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# Chapter 1 – The Flicker

The call came in at 17:42: chest pain, male, sixty-three, second floor walk-up on Birger Jarlsgatan. Sofia had already been on shift for nine hours. She pulled her jacket straight and climbed in beside Ren without saying anything, and he already had the engine running.

The sleet had started around three. Now it was coming down properly - not heavy enough to call it snow, just heavy enough to make everything miserable and grey and wet. The wipers beat their steady rhythm against the windscreen, keeping time with nothing in particular. Sofia watched the city pass: the tail lights of taxis blurring orange in the wet, the sandwich boards outside cafés that nobody had bothered to bring in yet, a woman in a yellow coat walking fast with her head tucked down, the commuters moving along the pavement with their collars up and their shoulders rounded against it. February was the worst month. Everyone who said January was the worst month had simply forgotten February.

"Sixty-three," Ren said. He didn't look at her. He was watching traffic, threading the ambulance through the gap between a delivery lorry and a stopped bus with the calm, slightly bored focus of a man who had done this ten thousand times.

"I heard."

"Sixty-three on a staircase in this weather."

"Let's not write him off before we've met him."

Ren made a sound that wasn't quite a laugh. He'd been her partner for three years. They'd developed a language of sounds - agreement, disagreement, amusement, dread - that saved them the effort of full sentences on the days when full sentences were too much. Tonight qualified. She'd been on since eight in the morning and her lower back had an opinion about this that she was declining to engage with.

She checked her kit in the back out of habit - it was fully stocked, she'd checked it at the start of shift and at the mid-point, but the check was automatic, like touching the wall by the light switch when you leave a room. Gloves, dressings, the defib, the drug pouch, the portable ECG. Everything in its place. She settled back in the seat and watched the streets.
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They found the man on the landing between the first and second floors, sitting against the wall with one hand pressed to his sternum and the other gripping the banister. The stairwell smelled of damp coat and the specific musty warmth of an old building working hard to stay heated. A single overhead bulb lit the landing in the flat yellowish light of a 40-watt bulb that had somehow survived into the LED era, and in that light the man looked smaller than he probably was, folded against the wall like something waiting to be attended to.

His name was Gunnar. He was sixty-three, broad-shouldered, the kind of man who had probably spent forty years not thinking much about his body and was now being forced into an acquaintance with it that he found undignified. He had the color of someone uncomfortable rather than someone actively in cardiac crisis - not the grey-white of a real MI, not the slick-with-sweat presentation Sofia watched for. She crouched beside him and said her name and he said his and she started running through it.

"Pain started when?" she said.

"Half an hour, maybe. I was carrying groceries up."

"Still there now?"

"Yes. Sort of - tight." He pressed his sternum with two fingers. "Here."

"Does it go anywhere? Into your arm, your jaw?"

He thought about it seriously, which she appreciated. People who thought seriously about her questions gave her better information than people who answered immediately. "No," he said. "Just here."

She did the ECG. Twelve leads, the strip printing out in the faint electronic whir she'd heard thousands of times, and she read it before she'd consciously decided to: sinus rhythm, no ST elevation, no bundle branch pattern, no significant Q-waves. It was a completely normal ECG. She showed it to Ren over her shoulder and he gave a small nod.

"Your heart rhythm looks normal," she told Gunnar. "Your pulse is strong and steady. What I'm seeing is more consistent with a musculoskeletal issue - a strained muscle between the ribs, or possible indigestion causing referred pain. Not a heart attack."

Gunnar looked at the strip. He was quiet for a moment. "You're sure."

"The ECG doesn't show the signs I'd be worried about. That said, I'm not a doctor and we're going to take you to hospital anyway, because that's the appropriate thing to do when you're sixty-three and you've had chest pain carrying groceries up a staircase. They'll do a blood test and confirm." She paused. "You called us, which was exactly right. That was a good decision."

He nodded, slightly mollified. Then: "My wife is upstairs."

"Does she know you're down here?"

"She's hard of hearing."

