied with a shrug.

That much was completely true.

What the hell was going on?
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Timeout

The metal gate swung shut behind him and he took a couple of steps out into Bergsgatan. Freedom again – fuck, what a relief!

The prosecutor had backed down almost immediately. A blurry film-clip was evidently not sufficient grounds to hold him, at least not if Johan Sandels was involved.

The cops clearly hadn’t done their homework, and still thought he was the sort of small fry they could scare the shit out of with a nocturnal break-in, a few hours waiting and then a stint in the hot seat.

A couple of years ago that might well have worked, and indeed probably had worked. But he was a totally different person now, and was playing in a considerably higher league than the cops could possibly realize.

Even if he had chosen to break rule number one and tell them what had actually happened, their tiny little cop brains would never have been able to accept the truth.

I found a mobile phone on a train, a shiny silvery thing with a glass touch-screen, and through that I got invited to play a game. An alternative reality game that altered my reality forever. But I broke out, or at least I tried to …

Someone had shopped him, that much was obvious. Sent in the film clip and gave the Security Police his name.

The clip was hardly a new Zapruder film, captured by some tourist who had got more than he had bargained for. The cameraman had focused specifically on him, had known exactly where he was going to be. Which must mean that the film came from the Game.

But the Game had nothing to gain from getting him locked up – on the contrary. They’d already got their hands on him again and they needed him out in the open if he was to stand any chance of fulfilling the task they were asking of him. Were trying to force on him.

He had actually considered trying to get himself locked up. Come up with some poxy little crime that would land him inside for a few months and quite literally get him out of the Game. But, like so many of his other brilliant ideas, he had chosen to park it for the time being. Prison really wasn’t his thing.

Been there, done that …

Fucking lucky that Sandels bloke showed up.

He had called four of the biggest law firms, asking for their most famous lawyers, and each time he got stuck with some snippy little underling who gave him a half-hearted promise that they’d be in touch. He’d decided to make do with some junior lawyer from the B-team and a few nights on a hard bunk.

But suddenly Sandels had popped up like a jack-in-the-box …

Maybe the lawyer had got fed up of life in the country with his family, and was grateful for an excuse to come into the city and see his mistress?

A stroke of luck, anyway. Unless it wasn’t …

Either way, he had been severely roughed up, banned from travelling, and the cops had seized his passport.

But at least he was out.

He took a few more deep breaths, then set off towards the tobacconist’s a few blocks away.

They had let him go far too easily.

They could hold a suspect for seventy-two hours, and in terrorism cases the court usually followed the Security Police line and agreed to remand suspects. Yet Henke had been held for less than thirteen hours. That couldn’t only be down to the fact that he’d got hold of a famous lawyer.

‘Stigsson. How long has he been with the Firm?’ she asked Runeberg when they were sitting in the police canteen.

‘Why do you ask?’

‘I thought I knew most people in the Security Police, but he’s new to me …’

Runeberg shuffled slightly, enough for her to notice.

‘Okay, he isn’t new, he was actually my supervisor back in the day. But then he worked abroad for years. UN, OSCE, that sort of thing, but right now we’re pulling in all available resources. Have you had a letter yet, by the way?’

‘A letter?’

‘Anyone on leave of absence is being asked to return to duty to cover the wedding. We’re going to need every trained bodyguard we’ve got. We’re already stretched as it is, with all these rightwing Sweden Democrats needing protection from the voters. How about it? It would only be a couple of weeks …’

She shook her head.

‘Not at the moment, Ludvig, we’re only just getting things sorted at Sentry. It’s a bit of a muddle with all the new staff and the buy-out. I’ve got more balls in the air than I care to think about …’

It suddenly dawned on her that he had managed to change the subject.

‘Okay, it’s more or less like this,’ he said. ‘New general director and all that. Well, will you promise to think about it? Do you want more coffee, by the way, they’re about to close?’

She shook her head and stood up.

‘I have to get home, Micke will have dinner ready and I’m already late.’

‘Okay,’ he said, pushing his chair back. ‘How have things been going on the home front …? I mean, after …’

‘Tobbe Lundh? Oh, we got through it. Micke’s the forgiving sort.’

‘Good.’ Runeberg looked away for a few seconds. ‘Well, I have to show you out. New bosses, new routines, you know how it is.’

HP emerged from the tobacconist’s, tore the cellophane from the packet of cigarettes and pulled out a Marlboro.

