
  
    [image: Falling Star]
  


  
    
      FALLING STAR

      THE STAR TRILOGY PART 2

    

    
      
        LARS WILDERÄNG

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Aniara]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The Midwife

      

      
        2. The Warrior

      

      
        PART I

      

      
        3. Insulin

      

      
        4. Railway

      

      
        5. Hospital

      

      
        6. High-Bay

      

      
        7. Lena Svensson

      

      
        8. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        9. Filip Stenvik

      

      
        10. Maximilian

      

      
        11. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        12. 13368891-4-11

      

      
        PART II

      

      
        13. Maximilian

      

      
        14. Lena Svensson

      

      
        15. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        16. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        17. Lena Svensson

      

      
        18. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        19. Lena Svensson

      

      
        20. Lena Svensson

      

      
        21. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        22. Lena Svensson

      

      
        23. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        24. Lena Svensson

      

      
        25. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        26. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        27. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        28. Filip Stenvik

      

      
        29. 13368891-4-11

      

      
        PART III

      

      
        30. Filip Stenvik

      

      
        31. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        32. Maximilian

      

      
        33. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        34. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        35. 0

      

      
        36. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        37. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        38. 0

      

      
        39. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        40. Maximilian

      

      
        41. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        42. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        43. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        44. 0

      

      
        45. Maximilian

      

      
        46. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        47. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        48. 0

      

      
        49. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        50. 13368891-4-11

      

      
        PART IV

      

      
        51. Maximilian

      

      
        52. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        53. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        54. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        55. Maximilian

      

      
        56. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        57. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        58. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        59. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        60. 0

      

      
        61. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        62. 0

      

      
        63. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        64. 0

      

      
        65. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        66. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        67. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        68. 0

      

      
        69. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        70. 0

      

      
        71. Maximilian

      

      
        72. 0

      

      
        73. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        74. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        75. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        76. Filip Stenvik

      

      
        77. Joakim Sorbin

      

      
        78. Gudrun Ljungberg

      

      
        79. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        80. Filip Stenvik

      

      
        81. Anna Ljungberg

      

      
        82. 0

      

      
        83. Gustaf Silverbane

      

      
        84. 13368891-4-11

      

      
        85. Filip Stenvik

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      © Lars Wilderäng, 2015

      Translation copyright © 2026 Aniara

      Aniara, Stockholm, Sweden | www.aniara.one | info@aniara.one

      Originally published in Swedish as Stjärnfall by Massolit Förlag, Massolit Förlagsgrupp AB, 2015.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without written permission.

      ISBN: 9789190020982 (ebook)

      ISBN: 9789190003572 (paperback)

      Cover design: Per Gustafsson (modernstyle.se)

      Printed on demand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE MIDWIFE

          

          AUGUST 28

        

      

    

    
      In the silent, starry late-summer night, the smell of the forest mixed with the warm scent of rapidly cooling, cracked asphalt beneath Lena Svensson’s feet.

      She walked, leading her bicycle, even though her bed called to her, and she was still an hour away from home. The old bike had a wheel dynamo of the old-fashioned, functional, electronics-free kind, but the bulb had burned out. She would have to manage without a light until she could send Max to the market in Marstrand to find a new bulb that fit. It wasn’t worth the risk of cycling in the dark, even though the former European highway running north from Ucklum was almost perfectly straight. The cracks and holes in the asphalt were far too many after ten years of the frost’s patient, undisturbed work. With half-metre-high grass — in places actual bushes or small saplings — growing through many of the larger gaps, cycling with severely limited visibility would tempt fate.

      When the forest gave way to the more open landscape of the overgrown fields, the starlight would be enough for her to risk getting on the bicycle. As long as she stuck to the strips that the ox carts kept clear of brush and grass, she should manage. She’d done it before.

      Lena looked up at the magnificent view of the Milky Way across the night sky. There were no shooting stars tonight. Four days ago, the stars’ slow, falling streaks had been magnificent, but, since then, there had been only the occasional fast meteor.

      She still hadn’t grown used to the night sky the Blackout had given them back, but the price had been far too high.

      The tiredness came over her at once, together with the memory of what she had lost. Maybe she should have accepted the Augustssons’ invitation to stay the night, but she wanted to go home and sleep in her own bed. She wanted to hug Max in the morning now that he was back from his herding job. It was only ten kilometres home, after all.

      She could sleep tomorrow. There were no other births scheduled in her area over the next few days — at least none that she knew about. There was always the risk that someone would deliver prematurely, but, if it was far too early, the baby couldn’t be saved anyway. Then it was only a matter of keeping the mother alive and stitching her up afterwards if needed. Most often, it was young first-time mothers, and, over the years, Lena had learned that they often went a week or two past term. However, she could only guess when the babies were due, and the young mothers weren’t always willing to say who the father was or when they’d had sex. Many didn’t even know when their last period had been, which made it impossible to calculate a due date.

      Silently she shook her head.

      They were so young. Lina Augustsson was only sixteen. The youngest Lena had delivered was fourteen. But what was there to do? Not everyone could even attend all ten years of village school when necessary tasks demanded their time, and only the best students got places at the high schools in Marstrand and Kungshamn. When she wasn’t attending deliveries, prenatal care or follow-up on the children in her area, she had to teach sex education in the village schools. Contraceptives barely existed anymore, except for condoms made from animal intestine, but those tore easily or weren’t cleaned out properly. The focus of her teaching had to be more on abstinence or alternative ways to have sex.

      Mia would have been sixteen this year. Moa fourteen.

      Would her daughters have had children by now, if they were still alive?

      A sharp pain stabbed through her chest when the thought of her daughters crept forward from the dark corner where she had buried her memories. She could hear Magnus’s voice, smell his scent over that of the forest. She could see him lying on the ground in front of her, his blood mixing with the snow and gravel.

      No. That was enough.