Ren went up and knocked. A minute later he came back down with a small woman in her seventies who wore the expression of someone who had expected this to happen eventually and was now efficiently confirming that it had. She kissed Gunnar on the top of his head and told him to do what they said. He gave her a look of profound marital resignation that made Sofia feel briefly that she was intruding on something.

They got him down the stairs. At his age, in this weather, you didn't leave people to convince themselves back into a panic. He'd get a proper workup at Norra Hospital, a few hours in a warm cubicle, his blood troponin checked at three hours and six hours, and then if it was all clear someone would drive him home or his wife would collect him. She'd been doing this long enough to know which calls would go which way before they arrived. This one would be fine.

They loaded him into the back. Sofia sat with him. The drive was unhurried - no lights, no sirens. She held the oxygen mask loosely near his face, not on it. He didn't need it; oxygen therapy wasn't indicated, his sats were 98%. He just liked the sense that something was being done, and she understood that completely, and it cost nothing to let him have it.

"Big storm coming," he said. His voice was still slightly strained from the anxiety of the last half hour, but the tension was coming out of his shoulders.

"It's already here," she said, looking at the rear window. The sleet was finding the angles of the traffic behind them, the headlights of cars turning it briefly silver before it fell into the dark.

"No." He shook his head. "The real one. They said on the radio this morning. We're only getting the edge of it - the main system comes tonight. Supposed to be significant." He said the last word the way older people said it, with a weight that was partly meteorological and partly just the general awareness that weather mattered more than it used to, or maybe had always mattered this much and he was only now paying attention.

Sofia glanced out. The sleet was definitely heavier than it had been twenty minutes ago. The street lights made it glow orange as it fell, each flake catching the sodium light for a fraction of a second on its way down.

"I'll believe it when I see it," she said.

He closed his eyes and leaned back, which was the correct thing to do. She watched his chest rise and fall.
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They dropped Gunnar at admissions and were back in the vehicle by 18:31. Ren was filling out the patient transfer form on the tablet, hunting and pecking with two fingers the way he always did despite Sofia having offered to teach him to type properly at least a dozen times. He refused on the grounds that his current system worked. His current system was extremely slow. This was a point she had conceded to herself.

"Coffee," he said, without looking up.

"There's a place on Kungsgatan."

"I meant the thermos."

"I know you meant the thermos. The thermos is empty."

He made the sound that meant *of course it is.* He'd brought it that morning with the best intentions and they'd gone through it by eleven, which was what always happened, and yet the thermos continued to make the journey to work each day as a kind of optimistic gesture. She respected this about him.

Sofia leaned her head back against the seat and felt the specific exhaustion of a nine-hour shift that had another four hours to go - not the desperate exhaustion that would put her off her game, but the low-grade accumulated fatigue that sat behind her eyes and made the inside of the vehicle feel very warm. She resisted it. She watched the street.

Through the windscreen, the sleet had thickened into something almost qualifying as snow - soft, fat flakes mixed in with the ice crystals now, settling on the bonnet for a half-second before the engine heat dissolved them. The traffic was thickening in that specific Friday-at-six-thirty way, commuters and people heading out for the evening all mixing on the same streets, everyone moving a little faster than the conditions warranted.

The radio murmured. A unit on the south side requesting traffic guidance through the Södermalm junction - an articulated lorry had jackknifed trying to take the corner and was blocking two lanes. Another unit finishing a transfer at Karolinska, logging back into the dispatch queue. The city doing its ordinary evening business, which was already its own kind of controlled chaos. Fridays in the winter months were reliably bad. Early dark, slick roads, people in a hurry to be somewhere else.

Her phone was in her jacket pocket. She'd checked it at the hospital - one message from Noah, sent at 17:15: *can I go to dani's after school?* She'd meant to reply and hadn't. He'd be waiting for an answer; he was good about that, would wait rather than just going without asking, which she appreciated more than she'd told him. She typed quickly: *Ask when I'm at dinner. Home by 8, I think.* She sent it. Eleven seconds later he read it. No reply. That was fine. That was Noah - he treated texts like a transaction, confirmation of receipt was optional. If she needed him to actually respond he'd learned that she'd send a second message that said *reply please* and he'd reply.