His hands were still trembling slightly, but that was probably due to his nicotine withdrawal. Well, that was his preferred explanation …

A couple of deep drags on the pavement to calm the worst of the pangs, then he set off towards the underground. Time to go home and inspect the damage. The cops had no doubt turned his flat upside down. Good job he had nothing there that he was worried about.

He opened the door to the underground station then, without deigning to look at the ticket booth, jumped over the barrier as he usually did, and carried on towards the escalator.

On the way down he was passed by a tall, platinum blonde woman roughly the same age as him. Mostly out of habit he watched the movement of her hips for a few seconds before returning to the maelstrom of thoughts in his head.

He had to try to make some sort of sense of whatever the fuck was going on, and who had grassed on him. And, above all, why …

But first he had to get a few hours sleep.

He got to the bottom of the escalator and strolled slowly along the platform towards an empty bench.

The blonde was sitting a short distance away. The music in her massive headphones had to be seriously absorbing, because she was staring ahead of her with a glassy look in her eyes, and didn’t even seem to have noticed him.

Never mind, women were the least of his problems right now, and besides, to judge by her black nail varnish, fringe and gloomy clothes, she looked like she was probably a bit emo. Not really his cup of tea …

A faint gust of wind against his legs made him turn his head towards the opening of the tunnel. He got slowly to his feet as the train thundered into the station.

‘Well, it was still good to see you, Normén,’ Runeberg said as they approached the reception area. ‘Even if the circumstances could have been rather happier …’

He held his card up to a little black reader beside the door. It looked new – the pale outline of the old card-reader was still visible on the wall behind it.

Runeberg pulled at the handle, but the door remained locked. He muttered something and repeated the procedure, with the same result.

‘Bloody security system,’ he muttered. ‘Two years of planning, millions of kronor, and the crap still doesn’t work properly …’

Taking it more slowly, he repeated the procedure for a third time, and suddenly the lock clicked. Over by the reception desk two people appeared to be having a heated discussion with the guards. Runeberg quickly ushered Rebecca past them and off towards the main door.

She opened her mouth to say something, but Runeberg was quicker.

‘I’ll be in touch …’ He gestured towards the ceiling and it took her a couple of seconds to realize that they were standing right beneath the dark globe of a little camera. Just like the card-reader, it looked very new.

She frowned and for a few seconds they stood opposite each other without speaking. Then she gave him a quick hug and opened the door.

‘Bye, Ludvig,’ she said as she left, but for some reason Runeberg didn’t answer, just pulled an involuntary grimace. It only lasted a fraction of a second, then his face went back to normal. But for the second time in just a few hours she couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right.

The note was on his front door, and he came close to just crumpling it up and throwing it down the stairwell. A little greyish-white scrap of recycled paper, with a tiny bit of tape to hold it up, just like all the ones that had gone before it. Please don’t play loud music at night, or We would like to remind you of the housing association’s rules about blah blah blah …

A nocturnal Nescafé visit by the anti-terrorism squad had probably made the committee shit themselves. He could easily imagine the discussion downstairs in the communal area. We need to let our feelings be known, Gösta. Use capital letters this time …

In previous years he had always just moved the notes onto the Goat’s door. Which probably wasn’t a very nice thing to do, in the pale light of hindsight. The little hash pixie was already paranoid enough. It still seemed a bit odd that he hadn’t said anything about moving out, or knocked on his door to ask for help.

But on the other hand he hadn’t exactly been very sociable himself in recent months, and he’d long since cut the wires to the doorbell.

Oh well, his new and as yet unknown neighbour might as well have a little welcome message.

He pulled the note off and fixed it to the door of the neighbouring flat. His hands were still shaking slightly, which irritated him more than he was prepared to admit.

There, welcome to Housing Association block number 6, mofo!

He stepped back and was just about to turn away when he realized that the note didn’t look the same as usual. Instead of the chairman’s old man’s handwriting, this note was written in rounded, almost feminine letters.

[image: image missing]

He peered suspiciously at the message for a few seconds. Admittedly, he could do with a bit of instant salvation, but a subscription to Watchtower was hardly going to help.

At least the cops had had the decency to fix the door, he noted. More or less, at any rate. Two of the locks were completely buggered, but the third seemed to have survived pretty much unscathed.

The crooked frame creaked in complaint as he pushed the door open.

Just as he stepped inside he thought he heard a noise from the neighbour’s door, and for a few moments he imagined someone was about to come out.