      She could visit Moa’s and Magnus’s graves at home behind Gudrun’s cottage. As for Mia, she always left flowers in the sea when she went to deliver someone along the coast.

      She needed to get home. Home to Max, who was starting to look far too much like Magnus when they met in their last year of high school.

      In place of her own daughters, she had a new family. All the children she had delivered. All the mothers. But even there, there was so much death.

      The oldest children were still far too few, and many were motherless. So many of the children — ‘her’ children — would never reach adulthood, although more and more seemed to be making it. There was enough food now, and there wouldn’t be a crop failure this year either. Diseases, however, still claimed their victims — often infections that had been uncommon before, such as tetanus. There were no vaccines left, and the attempts to grow antibiotics from mouldy bread and cheese in Svenshögen left much to be desired.

      A whisper swept through the forest.

      Lena stopped and turned towards the darkness of the trees. The air was still again, and the only sounds were a branch snapping and the cry of a bird taking flight, startled in the starry night.

      Ahead of her, one by one, the trees carved themselves out of the darkness into sharp silhouettes, chased by the play of shadows among branches and trunks.

      She caught her breath and, without thinking, let her bicycle fall on the cracked asphalt.

      Something was glowing, growing brighter, deep in the forest. Not the flickering light from a fire, or the pale glow of an alcohol lamp. Not like the wavering bulbs in Marstrand’s windows or at the sanatorium in Svenshögen, where the light was always accompanied by the constant drumming of rebuilt generators and the stench of smoke. This was a clear, bright, white light. A silent, steady light. A light she hadn’t seen in ten years.

      It was real electricity.

      The hairs stood up on her bare arms. Lena pulled her patched and mended old fleece jacket over her knitted shirt before she stepped into the forest and walked towards the light.

      Who had working lights? She had to see for herself.

      The night insects were just as curious as she was, buzzing and fluttering between the trees, searching for a way in between the dense spruces.

      A branch snapped somewhere to her right and she flinched. Something large was moving through the forest alongside her, but the shadows made it impossible to see more than a quick flicker of motion. Could it be a wolfdog? Max was convinced they’d been wiped out in the area after the winter’s driven hunt.

      What if she stopped to look?

      She was alone among the shadows of the trees. It was probably just a deer she had glimpsed, fleeing at her approach. Nothing unusual.

      The light drew her deeper in.

      The glow grew stronger the further she walked, and fewer and fewer trees blocked her view towards the field on the other side of the forest.

      Something passed quickly between her and the light, a shadow against the bright background. It was a fleeting disturbance in the glow, seemingly without any shape beyond its movement.

      At last, she saw the source of the light.

      Suddenly, she felt a pain in her chest.

      Someone or something must have struck her across the ribs.

      Lena lay on the ground, staring up. Instinctively, she tried to get up and defend herself, but her body wouldn’t obey and she gasped for air.

      In the faint glow, the shadow above her became clearer.

      Lena stared in disbelief before another powerful jolt shot across her chest and the air was knocked out of her completely. Abruptly, the darkness closed in and she drifted away into nothingness.
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            THE WARRIOR

          

          AUGUST 29

        

      

    

    
      He’d been on the move for a long time now. He’d cycled, ridden, run, sailed, travelled by cart, and had even perched with dozens of others atop a patched and repaired Russian tank from the ’50s that could keep rolling as long as there were spare parts and fuel. For almost nine years, he’d kept moving, first from captivity and forced conversion in Afghanistan, and then he’d been driven by a wave of blood and fire through the Middle East until the coalition dissolved after Tel Aviv burned down, and finally the long years up through Europe. Throughout, he had one goal only.

      It didn’t feel right to ride the last stretch, so he’d left the courier bicycle behind to finish his journey in the same way he’d travelled the most — on foot.

      Joakim Sorbin adjusted the Uzi over his body armour before raising his hands to his face. Already, he could feel the stubble. He had paid two Austrian, fine silver coins — partial payment for a bodyguard job in Bavaria — for a real, straight-razor shave at the fortress barber’s on Carlsten after his baptism back into the Christian faith. Nine years of blood, fire and death was finally behind him.

      He was Jocke once again, but the beard wanted to come back.

      Karlsborg was a thriving community – one of the largest functioning towns he’d passed through since he’d slipped away like a thief in the night from the smoking ash of Tel Aviv. Most of the houses in the residential area were actually intact. The paint was flaking, but the gardens were cultivated and potatoes mingled with the broad leaves of squash and pumpkins, together with rows of carrots or mounds of parsley. Apple trees sagged with fruit and the last berries of the season were being picked. Chickens ran across the cracked asphalt in the street. Brush, shrubs and vines threatened to completely hide the occasional abandoned villas. Roof tiles had been stripped from the abandoned houses, and the empty, black windows stared out like accusatory eyes from behind the greenery.

      Why had some of the villas been abandoned? Why hadn’t anyone moved into them? This was, after all, the capital of the Federation of Västra Götaland.

      Then he reached the intersection. Fruit trees blocked the view along the road, down towards his and Disa’s house — the home he hadn’t seen since he left Karlsborg’s airfield in a Globemaster ten years earlier.

      Disa must have been waiting for him!

      Jocke closed his eyes before he went around the corner and whispered to himself.

      ‘Inshallah!’

      

      ‘Lieutenant Sorbin!’

      Jocke looked up from the table in the soldiers’ mess in Carlsten Fortress’s lower donjon. Above him loomed Gustaf Silverbane, hands clasped behind his back. The commander, the governor and — as Jocke had gathered from the talk among the soldiers during the evening and morning — Bohuslän’s absolute ruler and dictator, was dressed in the same M90 uniform and beret he had worn when he received Jocke the day before. No stubble showed on the governor’s scarred face, a sign of status. You didn’t get that clean-shaven with an old, whetted knife.

      Yet the scars testified that this was not a man who stayed behind a desk in the safety of Carlsten’s massive walls.