She put the phone away.

She thought about dinner. She thought about whether she'd left anything out on the kitchen counter that could go off, and then she thought about the Södra Länken call that was probably coming because it always came on Friday evenings in bad weather - the intersection where the slip road met the main artery, the one with the slightly misleading sight line that made people misjudge the merge speed - and she was trying to remember when she'd last eaten when the lights went out.

Not all of them. Not at once. That was the thing about it, looking back. If they'd all gone at once you'd have known immediately: transformer, blown circuit, something large and singular. Instead they went in sequence. The block ahead of them first - the shopfronts, the lobby of the office building on the corner, the lit sign above the kebab restaurant on the ground floor. Then the block to the left. Then - with a slight delay, like the gap between lightning and thunder, like a thought arriving a moment after the thing that prompted it - the entire section of Kungsgatan stretching south from the intersection, as far as she could see.

Ren put the tablet down.

The traffic lights went dark. The shop fronts went dark. The lit advertisements on the building facades - the pharmacy sign that she'd read ten thousand times, the billboard for a mobile network with its model looking satisfied about something, the orange glow of the fast food restaurant on the far corner - all of it extinguished in a wave that moved through the visible city like something breathing out. A collective exhalation. The city holding its breath.

It took perhaps four seconds.

Then it was just the headlights of idling cars and the cold glow of phone screens beginning to appear inside them, and the white cones of pedestrians' torch apps flicking on, and above it all the ambient grey of a cloud-covered sky reflecting nothing back. The city, or this section of it, reduced to whatever it was made of without electricity.

"That's a big one," Ren said.

Sofia was already watching. She'd opened her door slightly without thinking about it - better sightlines, colder, worth it. The darkness had a radius to it that she was trying to measure. She could see, at the far end of Kungsgatan toward the bridge, a district that still had power: the lit outline of buildings, the orange smear of a streetlight. The line between lit and dark was irregular, cutting across blocks at odd angles rather than following the geometric logic of a single substation.

"Which substation covers Östermalm?" she said.

Ren thought about it. He was a careful thinker, never answered before he was ready. "Seven, I think. Maybe eight."

"Right. And this side of the junction?"

"Twelve. Or fifteen."

She pulled the door closed. She was trying to map it mentally - she knew the city's geography well enough, a decade of driving its streets, the way certain blocks had particular characteristics in bad weather, certain intersections that always flooded. If this were a single substation fault, the outage would have a rough geographic boundary: two or three blocks, maybe four, following the distribution lines. What she was looking at was larger than that. She couldn't see the full extent from here - the buildings cut the view - but the darkness was running north as far as she could see, and south, and the line to the west wasn't visible at all.

The radio broke in. Not a specific call - the dispatcher's voice, flattened somewhat by tiredness or by the sheer volume of simultaneous inputs she was managing: *All units be advised, we are receiving multiple reports of signal failure across central and north districts. Traffic conditions are being affected at numerous junctions. Please use caution and prioritize injury calls.*

Ren and Sofia looked at each other.

*Multiple reports.* That meant it wasn't just Kungsgatan. It wasn't just Östermalm. It meant the dispatcher was triaging incoming information from across the city and the common element in all of it was the same word: dark.

Sofia picked up her handset: "Control, this is 4-7, we're on Kungsgatan at Humlegårdsgatan, can you confirm the scope of the outage? Are we looking at something citywide?"

A pause - she could hear the background of the dispatch center, several voices at once. Then: *4-7, we're still assessing. Utility has been notified. Stand by for further guidance.*

Stand by. Which was the professional way to say: we don't know yet.

She put the handset down. She looked at the street. Cars were creeping forward through the dark intersection now, drivers doing the four-way stop improvisation that theoretically worked and in practice depended entirely on everyone doing it at the same time, which they were currently managing with varying degrees of willingness. A bus had stopped at an angle, blocking one lane, its interior lit by the faint glow of its own emergency lighting. Two passengers near the front were standing, looking at the driver. The driver was on his radio.