He quickly closed the door behind him and then put his eye to the spyhole, but his new neighbour must have had a change of heart because nothing happened.

Oh well, sooner or later they were bound to bump into each other. Right now he had other things to think about. Considerably more important things …

The cops evidently hadn’t found the USB memory stick he had hidden in a jar of coffee in the kitchen, but otherwise the flat looked pretty much as he had expected. Every drawer had been emptied, the shelves cleared and the stained mattress on the bed turned upside down.

Some of his things were missing, he knew that already. He had been given a copy of the list of items they had seized before he was turfed out of the police station. The only question was how much wiser the cops would be after examining a few dog-eared paperbacks and a collection of action films. Not to mention his extensive collection of adult movies …

As luck would have it, he hadn’t had any dope in the flat for months, he could hardly even remember the last time he had smoked a joint. Must have been in Dubai after that fake Frenchman-slash-hitman had given him a bad trip and then tried to frame him for the murder of sex goddess Anna Argos.

These days he steered clear of dope – he was paranoid enough as it was.

He spent ten minutes clearing up the worst of the mess, then threw himself down on the bed.

‘Oh, a letter came for you …’ Micke said when they had almost finished eating. ‘Something about a safe deposit box.’

She started, but he seemed to misinterpret her reaction.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to open your post. I just saw the SEB bank logo on the envelope and assumed it must be for me. I’ve just got a bit too much on my mind right now …’

‘Don’t worry,’ she muttered. ‘I’ve got no secrets from you …’

… any more, a little voice inside her head added, and to judge by Micke’s reaction he must have heard it as well.

He stood up quickly and came back with the torn-open envelope.

Dear Rebecca Normén,

The contract regarding safe deposit box 0679406948, listing you as one of the key-holders, is about to expire.

Please contact our branch at 6 Sveavägen in Stockholm to discuss the extension of the contract.

If we fail to hear from you within thirty (30) days from the date of this letter, the box will be opened in the presence of a public notary and the contents stored by the bank for a further sixty (60) days. After that the contents will be disposed of at auction and any eventual profit, minus a handling charge, will be placed in a bank account in the names of the key-holders.

Yours faithfully,

L. Helander

SEB

‘I thought safe deposit boxes disappeared years ago,’ Micke said in an exaggeratedly amused voice. ‘A tin box hidden in an underground vault feels like a pretty old-fashioned way to store valuables. More the sort of thing my parents or grandparents would do. I didn’t know you had one …?’

‘Nor did I,’ she returned blandly.

He opened his mouth to say something, but seemed to change his mind.

‘So what do you want to do?’ he asked a few seconds later.

‘W-what?’ She looked up from the letter.

‘It’s Friday evening, and just for once we’re both off at the same time. How about the cinema?’

‘Don’t you want to work? I thought you were up to your neck …?’

‘I am, but it can wait till tomorrow. The new Clooney looks interesting.’

He was still acting with exaggerated cheerfulness, but neither his tone of voice nor his smile convinced her. Okay, so they had talked through everything. She had told him the least hurtful details about her affair with her colleague, Tobbe Lundh, and Micke had said that he forgave her. That he believed her assurance that the whole thing had been a stupid mistake and that he was the one she loved.

But even though six months had passed since her confession, and even though he had never raised the subject again – not even during one of their rare quarrels – she had no trouble at all picking up the emotion that was bubbling beneath his urbane exterior.

He didn’t trust her …

And he was hardly alone in that …

He picked up the paper from one of the kitchen chairs and leafed through until he found the right page.

‘It’s on at Filmstaden on Södermalm, we could aim for the nine o’clock screening and grab a beer afterwards …’

Her first instinct was to say no. Her computer was full of work she needed to do, things that couldn’t really wait. But a film and a few beers might manage to reinforce the illusion that their relationship was still working. It might even get her brain to skip the usual nightmare and make it easier for her to sleep.

She could always hope.

‘Sure, great! Let’s go for it!’ She tried to sound as though she meant it. ‘Do you want to get the tickets now?’

‘Yep!’

He got up to fetch his laptop and she took the chance to read the letter once more.

A tin box hidden in an underground vault …

For some reason she couldn’t help shivering.


4

Knowledge is power

‘Hello, my name’s Rebecca Normén. Apparently I’ve got a safe deposit box here?’

She held out the letter and her driving licence to the man behind the counter.