      Jocke’s hesitation made Silverbane hiss.

      ‘Stand up when I’m addressing you!’

      ‘Yes, General!’

      Jocke snapped to attention, but left the Uzi and his AKM hanging on the shabby old conference room chair.

      Silverbane’s face split in a grin and he began to laugh.

      ‘At ease, Joakim. I hope you’re still interested in a job?’

      Jocke shrugged.

      ‘I just want to go home to Karlsborg.’

      Silverbane kept smiling.

      ‘I have a job for you that takes you to Karlsborg. You keep your weapons too; otherwise we’d have to confiscate them. Zero tolerance for weapons violations.’

      Jocke sighed. If the road to Karlsborg came with weapons, it would have to do. He hadn’t been without his AKM since Afghanistan. He had taken the latest Uzi model from a dead Israeli operator when Jerusalem was liberated, and it had followed him ever since he left Palestine.

      ‘All right. I’m listening.’

      ‘You’ll be a bicycle courier. Drop off and pick up mail in Svenshögen and Lilla Edet, and stay overnight at Koberg. Then travel to Karlsborg via Skövde. There, you can apply to the hussars at the Life Regiment. I’m guessing you want to serve again?’

      Not a chance.

      Jocke shook his head.

      ‘No, sir. I’ve done my share. All I want now is to start a family with Disa, work some land. Maybe work in the woods.’

      Silverbane shrugged.

      ‘First you run the courier route to Karlsborg.’

      It was no longer an offer; it was an order.

      ‘Those rags won’t do. Collect regulation uniform and a courier bicycle. And ammunition. Here are your identity papers. Then I want to see you in my office at the commandant’s building next time the castle bell strikes, which is in about half an hour.’

      Silverbane glanced down at the old mechanical Seiko dive watch on his wrist.

      

      ‘We’ve only got two ceramic plates left. Do you want them in the front or on your back? Otherwise, the vest should stop pistol rounds or, more common these days, arrows from bows or crossbows. Not many people risk using firearms anymore.’

      The quartermaster smiled and pushed the body armour across the counter. Jocke frowned and looked down at the patched vest. Bullet holes had been covered with plain cloth, while slashes from shrapnel had been left unrepaired.

      ‘I’m not planning to turn my back on anyone. Put them over my chest.’

      ‘Couriers usually like them on the back. Easier if you’re riding away from someone.’

      Joakim shook his head.

      The M90 uniform wasn’t much better. The pants were patched with large black pieces of cloth on the seat and knees, while the fabric on the thighs was so thin you could almost see through it. There were no bullet holes in the pants, but the jacket had two patches. A bullet had passed through the stomach and out the back. Coarse black fabric covered the holes.

      When Jocke looked at the inside of the patches, the camouflage jacket was still dark with bloodstains that would never wash out with the simple soap they had access to.

      The courier’s service cap was still intact. He put it on his head and started changing into the camouflage uniform.

      ‘One more thing. Silverbane wants to give you two of our last boxes of 39B. None of that hand-cast or hand-loaded stuff with our own powder. Real ammunition from before the Blackout.’

      Jocke looked up at the quartermaster, who nodded down towards the Israeli submachine gun.

      ‘For your Uzi. Armour-piercing. Just in case.’

      

      Jocke pushed the bicycle through the gate arch and out over the narrow moat at Carlsten’s main entrance. The black-painted iron grilles looked reinforced, and he nodded briefly to the two soldiers standing guard by the drawbridge. Despite the early hour, a steady stream of people and ox carts moved in the opposite direction into the fortress. He had to push his way through, but the crowd thinned out considerably after he passed through the next gate and came out on the road inside the outer works’ ramparts.

      He cycled slowly at first, down past the outer works and out through the gate to the steep Kungsgatan towards the quays in Marstrand. The courier bag hung over his stomach as he rode, but until he was past the throng of people trading in the harbour and had cleared the ferry crossing, he couldn’t risk having it on his back.

      When people saw his uniform and weapons, they quickly moved aside. One man with a wild beard refused at first, spat on the cobblestones, then snorted and stepped aside.

      ‘Fucking soldier.’

      Jocke ignored him. The only thing that mattered was the courier bag and the free ride to Karlsborg. He should be there by tomorrow night.

      

      Three hours later, he dropped off the first sealed paper rolls at the Svenshögen Nanomite Centre and got his water bottles refilled, along with a hearty farmer’s omelette with chanterelles, onions and potatoes.

      The sanatorium in Svenshögen looked out over a lake, and the garrison consisted of a half-squad of four hussars from Marstrand. Two of the soldiers were grooming their horses while the others stood guard by the driveway. He was allowed to eat alone without anyone disturbing him. Children ran around playing between cultivation beds on the overgrown lawns among the buildings.

      A slender woman in her thirties with long blonde, well-combed hair came walking towards him. She wore a pair of worn jeans under a light grey lab coat, buttoned up. Jocke hadn’t seen truly white clothes in almost ten years. Clothes that were more or less clean were the best you could hope for. In the new world since the Purification, every fabric sooner or later turned grey, if it didn’t fall apart first.

      ‘Jet engines? Do you know anything else?’

      The woman neither greeted him nor introduced herself.

      Jocke shrugged.

      ‘I can’t be certain. I heard them myself from across the water. The observers up in the tower at Carlsten are convinced it came from the south. The sound died out pretty quickly, but it wasn’t thunder. It was jet engines all right. Really powerful ones, considering they could be heard without anything being visible. Word is that it must have been somewhere south of Gothenburg.’

      The woman reminded him a lot of Disa. He probably ought to introduce himself, but he was uncertain. For seven years, he hadn’t even been allowed to speak to women. During the last few years coming up through Europe, he still hadn’t got used to being addressed by a woman. It still felt strange.

      Now he was a Swedish officer again — should he shake hands or salute?

      In the end, he held out his hand.

      ‘Lieutenant Joakim Sorbin — call me Jocke.’