Pedestrians moved along the pavement with phone torches lit - little moving stars in the dark, dozens of them, spreading out in both directions. A child held her mother's hand and pointed her torch straight up at the sky for reasons of her own.

"So," Ren said.

"So."

"What do you think?"

She thought about transformer failures and switchgear and the aged patchwork of the city's electrical infrastructure, which she understood only tangentially - through the conversations you had after difficult nights, through the union newsletter that occasionally published pieces about hospital backup protocols and infrastructure resilience, through the vague accumulated knowledge of someone who had spent eleven years depending on systems she'd never needed to think about until they failed. She thought about the winter of four years ago, when a substation fault in the south had knocked out power to sixty thousand people for eight hours. The hospitals had run on generators, a few traffic incidents, a long night but a manageable one. The power came back while she was still on shift. She'd driven home in a city that was lit again, normal, and she'd thought about it for a week and then stopped thinking about it.

She thought about Gunnar saying *the real one* with that particular certainty. The weight in the word.

"I don't know," she said.

Then the radio opened again - not the dispatcher, a field unit on the south side, somebody she didn't recognize, their voice carrying the compressed urgency of a situation developing faster than the words could keep up with: *Control, 3-2, we have a multi-vehicle on Södra Länken, I count at least six cars, signals are dark across the whole interchange. We need backup units and we need traffic management, I've got people walking on the carriageway-*

And then two other voices, overlapping, not waiting: one from Vasastan, a pedestrian struck at a crossing; one from somewhere she couldn't identify before the third voice came across, reporting another accident at another dark junction, a different district, the same cause.

Three incidents in thirty seconds.

"There it is," Ren said. He was already starting the engine.

Sofia had her jacket zipped and her gloves on before the dispatch came through: *All units, multi-vehicle incident Södra Länken, multiple casualties reported. 4-7, you are closest, redirect immediately.*

"We're moving," she said into the radio. Then to Ren: "Go."

He went. The ambulance swung left through the dark intersection, blues lighting the sleet electric blue, siren opening up into the wet air. The cold came in around the door seals. Outside, the dark city moved past them - the faces of people stopped on pavements, caught in the ambulance's light for a moment, looking up at it and then back at their phones, looking at each other with that particular expression that wasn't quite alarm yet but was listening for the signal.

At the next junction, she had a clear view east along the main boulevard for three or four seconds before a building cut it off.

Every light was out. Not a section. Not two districts. As far east as she could see - which on a clear night was three kilometers to the ridge above Lidingö, easily - there was nothing but the moving lights of cars. Darkness from ground to skyline, complete and absolute, the city's silhouette visible only because of the slightly lighter grey of the sky above it.

The scope of it hit her like something physical. Like stepping off a kerb in the dark.

She picked up her radio: "Control, 4-7 en route to Södra Länken. Can you confirm hospital generator status? Norra, Karolinska, Danderyds?"

A longer pause this time. Then: *4-7, Norra Hospital reports generator protocol initiated. Karolinska and Danderyds status unknown at this time.*

*Generator protocol initiated.* She held those three words. Not *standing by.* Not *assessing.* Initiated. Which meant the hospital had determined, in the nine minutes since the outage began, that it was not going to wait to find out whether the grid was coming back. The decision had already been made.

"How long have we been out?" she asked Ren.

He checked the dashboard clock. "Nine minutes."

Nine minutes. In nine minutes: a city had gone dark, hospitals had switched to backup power, at least three accidents had occurred, a dispatcher was managing more simultaneous calls than she could count, and somewhere the utility company's control room was looking at something that had prompted that response.

She thought about backup generators and their fuel reserves. She thought about the conversation she'd half-overheard at the depot two weeks ago - someone from hospital liaison talking about the winter fuel delivery schedules, something about contract delays. She hadn't paid it full attention. She thought about Noah's school on Kungsholmen, the electronic front door that used a swipe card, the fact that Noah's swipe card worked because of a small reader that needed power. She thought about the digital intercom on their building, the key fob for the main entrance.