She was in a small reception area behind an anonymous door right next to Sergels torg in the centre of the city. She must have walked past it a thousand times without ever noticing it. A buzzer and an entry-phone, a reception desk and one solitary man in a suit. Behind him a short flight of steps led down to a dark steel door. It would all have looked perfectly innocent if it hadn’t been for the unobtrusive little round cameras in the ceiling. Five of them, exactly the same sort as in Police Headquarters, which had to be at least three more than necessary. Every point in the room was covered from at least two angles.

‘You need to use your card …’

‘Sorry?’

‘Your passcard … To get into the vault you need to use your passcard,’ the man explained, gesturing backwards with his thumb at the metal door behind him.

‘It also opens the right section of the vault. Then you use the key to open the box itself. You have got a key?’

She shook her head.

‘I’ve haven’t got a passcard or a key. To be honest, I didn’t even know I had a deposit box until I received this letter from you. I was hoping you might be able to give me a bit more information …’ She nodded at the sheet of paper in front of him.

‘I see. Just one moment …’

He began tapping at his keyboard, and she noticed a little screen set discreetly into the counter.

When the man turned slightly to one side she noticed another detail. On one of his shoulders there was a slight but very familiar bulge, a thicker garment under his shirt and well-tailored suit. She’d seen it a thousand times in her work, on herself and other people. The man was wearing a bulletproof vest. She wondered if he was armed as well.

She took a cautious step closer and leaned carefully over the counter. Her eyes slid down the line of the jacket towards the man’s hips.

‘That particular deposit box has two key-holders.’ His voice made her jump and she straightened up unconsciously.

‘Sorry?’

‘You and a Henrik Pettersson. Do you know him?’

She nodded. ‘He’s my brother.’

‘Maybe he’s the one who’s got the key and passcard?’

The idea of Henke having a deposit box seemed very odd. He didn’t exactly own anything that was valuable enough to need this sort of protection. But, on the other hand, the bill for the box hadn’t been paid, and that sounded just like him. And given the way he’d been behaving over the past few months, maybe it wasn’t impossible that he had secrets he needed to keep hidden.

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘Maybe …’

‘Well, the card’s no problem,’ he went on. ‘Because you’re one of the account holders, I can order you a new one. That would cost two hundred kronor. And you’ll also have to pay the overdue fee if you don’t want us to drill the box open?’

‘Of course, no problem, just send me the bill.’

He nodded and typed something into the computer. She guessed it was a request for a new card.

‘There, the card will be sent to you within the next few days. But I’m afraid I can’t help you with the key.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘The person who set up the contract receives all the keys. Then it’s up to him or her to distribute them. The keys are copy protected, so we can’t actually have new ones made, even if we wanted to. That’s why we have to drill boxes open if people don’t contact us.’

‘B-but … If I’m listed as a key-holder …?’

‘It’s not unusual for the person who sets up the agreement to list several other people under the same account, as a form of insurance. In case anything should happen to them …’

PayTag – they were the ones behind it all. Even if he was having trouble getting the pieces of the puzzle to fit together, that fact was still bombproof. PayTag had owned ACME Telecom Services, who in turn had hosted the server farm out in Kista that he had blown sky high two years before.

The same PayTag that had wanted to buy up ArgosEye and make multi-millionaires of all its conspiring directors up in their Hötorget skyscraper office, until he had pulled the plug and sent that particular ship to the bottom with all hands.

But PayTag seemed to have just moved on, still swallowing up smaller companies at a feverish pace as its empire grew ever larger.

He had scraped together all manner of facts about PayTag that were sloshing around the deeper recesses of cyberspace. He had saved most of it on the USB stick that the cops had failed to find.

But losing it wouldn’t have been a total disaster, he had memorized most of it.

He lit a fag, took a deep drag and then sent an almost perfect smoke-ring up towards the nicotine-yellow ceiling.

1992 – PayTag is founded by four dudes at an American university. The basic idea is to facilitate smooth transfers of money over the internet. There’s nothing wrong with the idea, but in purely technical terms they’re ten years too early and the software causes problems. In spite of this, venture capitalists pour money in and they are able to build a number of large server farms to handle the transactions they expect to have to deal with.

1997 – After five years of figures in the red the coffers start to run dry. Following a disagreement two of the founders leave. The other two decide to change direction and in a desperate attempt to exploit their unused server farms they start hiring out space to other companies that need external backup in case their own servers go down. The lads have struck gold and clients start pouring in almost immediately.

1999 – For the first time the company’s accounts show a profit, and a fairly healthy one at that, making PayTag practically unique in the IT world.