      The blonde woman tilted her head and smiled.

      ‘Anna Ljungberg.’

      Of course. The director. The addressee on the paper roll.

      ‘What are nanomites?’

      Anna Ljungberg took a deep breath and patiently began to explain what she called the Reset — what he knew as the Purification.

      

      It took over an hour to cycle to Lilla Edet, where he dropped off a paper roll at the small garrison that was guarding the wooden bridges across the rapids by the shattered dam and the remains of the lock. Oxen hauled wagons with sacks and crates from barges downstream, then the cargo was loaded onto new boats heading upriver. From one of the bridges Jocke glimpsed oxen dragging a simple barge upriver towards the unleashed rapids Helvetesfallen in Trollhättan.

      Even though additional transfers were needed at what remained of Trollhättan and Vänersborg, the river Göta älv was a vital trade route that carried most of the heavier freight in the Västra Götaland Federation — from the port below Bohus Fortress, past Läckö, and all the way via the Göta Canal’s old manual locks to Karlsborg. The hussars at Carlsten had sounded proud when they told him how they’d secured the trade route. But it had cost lives, and the hostile God’s Free Republic of Gothenburg meant you had to reach the sea via the Nordre River instead. Ever since the dam collapsed, both the Göta River and the Nordre River needed dredging, and you could only get through with small shallow-draft barges. Marstrand was the hub where cargo was transferred to sail for trade up along the Bohuslän coast or down towards Zealand, the Republic of Skåne and the German and Polish coasts, or even across the North Sea to Scotland.

      After Lilla Edet, it took another three hours to reach Koberg, where dusk had begun to fall. As the main town in Älvsborg County, a number of new, simple wooden buildings had been erected around the castle, which had now transformed into a small town. Stones had been placed every other step on the clay roads between the newly built houses, and Joakim had to walk the bicycle the last stretch.

      He spent the night in a room that had been specially set aside for couriers inside the castle itself. There were four beds, but he was the only one there. Alone, he ate a dinner of tart apple pie made from the season’s first apples, with an oat crust and whipped cream, from a window overlooking the sunset over the lake.

      He couldn’t be bothered to light the alcohol lamp in the window when darkness fell, and, instead, collapsed exhausted on the bed.

      

      Jocke stared down at the pistol in his hand. It was a 9mm, but he couldn’t place the make or manufacturer.

      ‘It’s time you show your brothers where you stand. Trust me when I say I believe in you and your work. God sent you to us, Ahmed. But there are brothers who doubt. Tonight is your night. They are infidels. They refuse to join us. It is God’s will.’

      Ten prisoners with blindfolds and tied hands knelt in front of him.

      He pulled back the slide and chambered the first round.

      There was always a choice. He could fight. He could refuse. But it would mean eleven bodies instead of ten. Ever since the Purification started, people had been dying of starvation, disease or thirst or had been burned alive in uncontrolled city fires. So many, especially in the cities, depended on electricity, or at least on transport and working vehicles. For every ten fewer mouths for the land to feed were ten others who would live. This was nothing to throw his life away for. Everything he had fought for hung in the balance, and he still hadn’t made it past Tehran.

      He raised the pistol and fired.

      He sat bolt upright in the bed, drenched in sweat.

      Somewhere, a rooster crowed and the first light of the late-summer dawn glittered on the lake below Koberg Castle.

      The road home from Afghanistan had been paved by corpses. He had killed so many.

      In nine hours, he would reach the end of the road.

      

      The villa was hidden behind scrub and greenery, but Jocke wound his way through to the front door, which was closed but not locked. The windows facing the street were still intact. Could this mean the house was still occupied?!

      The smell of damp and mould hit him as he stepped over torn-down wallpaper on the hallway floor. It was pointless, but he called out anyway.

      ‘Disa!’

      Deeper inside the house, something moved quickly and Jocke caught a glimpse of a cat fleeing through one of the empty windows towards the overgrown garden in the back. Piles of leaves rustled under his boots as he stepped into the living room. All the furniture was gone, even the rugs on the floor. The only thing left was the home theatre system. His and Disa’s fifty-inch flat-screen had come loose from the wall and fallen to the floor.

      There was nothing here for him. Even the kitchen drawers had been completely emptied.

      ‘Hello?’

      A man’s voice came from the hall.

      The man recoiled when Jocke came out of the kitchen, but relaxed when he saw the uniform and turned to leave again.

      ‘Where is Disa?’ Jocke inquired.

      The man stopped and looked back.

      ‘That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. An infection took her the second winter after the Blackout. There wasn’t enough food. She was too weak. She was cremated like everyone else. She’s in the memorial grove now. Did you know each other?’

      Jocke shook his head.

      There was nothing here for him. Everything had been pointless. Not even the neighbour recognised him.

      He couldn’t stay here. Sooner or later, someone would recognise him and he’d have to explain where he’d been all these years.

      

      ‘From Karlsborg. You should use envelopes instead.’

      Jocke handed over the sealed paper rolls to Silverbane.

      ‘We’re out of envelopes. It’s a waste of paper to fold and glue new ones.’

      Silverbane set the messages aside on his desk.

      ‘It takes a certain kind of man to walk home from Afghanistan. I have a use for men like you. Men of the old school. There aren’t many left from Karlsborg here. Many who weren’t taken by disease or the first years’ starvation have succumbed in battle along the way. Local recruits and the simple training, drills and practice we can give the hussars here aren’t the same thing, but I do have a fair number of real veterans. I keep a small special unit for particular assignments. I’m guessing you’d fit right in. Interested?’

      He was no warrior. He was a murderer. He couldn’t get away.

      Jocke nodded.

      ‘Yes, sir.’
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            INSULIN

          

          TUESDAY, AUGUST 22, YEAR ZERO

        

      

    

    
      ‘I’ve got an electronic prescription; it should be in there. I’m here to pick up a NovoRapid FlexPen.’