She pressed it down. One thing at a time. The accident first.

But she held the thought - the way you held a door open with your foot before you'd decided whether to go through it. Held it there, at the edge of her attention, while everything else ran.

*Something is different about this one.*

She filed it away. Then they were on the Södra Länken and there was no room for anything except what was in front of her.

—-
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The accident was worse than the initial report. There were six vehicles: the four cars and the van she'd been told about, and a motorcycle she hadn't, lying on its side in the middle lane with the rider still attached to it, and the sight of it told her exactly where she was going first and what the next hour looked like.

She was already moving before Ren had the vehicle fully stopped.

The dark city fell away. There was just this: the rain and the blue lights and the work.

—-
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# Chapter 2 – Emergency Calls Surge

The accident on Södra Länken was six vehicles: four passenger cars, a van, and a motorcycle. The motorcycle was the worst of it.

The rider was a woman in her early thirties, conscious when Sofia reached her, pinned under the van's front end by her left leg. Her helmet had done its job - no head injury, no loss of consciousness - but the leg was badly wrong and she knew it, which was sometimes harder to manage than not knowing. She was talking continuously when Sofia knelt beside her, a low urgent monologue that wasn't quite sentences: the pain, the cold of the asphalt through her jacket, a name - Marcus, Marcus - that she kept returning to like a compass point, the name doing the work of staying tethered.

"I'm Sofia," Sofia said, her knee on the wet asphalt. "I'm going to stay right here. Can you tell me your name?"

"Lena."

"Good. Lena, I need you to keep talking to me. You're doing everything right."

The leg was pinned from the knee down, the van's front left wheel resting on a section of fairing that was pressed against her calf. Sofia assessed what she could: the angles, the load distribution, whether the leg was crushed straight through or whether the fairing was acting as a partial buffer. She didn't reach under yet. She talked to Lena and kept her talking and looked.

The van driver was out and unhurt, standing twenty meters back with his hazard lights going and his hands pressed flat against his face. He'd been standing like that since before Sofia arrived. Ren was managing the passenger car pileup - two injured, both walking, a sprained wrist and a minor laceration - and Sofia didn't pull him away from that because she could see he had it. She flagged down a passing driver who'd stopped to look, a large man in a utility jacket, and told him what she needed: "I need you to get in that van and reverse it six inches on my signal. Slowly, exactly on my signal, stop when I say stop." He didn't argue. He didn't ask questions. People were good, in her experience, when you gave them a specific thing to do.

The van moved. Six inches exactly. The pressure came off the leg.

She got a splint on. Lena's blood pressure was 108/70, elevated but not critical, her pulse fast but regular. The blood loss was manageable. Sofia got a line in and ran saline and kept talking to her about Marcus - turned out to be her brother, not a partner, he lived in Gothenburg, she was going to have to call him when this was over and he was going to completely overreact, she said this with something approaching dark humor, and Sofia thought: *she's going to be fine.* The ones who could joke about the call they'd have to make afterward were usually going to be fine. It was the ones who went silent you worried about.

"You're doing well," Sofia told her. "Your pressure's stable. We're going to get you to hospital."

"My bike," Lena said.

"The bike's not going anywhere."

"It's a good bike."

"I know. It'll be here when you come back for it."

They loaded her at 19:06. Two other patients from the pileup - minor injuries managed by a second crew that had arrived in the time Sofia was working Lena - were handed over smoothly. The second crew lead, a man named Svensson, gave Sofia a look as they crossed: *long night.* She gave it back without words.

In the back of the vehicle, Sofia monitored Lena's vitals and let herself look out the rear window for the first time since they'd arrived. The accident scene was behind them now - the blue lights of the second ambulance, the hazard lights of the cars, the high-visibility vests of the police officers who'd arrived at some point while she'd been focused on the ground. All of it shrinking into the dark. And the dark was everywhere.