2001 – BANG! All the air goes out of the global IT bubble, but seeing as the need for backup is bigger than ever PayTag still manages to make a small profit. And oddly enough in light of the stock market collapse, new capital is available. PayTag goes on a serious shopping spree among its bankruptcy-threatened competitors, and soon manages to weave itself into every aspect of the IT sector: installations, service contracts, consultancy – you name it!

2005 – The company is listed on the NASDAQ index. The largest single holding belongs to a foundation which is probably linked to the two remaining founders, but various financial machinations, along the lines of those employed by Ikea, make it pretty much impossible to work out if this is actually the case.

2009 – Another landmark! IT guru and media darling Mark Black is installed as new MD. He immediately sets to work realizing his vision – the Cloud. Clients would no longer merely use PayTag to host their critical backup, but ALL their data. Server spaces are expunged from offices around the world and instead established on the internet – or rather, in one of PayTag’s heavily guarded gigantic server halls which are now popping up like toadstools in sparsely populated areas all over the planet.

But HP was almost certain that the Game began way before ’92, and PayTag actually seemed to have been legitimate for a good few years. Which meant that their paths must have crossed somewhere.

The Game could have been a secret source of finance that stepped in during the collapse of the IT bubble, for instance.

Or else the mysterious foundation that owned the majority of the shares could conceal something considerably more unpleasant than just a couple of greedy little Ingvar Kamprads who didn’t want to pay tax.

But the safest way to take the company over probably wasn’t through holding shares, or at least not that alone.

They would need some kind of presence on the ground, someone who would make sure that things were run the way they should be, which led him to his latest theory.

The Game had probably planted a trojan inside PayTag. He knew something about trojans having been one himself inside ArgosEye. Something or someone who looked on the surface to be an asset, but who had actually brought something lethal inside the walls. For that tactic to work, the trojan would have to be implanted at the very top of the pyramid. Which meant that there was really only one candidate …

Mark Black.

It was under his leadership that the company had grown to span the entire world. The Cloud and the server farms were all part of Black’s vision, and PayTag’s owners appeared to have given him a completely free hand. Celebrities and politicians alike seemed to love the smooth bastard, and the media drooled over everything he did. No-one seemed to have worked out who Black really was. No-one except Henrik HP Pettersson.

Imagine having a little chat with Mr Black.

Eye to eye.

Player to Player …

He took a last drag, then stubbed the cigarette out in an overflowing ashtray on the bedside table.

A meeting with Mark Black. That wasn’t actually such a bad idea.

‘Mark Black, managing director of PayTag and thus indirectly our ultimate boss, will be paying us a visit in a fortnight, as you all know …’

Rebecca clicked to bring up the first picture of her Powerpoint presentation. It showed about thirty people dressed in white, all wearing Guy Fawkes masks and holding banners.

‘The threat level is currently deemed to be high, largely as a result of the various protests seen at previous inaugurations.’

She switched to an image of demonstrators being led away by the police.

‘Black’s private plane, registration number November Six Bravo, will be landing at Bromma on 25 June at 19.55. Kjellgren and I will pick him up in the Audi, Mrsic and Pellebergs will be waiting outside gate number one with the support vehicle. We’ll be driving straight to the Grand Hotel, where I and potentially Mrsic will accompany him to his suite. We’ll decide that once we know how things look. Black evidently isn’t too keen on having much visible security around him … We will be based in room 623, in the same corridor as Black’s suite, and I’ll be staying there.’

Her mouth felt suddenly dry, and she paused to take a sip of water from the glass on the table in front of her.

‘Departure to the Fortress at 06.15 on the twenty-sixth. Same cars and pairings as before. The site manager and Anthea Ravel from management will be joining us …’

She saw a couple of the bodyguards exchange glances and went on quickly before any of them had a chance to open their mouths.

‘The inauguration ceremony will begin at 09.30, followed directly by the press conference. Any questions so far …?’

None of the other six people in the little meeting room moved.

‘Good,’ she continued. ‘Lindh, you and Gudmundson will meet us on site. Have you spoken to the manager there?’

Lindh, a sinewy, suntanned man in his forties, cleared his throat and glanced down at the little black notebook on the desk in front of him.

‘Yes, it’s all sorted. Thirty journalists have replied to say they’ll be there, along with a group of local politi-cians, the Minister for Business and his entourage, and representatives from a couple of clients. Possibly a few more. No names that have set off any alarm bells so
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