      Sandra handed her driver’s licence to the pharmacy clerk.

      It was really careless to be down to her last insulin pen. She knew better, but she and Tove had been backpacking by train and had their backpacks stolen on the way home. Inside Sandra’s had been her blood glucose meter and the insulin doses she was supposed to have when she got back. She was always well prepared, and her entire supply had been with her on her trip, just in case.

      In the end, the trip home took two extra days. They’d been forced to spend the night at the station in Hamburg. The details were unclear, but something was wrong with the trains, everything was delayed and the computers at the ticket counters kept crashing. They managed to catch a train the next morning, but, in Denmark, the train stalled because of a signal failure. By the time they finally reached Copenhagen, they’d just missed the last evening train to Sweden and had to wait out another night. For the final leg, SJ put them on replacement buses.

      By the time they reached Fittja, the bus had broken down. The desperate driver insisted another bus would come soon, but Tove got tired of waiting and called her parents. A kilometre from Sandra’s apartment in Vårberg, Tove’s dad’s BMW sputtered and died.

      She walked the rest of the way home. It was too late to go to the pharmacy, and she fell asleep without even taking off her sweaty clothes.

      But now she stood at the pharmacy in Vårberg Square. The pharmacy clerk shook her head.

      ‘I’m sorry, we’re having trouble connecting to the prescription system. You’ll need to show a paper prescription.’

      Sandra felt her heart stop.

      ‘But I have diabetes. I need more insulin.’

      The pharmacist shook her head. ‘We’re not allowed to dispense insulin without a prescription. It’s dangerous. As you very well know, you’re supposed to pick up your insulin refills well in advance.’

      ‘I was backpacking by train. My pens got stolen.’

      The woman behind the counter looked suspicious.

      ‘There’s nothing I can do. You’ll have to go to your health clinic and get a paper prescription.’

      ‘Thanks so much. I’ll be right back.’

      Sandra tried not to sound sarcastic. Bitch.

      She’d just have to go to the family practice clinic in Sätra, where she was registered as a patient. She’d gone to the Skärholmen health centre before, but she didn’t like the doctor there, who always stared at her chest and licked his greasy lips before he started talking. Fucking creep. In Sätra, she usually got to see a woman doctor. It was only two stops away on the subway, the trip would only take a few minutes.

      It would probably be best to call ahead and explain the situation. She should be able to get an emergency appointment, drop-in, get a paper prescription and be on her way again.

      The health clinic didn’t answer the phone and not even the voicemail picked up. In the end, she gave up. She’d just have to show up without an appointment. They’d understand — they were good people at Sätra.

      The subway platform was unusually packed for off-peak hours. She checked the clock. The train should have left at 10:11, but it was a quarter past and people were still waiting. Normally, it would be almost empty. Trains ran every ten minutes.

      No train came at 10:21 either.

      Sandra was starting to feel impatient. Why did it have to be so difficult? She wanted to relax after the trip, not run around like this. The information screens showing train times gaped black and no announcements came over the speakers.

      Twenty minutes later, a packed train arrived on the platform and she managed to push her way on. Thank God she only had to stand there crushed for two stops.

      There was a line at the health clinic and Sandra had to take a makeshift queue ticket. The usual number machine was broken and someone had laid out a roll of old-fashioned yellow tickets. She patiently waited until the nurse called her number.

      ‘Hi there, dear! Do you have an appointment? What was the name?’

      ‘Sandra — no, you didn’t answer the phone. I’m out of insulin, I need more.’

      ‘We’re having problems with our switchboard. Don’t you have any electronic prescriptions to pick up?’

      ‘The prescription system isn’t working.’

      The nurse nodded thoughtfully and smiled.

      ‘Still? They said it would be fixed.’

      ‘The pharmacy said I have to have a paper prescription.’

      ‘Wait, let me check.’

      Sandra felt the need to pee, but she held it in and waited by the counter. The nurse came back after a few minutes.

      ‘We don’t really have any appointments left today, but I’ll try to get you an emergency slot. Can I have your personal ID number? Then you can have a seat and wait.’

      Sandra gave her the number and hurried to the bathroom. She must have forgotten to pee that morning, because she had to sit there a long time. It stung.

      Finally, she was called in to see a doctor. A young guy, probably an inexperienced intern covering a shift. He reached out to shake hands, stared at her chest and wet his lips. Another pervy doctor! But he was actually kind of good-looking. Was he still a perv if he was young and good-looking? Sandra let it go and smiled.

      ‘So what seems to be the problem, sweetheart?’

      Idiot! She wasn’t his sweetheart. He was only a few years older than she was. Did every man turn into an idiot as soon as they put on a white coat?

      ‘I need NovoRapid. I’m out. I haven’t had any since yesterday. I usually take it with breakfast, lunch and dinner. Then Lantus at night.’

      The young doctor nodded first, but then shook his head.

      ‘You can’t do that. You have to take your shots. You can’t be that careless, it’s really immature. And dangerous.’

      ‘Yes, that’s why I need a new prescription. On paper. The pharmacy’s computer isn’t working.’

      The doctor turned to his computer, clicked the mouse, and shook his head again.

      ‘Our chart system is still down, so I can’t access your record. The blood glucose meter is also broken, so I can’t do a test to confirm your condition. I’m sorry, but I can’t prescribe insulin without seeing your chart.’

      ‘But you just told me it’s dangerous not to take the shots.’

      The doctor sighed and looked at her dismissively.

      ‘Lean closer and breathe in my face.’

      Sandra did as she was told. She saw the young man’s eyes glint and caught a smile on his lips when she leaned towards him. The doctor shook his head again.