She'd grown up in this city. She'd worked its streets for eleven years. She knew, intellectually, what it looked like without power - she'd seen sections go dark during storms, during scheduled maintenance outages, during the occasional fault. But the brain didn't really process *all of it* until you could see it. The absence of light where light had always been was more disorienting than simple darkness. The brain kept filling in what should be there, kept expecting the familiar patterns - the streetlights every fifty meters, the shop fronts, the illuminated bus shelters - and then finding nothing, and the repeated gap between expectation and reality was its own particular kind of vertigo. Like reaching for a step that isn't there.

She'd been working for thirty-five minutes since the power went out. Normal maintenance blackouts resolved in fifteen. Extended faults, the kind requiring physical repair teams, took two to four hours. Eight hours if the weather was genuinely bad. The weather was bad. The storm Gunnar had mentioned - *the real one, the edge of it* - was pushing hard from the northeast now, the wind audible against the ambulance's panels.

She tried the school number. Busy signal. She tried Noah's mobile. Rang four times, went to voicemail. She kept her voice even: "Hey, it's me, don't worry. The city's had a power cut - it looks like a big one, so it might be a few hours. Stay at school, they'll have protocols for this. Keep your phone charged if you can. I'll call you when I know more. Love you." She paused. "Or if you're at Dani's, call me back immediately."

She put the phone away. He was fourteen, not four. He was sensible. The school had protocols. Mrs. Åberg had been running that school for twenty years and Sofia would put money on her having lit candles before the lights had finished going out.

She turned back to Lena. "Almost there," she said.

Lena had her eyes closed. "Is Marcus going to freak out," she said. Not a question exactly. More a private negotiation with the future.

"Probably a bit," Sofia said. "That's his job."

"Yeah." A pause. "Tell them he's my next of kin. At the hospital."

"I'll put it in the handover."

—-
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Norra Hospital's emergency bay was running on generator power. The lighting had that slightly different quality that backup systems always had - a touch dimmer, a touch yellower, the same way a room lit by a single floor lamp felt different from one lit by an overhead fixture even at the same lumen count. The backup lighting was adequate. It was not the same. The bay staff were calm and professional, doing what emergency staff always did during a crisis, which was the same thing they always did, at a slightly faster tempo.

Sofia transferred Lena to a bay team in under four minutes - handover, vitals summary, IV status, the brief note about Marcus as next of kin. She signed the paperwork while the team was already moving. On her way back through the corridor she passed the hospital's emergency management office. The door was open. Dr. Kellner - she knew him by sight, had transferred patients to his hospital for three years - was inside on the phone, his face carrying the controlled expression of a man managing bad news very carefully, the face of someone deciding what to say and what to hold back.

She didn't stop. Not her department. She had her own bad news to manage.

Back at the vehicle, Ren had cleaned out the back and was sitting with the tablet. He handed her a water bottle without being asked.

"Radio's been busy," he said.

"What have we got?"

He summarized: another accident in Vasastan, pedestrian struck at a dark crossing. A reported fire on Södermalm - possibly candles, possibly a kitchen incident, unclear. A call from a residential building in Kungsholmen, elderly woman collapsed - could be stress, could be unrelated, could be anything. And a continuing stream of traffic disruption reports from across the center, east, and north: every major junction without signals, minor fender-benders accumulating.

"The Vasastan one's closest," Sofia said.

"Already logged us as nearest."

"Then go."

They went. This time she watched the city more deliberately as they moved through it - cataloguing it, the way she'd learned to catalogue a scene before arriving at it. The signal failures were total across everything visible. Not a single operating traffic light in any direction. Pedestrians were navigating intersections on their own, slowing, looking left and right twice, the way people did when the rules had been suspended and everyone had to decide whether to trust each other. Mostly they were managing. A man in a high-visibility vest - not a city worker, just someone who owned a vest, who had presumably thought: *I have this, I should use it* - was standing in the center of the junction at Odengatan directing traffic with his arms. Sofia watched him for three seconds as they passed. He was doing a reasonable job.

The shops were dark. Some had pulled security shutters, the metal concertinas she usually only saw at night hours. Others were still open, managed by staff with phone torches, serving customers who were treating this as an inconvenience so far rather than an emergency. A bakery had a sandwich board outside: *CASH ONLY - we have candles.* There was a small queue. Someone had been smart enough to post that sign, to think ahead by twenty minutes, and the queue existed because of it.

People were still behaving. Of course they were. It had been - she checked the dashboard clock - forty minutes.

The question was forty minutes versus what. What came after it. Whether it resolved in two hours or six or longer, and what the city looked like at each of those timelines.
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The pedestrian in Vasastan was a man named Torbjörn, sixty-seven, struck by a car at the junction of Upplandsgatan and Odengatan. Both he and the driver had approached the dark crossing simultaneously on the assumption that the other would stop, and neither had. Torbjörn had a broken collarbone - she could see the deformity from two meters away - and a probable concussion: he was conscious and responsive but confused about the sequence of events, which was either the head injury or the shock. The car had a shattered windscreen and a crumpled hood. The driver, a woman in her fifties named Birgitta who had been driving her regular route home from work, was sitting on the kerb on the far side of the intersection with her coat over her lap despite the cold, her hands clasped in front of her.

A bystander was already with Birgitta. He was a compact man in his late sixties who had the manner of someone comfortable in medical adjacent spaces - calm, positioned correctly, not touching but present. Sofia flagged him as she passed. "Are you medical?"

"Retired GP." He didn't look up from Birgitta. "She's okay. Vasovagal response. She's coming through it."

"I'll leave her with you."

"Please do."

She loaded Torbjörn. He asked her twice during the assessment if the driver was okay. She told him yes and meant it and he nodded each time as if he needed to hear it again. That was also a good sign.

Back at the hospital: 20:14. The emergency bay was measurably busier than it had been forty minutes ago - more people at the desk, more movement in the waiting area, the specific compressed energy of a facility that was running faster than its baseline. She caught the eye of Lindqvist from C shift as she came through with Torbjörn's stretcher. Lindqvist gave her the expression that meant *long night* with an upward tilt that added *and getting longer.* She returned it and kept moving.

In the vehicle afterward, Ren had the radio up slightly louder than usual. She could hear why: the dispatcher was managing four simultaneous calls, her voice still controlled but with the faint fraying around the edges that came from that kind of sustained load.

"We're a long way from the end of this," Ren said. He wasn't complaining. He was incapable of complaining in a way that required acknowledgment. He was just naming the situation as he saw it, which was how he was most useful.

"Yeah."

"You want the last of the energy bar? I found it in the side pocket."

"Half."

He broke it, handed her the larger half. She ate it without tasting it. The chocolate had gone slightly soft from body warmth, which was fine. Through the windscreen, the city was doing something she found difficult to name: settling, maybe. Not calming down - there was more happening, not less - but finding a register. The panic that should have come with the first ten minutes of darkness hadn't arrived the way you might expect. Instead there was a kind of careful attention, a collective recalibration. Cars moved more slowly. People at intersections took turns. A few windows in residential buildings were lit by candles now, and from outside they had a quality that was almost beautiful, warm and slightly unsteady, before you thought too long about why the candles were there.

She tried the school again. Busy signal. She tried Noah's mobile. This time it connected on the first ring.

"Mum." Not panicked. Just: *mum.* The single word carrying a precise amount of weight, not too much.

"Hey. You okay?"

"We're at school. Mrs. Åberg said wait for parents. There's like thirty of us still here." A pause, and she could hear in it the specific evaluative silence of a fourteen-year-old deciding whether to say the next thing. "Dani went with his aunt. She walked over."

"You did the right thing staying."

"I know. How long is it going to be?"

She watched a family cross the intersection ahead of them: two parents, three children, the smallest being carried by the father, all of them moving with a purposeful family-unit coherence that she found briefly comforting. "I don't know yet," she said. "A few hours, maybe. Keep your phone above fifty percent."

"It's at twenty-eight."

"Noah."

"I know. I had it on the charger and then-" He stopped. "Oh. Right."

"Right."