      ‘You don’t smell of acetone, so there’s no acute danger. It can take days before a diabetic has serious problems. You’re not going to keel over and die. I can’t just prescribe insulin without proper documentation, and we’re out of Lantus anyway. If I give you NovoRapid, you could go hypoglycaemic. Besides, I don’t have my temporary prescription code — that’s in the computer. You’ll have to wait until our chart system is back up. Be glad you don’t have a heart problem and have run out of heart medication. You are type 1, though, right? Is your vision bad? Do you have to pee a lot? Are you unusually thirsty? Hungry?’

      Yes, she had to pee again. And she was thirsty.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Yes what?’

      ‘Yes, I’m thirsty and I need to use the bathroom again.’

      The doctor crossed his arms.

      ‘Then we can do a urine test. If there is glucose in the urine you have diabetes. In that case, I can give you an insulin shot straight away, but then you’ll have to stay in the waiting room for observation, just to be safe, so we can be sure you’re not just trying to scam us. After that, you can come back tomorrow, when the chart system is working again. Hopefully your regular doctor will be here then. She had some car trouble today, so I had to cover for her. Otherwise, you’ll have to try the ER at Södersjukhuset. I can give you a shot in the butt after the urine test.’

      What was he really after? The injections were supposed to go into the subcutaneous fat on the stomach.

      The young doctor’s face was flushed and he was breathing fast. The perv wasn’t just incompetent — he was aroused too.

      ‘No way!’

      Sandra stood up and walked straight out of the room. She’d never encountered incompetence like this. She’d have to go to the ER at Södersjukhuset instead. They should at least have a working glucose meter. Or a female doctor.

      

      Four weeks and three days later, Sandra died in her bed, one hand wrapped around an equally dead phone. No one ever came to collect her body. In the apartment in Vårberg, nature began its slow, patient work on what remained.
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      The overhead lights in the first-class carriage flickered once and went out, but the light from the summer sun fighting through the August clouds made it irrelevant.

      Gabriella Björkö tucked her hair behind her ear and looked up from the book she was reading. The train was slowing down, even though they had just left Herrljunga station. It wasn’t a sudden halt, but a gradual decrease in speed. The faint jolts from the rails grew further and further apart.

      They were probably going to be delayed again.

      She looked down at her watch. The battery must have just died, because the second hand had stopped moving. Gabriella reached down for her iPhone, which was charging on the floor after dying just a few minutes after she’d boarded. The phone refused to wake up and she frowned. It had been charging the whole way from Gothenburg. She wiped the dust off the phone and set it back down by her feet.

      Thankfully, she’d had the foresight to book all her company travel in first class when the first groundings were announced. One plane model after another was affected and, since all the crashes in early August, basically no flights were running. There was talk of both virus attacks on control systems and defective microchips, but, either way, the result was the same — she had to take the train. Not that travelling by train was any better.

      Constant signal failures and locomotive breakdowns meant she couldn’t count on arriving on time. At least her next meetings back home in Stockholm weren’t until tomorrow.

      Gabriella glanced around at her fellow passengers. Most were reading newspapers or books. Over the past two weeks, it seemed many had stopped using computers on the train. If nothing else, the trains’ Wi-Fi systems didn’t work, at least not on Gabriella’s recent trips, and it was barely possible to use either mobile data or phone service.

      A man further up the car shook his phone and swore.

      ‘No coverage and now my fucking phone is dying too.’

      No wonder business travellers normally preferred flying, if the coverage was this bad. Colleagues used to talk about how convenient it was to work on the train, but she had always preferred the Bromma–Landvetter flight and got on with her work once she’d arrived at her destination.

      Not today, though. She had no work with her. The printer at the hotel hadn’t worked, so the papers she’d planned to read on the train would have to wait. On top of that, her laptop had died completely. When she got back to Stockholm, she’d take it in for repair.

      Gabriella stood up and lifted her backpack down from the luggage rack. The past few weeks had taught her to come prepared. At worst, the trip from Gothenburg to Stockholm had taken half a day instead of the promised three hours, and the bistro usually ran out of supplies fast. So a few bottles of water, packs of cookies, and an extra book shared space with the business clothes and shoes in her overnight backpack. Even if people in the first-class car stared at her, she preferred to travel comfortably when she didn’t have meetings the same day. She wore decent shoes, a pair of jeans, a top and a hoodie in case it got cool towards the evening. It was probably the tight top she was wearing, rather than her casual clothing, that drew the stares — mostly from men — but she was used to it.

      As a business leader, she needed her workouts to help her keep up. Her muscular, well-trained body showed clearly in just a fitted top. Martial arts, distance running and swimming had left their mark.

      She unzipped her backpack and moved the inflatable pillow aside, reaching for one of the cookie packs. She didn’t need the pillow yet; she would save that for the replacement bus — except there would be no replacement buses. The train, now completely still, was surrounded by forest on both sides, with no roads in sight.

      The first-class attendant came walking down the corridor, both of his hands raised.

      ‘We don’t know what’s happened yet. It’s probably a downed overhead line, since the power’s out. We can’t reach the driver or traffic control, but we’ll let you know as soon as we know more.’

      One of the other passengers snapped.

      ‘This is a disgrace. I have an appointment in Stockholm!’

      The conductor smiled back and answered as best he could.

      ‘I’m not happy about it either. I have kids waiting in Stockholm and I want to get home too.’

      The woman across the aisle pulled out her cell phone to make a call, but set it down with a mutter and turned towards Gabriella with a smile.

      ‘Dead battery. I don’t suppose I could borrow your phone? I need to reschedule a meeting.’

      Gabriella frowned.

      ‘Mine’s out of battery too.’

      A thought struck her and she stood up.

      ‘Does anyone here have a working cell phone?’

      All responses were ‘no’. The man who’d been on the phone earlier waved his in the air.

      ‘Mine just died. There wasn’t any coverage anyway.’

      This was completely absurd.

      ‘Does anyone have a working laptop? Tablet? Anything?’

      Again the answers were no. She shook her head and sat back down.

      On impulse, she dug the LED flashlight out of her backpack. It wouldn’t turn on either and changing the batteries didn’t help. Something was seriously wrong. But it would have to wait until she got back to Stockholm.

      She settled back and kept reading.

      

      Gabriella woke with a start, sticky with sweat. In the sun, the carriage had become steaming hot now that the cooling system no longer worked. After a few gulps of water from her bottle, she stood up. It was even hotter closer to the ceiling.

      The sun still hung above the trees, but it felt like late afternoon.

      Gabriella stretched before walking over to the conductor’s small booth. The fruit basket outside it was as empty as the water bottles. The attendant had taken off his jacket and unbuttoned his shirt. He looked up at Gabriella wearily and pasted on a smile.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘How long are we going to be stuck here?’

      The conductor shrugged.

      ‘No idea. Can’t get through to anyone.’

      ‘What time is it?’

      ‘Don’t know, my watch stopped.’

      This wasn’t helping. She wanted to get home to Stockholm.

      ‘How far are we from Herrljunga?’

      ‘A few kilometres.’

      Gabriella’s stomach rumbled. She needed real food; cookies weren’t going to cut it. Considering how much she worked out, her body needed its protein.

      She might as well go find something to eat.

      Even though the laptop was dead, it wasn’t worth leaving it unguarded. There was sensitive information on the hard drive, so she took the whole backpack with her and started walking towards the bistro.

      If anything, the packed second-class carriages were even hotter, but, here, the heat mixed with the crying of children and a pervasive smell of sweat. It stank every time she passed the toilets, and ‘Out of order’ signs had been hung on all toilet doors.

      The bistro was deserted except for a few passengers sitting at the tables. All the food was gone, apart from the packages of microwave meals, and there were no staff in sight. Despite the stench of garbage and food scraps from the trash bags, Gabriella was tempted to take one or two of the unopened packages. In the end, she pulled out a hundred-krona note and laid it on the counter before stuffing a package of meatballs and mashed potatoes into her backpack. In the heat, the contents had already gone soft now that the refrigerator no longer worked. But it was better than nothing.

      She stopped at a map. It couldn’t be far to walk back to Herrljunga. A few kilometres, the conductor had said. Then she could either check into a hotel or figure out some way to get further by bus. She’d had enough of trains for now. Next week, she’d take a direct bus instead. If that broke down, at least she’d be able to call a taxi.

      Gabriella made her way back to the first-class carriages at the very back of the train, passed the conductor’s compartment, and stepped out into the vestibule. The emergency opening instructions were clear, and she simply started following them. Just as she got the door open, the conductor came out.

      ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing? You can’t do that!’

      He put his hand on her shoulder, but her self-defence training kicked in.

      Gabriella caught his hand and twisted while sweeping his feet out from under him. He was down on the floor before he knew what had happened, his arm wrenched backward and up while she held him down with one knee.

      ‘I don’t care. Tell your damn management this was my last train ride!’

      She released him, jumped down onto the coarse ballast of the railway track, and started walking back towards Herrljunga with the sun in her eyes.

      Before long, Gabriella spotted a logging road among the trees and ran across the tracks without looking back. There was no sound of a train and the rails were completely silent. She still felt safer leaving the tracks.

      After about fifteen minutes of brisk walking, the gravel road led out to a red wooden house with a small stable and a few horses grazing in pastures that appeared between the trees. There was no car in sight, so she didn’t bother going up to the house to knock. Probably nobody home anyway.

      A short distance further, she reached a narrow paved country road at an orange sign that said ‘1 Olofstorp’.

      Gabriella wished she had some kind of map. If only her phone had been charged, it wouldn’t have been a problem, but there were no clues about which direction to go. Logically, she should turn left, since that was the direction the railway ran straight back to Herrljunga.

      She kept walking along the roadside. The landscape shifted between forest and open pasture, while the sky quickly clouded over. Shortly after, a fine drizzle began to fall.

      She let the first drops of rain cool her bare arms, but, eventually, pulled on her rain jacket and retrieved the backpack’s rain cover from beneath the rolled-up hoodie. She didn’t want to risk water damage to the laptop.

      Clearly this wasn’t a heavily trafficked stretch of road; she didn’t see a single car.

      Gabriella walked past another farm, with large, red-painted outbuildings and a small cottage. No one seemed to be home here either, so she kept walking. A short while later, she passed an abandoned car by the roadside. Warning triangles had been set out behind it, but the car had no hazard lights on. It must have been sitting there a good while; the battery had probably run out.

      She came across more and more abandoned cars the closer she came to Herrljunga. This wasn’t normal, even if she had read the news stories about defective microchips and car recalls.

      She made her way towards the bus stop in front of the train station in what seemed to be a powerless and silent Herrljunga. Here and there, groups of people were talking with each other. She hesitated, then continued walking. The clock over the station door had stopped at half past one.

      What was she supposed to do? Check into a hotel? Was there even a hotel in a place like Herrljunga? She had a cousin in Nossebro. How far could that be?

      Gabriella sat down on the bench in the bus shelter, covered from the drizzle, and pulled out the packet of meatballs and mashed potatoes.

      Sooner or later, a bus had to come.
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      The first thing she noticed was the pain. Her head throbbed and then came the dizziness.

      It felt like she was falling.

      After that came the smell.

      The stench of vomit and faeces, the smell of candle wax and, somewhere beneath it all, a layer of detergent. She could have sworn it smelled like a hospital, but the stench argued against it. Where was she?

      Her stomach turned and she gagged, but her throat and mouth were bone dry and her stomach was empty. She was so thirsty.

      Her own coughing was the first sound to reach her ears. Then she heard the voices. First a woman’s voice, gentle and calm.

      ‘She’s awake.’

      A man’s voice took over.

      ‘Finally. We need to know how bad it is. Malin, can you hear me? Can you open your eyes?’

      Her eyes wouldn’t obey at first. They felt glued shut, but eventually she got them open.