"Is it the whole city?"

She looked east along the boulevard, the unbroken darkness between the ambulance headlights and the far ridge. "Most of it, yeah."

"When's it coming back?"

"I genuinely don't know." She meant it. She'd stopped speculating even internally. "But you're safe, the school is safe, and Mrs. Åberg has it together. Don't use the phone for anything except calls."

A beat. "She has, like, thirty candles going. The front office smells like a church."

She almost laughed. "Good. Stay warm."

She ended the call. Twenty-eight percent. She held the phone for a moment and then put it in her pocket and pressed her palm flat on the dashboard - a small contained thing, just for a second - and then sat up straight.

"School's in Kungsholmen," she said to Ren.

"I heard." He'd been professionally focused on the tablet the entire call. "After this next call."

"After the next call."

The dispatcher came back before he'd finished the sentence: *4-7, we have a reported cardiac event on Hantverkargatan, seventy-one-year-old female, family on scene. Can you take it?*

"We're moving," Sofia said.

—-
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Hantverkargatan was three minutes. The woman - Ingrid, seventy-one, retired librarian, her daughter's hand gripping hers with a grip that had whitened both their knuckles - was having a genuine event. Her ECG told Sofia everything she needed to know and it was not a good story: ST elevation in leads II, III, and aVF, a classic inferior MI pattern, the kind of pattern that moved fast. She called it in while Ren was getting the stretcher. They moved.

IV line in. Aspirin. Nitrate spray. Oxygen. The structured fast-moving work of a team that had done this particular sequence enough times that each step triggered the next without conversation. Ingrid was conscious throughout - not agitated, oddly calm, the way some cardiac patients were calm, as if the body had made a decision and was now waiting to see which way it went.

Her daughter was in the front of the ambulance because there was no room in the back and she knew it and had gotten in without being told. Sofia could hear her through the partition: silent, completely silent, the particular quality of someone holding everything back with maximum effort.

At the hospital, Ingrid went directly to the cath lab team and was moving within ninety seconds of arrival. Her daughter was left in the corridor. Sofia didn't have to stay. She had other calls. She stayed for two minutes anyway, because two minutes was what the situation called for.

She put a hand on the woman's arm. "She got the right treatment quickly," she said. "That matters. It really does matter."

"The lights went out," the daughter said. Her voice was very controlled. "Right when she said she felt wrong. I couldn't find the aspirin in the dark and I was-" She stopped. "I'm sorry."

"Please don't apologize."

"I keep thinking if I'd found it faster-"

"You called us immediately. You did everything correctly." Sofia held her gaze. "The time from your call to treatment is within the window that makes a real difference. You did that."

The daughter nodded. She was holding it together by threads. "You get so used to everything working," she said. "You don't think about what you'd do if-"

"I know," Sofia said. "You don't have to now. She's in the right hands."

She left the daughter with a triage nurse and went back out.

—-
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Outside the hospital's entrance, she stopped. She didn't plan to. She just stood there for a moment with her breath making clouds in the cold air and looked at the city.

From the hospital's elevated position on the Kungsholmen rise, the view was wide. The dark rooflines ran in both directions, unlit, silhouettes against a sky that was uniformly grey-black. The sleet had let up briefly; now she could see more distance, and in every direction she looked - east, south, west - the city was dark. Not partly dark. Not patchily dark. The darkness had no holes in it except for three isolated points: a cluster of lights to the east that she was fairly sure was another hospital, a faint glow far to the northwest that might be Karolinska, and directly below her on the waterfront, a single lit tram shelter running on its own backup battery, sitting in the middle of the dark like a small glass lantern someone had forgotten to turn off.

She looked at her watch. 21:09. The power had been out for an hour and twenty minutes.

Ren came up beside her and stood there for a moment. He didn't say anything. That was one of the things she valued most about him: he understood when silence was the right contribution.

Then he said: "The depot."

"Yeah."

"We should go by when we can. Refuel and restock."

"And fill the water tanks."

"I was going to say that."

She looked at the isolated hospital lights
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