      Malin Olsson stared straight up at a white ceiling. The room was dark and the flickering light against the ceiling revealed where the smell of candle wax had come from. She turned her face to the side, an enormous effort in itself, and it felt like her head would burst. An IV stand stood beside her. The bag looked empty, although a tube stretched down towards the inside of her elbow. At the bottom of the tube was red fluid.

      A woman with messy dark hair and a filthy white coat smiled down at her and touched her cheek gently.

      ‘How are you feeling, Malin?’

      Malin tried to answer, but the words wouldn’t stick to her tongue and she slurred out a response.

      The man’s voice took over again.

      ‘Can you give me your personal ID number?’

      Of course she could give her personal ID number — such a stupid question. Again, only slurring came out.

      The man, also in a filthy white coat with a stethoscope slung around his neck, tried again.

      ‘Try your name. Slowly.’

      Malin’s gaze froze on the coat. It wasn’t just a little dirty. It was covered in big yellow blotches and brown ones that were either faeces or dried blood. What kind of place was this?

      Slowly, she formed the words one at a time.

      ‘Malin Elisabet Olsson. Where am I?’

      ‘You’re in the intensive care unit at Sahlgrenska Hospital. What’s the last thing you remember?’

      A grilled hot dog, with mustard, ketchup and shrimp salad. The gas station in Hjällbo. She’d been staring down one of the other customers.

      The thought of food made her stomach growl. She was hungry, and thirsty. Slowly, she formed another word, hoarse as it left her lips.

      She shook her head.

      ‘The station in Hjällbo. Water.’

      The man nodded to the woman, who raised the back of the hospital bed to a sitting position before a bottle of cloudy liquid was brought to her lips.

      ‘Don’t worry, we’ve boiled the water. It doesn’t look clean, but it’s safe. It might not taste great, but you get used to it.’

      The man held a candle up in front of Malin’s eyes.

      ‘Good responses. Close your eyes and touch your nose with your right index finger first, then your left.’

      It was hard to lift her arms, but with trembling hands she finally brought her index fingers to her nose.

      ‘Good. Hold your arms out and keep them still with your palms facing the ceiling.’

      She did as she was told until the man nodded again, satisfied, and she lowered her arms.

      ‘You may experience quite a few side effects, but, so far, it looks like only your speech and memory are affected.’

      Malin looked around. The room was full of different medical equipment, but it was all switched off. It was eerily quiet. Eventually, she managed to form a question.

      ‘What happened?’

      The man exchanged a glance with the woman and cleared his throat.

      ‘You’ve been shot in the head, Malin. You’ve been sedated or asleep for six weeks. Do you remember being awake sometimes?’

      Malin shook her head. The hot dog was the last thing she remembered. She brought a shaking hand up to her head. It was shaved on the left side, and the skin was tender when she touched the stubble. Her fingers brushed against something hard and she jerked her hand back.

      ‘Nothing to worry about. They’re clips holding the skin together so it heals properly. They can stay in. They’re a bit tricky to remove without proper equipment, but you can use pliers. It’ll hurt, but they can just be pulled out. How are you feeling?’

      Malin shook her head. What was going on? But what did it matter? She shrugged.

      ‘Okay.’

      The man nodded and pursed his lips.

      ‘You may have trouble controlling your emotions, but it could go either way. Try standing up.’

      The woman beside her pulled the IV needle from the crook of Malin’s arm, drew back the double blankets, and helped her sit up on the edge of the bed. Malin stood up. Her legs were weak but she was able to stand on her own. It felt like she’d lost weight. The floor was ice-cold under her bare feet and the room’s air felt icy against her skin. Suddenly, everything tilted and her vision disappeared.

      ‘She’s orthostatic. Help her sit back down.’

      An arm helped her up and she sat down slowly, fighting off the dizziness. She stood up again and remained standing.

      The man sighed, looked at the woman, and started to smile.

      ‘Excellent. Then I’m formally discharging you, Malin. You’re our last patient.’

      Malin’s legs felt wobbly so she sat down again. Her stomach growled in protest.

      ‘Food. Hungry.’

      The man shook his head.

      ‘There’s nothing here. The sugar and nutrient solution ran out too, so it’s good you woke up when you did.’

      Two blister packs of pills were pressed into her hands.

      ‘Antibiotics and corticosteroids. In case it gets bad again. The infections should be gone … this is just a safety measure. Take the corticosteroids if you start feeling stiff in the neck, get nausea or have problems with coordination. Good luck, Malin.’

      He turned on his heel, pulled off his filthy coat, threw it on the floor, and disappeared into the darkness of the corridor. The nurse remained. She tilted her head to one side.

      ‘We haven’t had power for a month. Not even the flashlights work. Well, Anders had an old flashlight that worked for a while, but there are no charged batteries left anymore. The newer LED flashlights don’t work at all. There’s no water in the taps and no food. That was our last medicine. Our vehicles don’t work. Nobody knows anything. If you’d been shot today, there wouldn’t have been any surgery at all, so thank your lucky stars. There’s nothing more we can do — you’re our last patient. I’m going to try to make it home to Kungsbacka. I’ve been living here the past few weeks. I have to walk home.’

      The woman turned, opened a cabinet, pulled out Malin’s boots and tossed her police trousers on the bed along with a short smock. The duty belt had been completely stripped of equipment, and all the holsters and pockets gaped empty.

      ‘Your jacket and shirt had to be cut off. You’re a cop, you’ll be fine. Your people will look after you.’

      The woman sounded bitter.

      The nurse turned on her heel and disappeared into the darkness with the candle, and the gloom closed in around Malin.

      

      It took time to get dressed in the weak light, and her legs ached as she pulled on the rough trousers. She didn’t smell good, but there was no other underwear to change into and she’d have to manage without a bra. She wrapped one of the hospital bed’s blankets around herself for a bit of warmth.

      The corridor was dark, lit only by faint daylight streaming in from rooms with windows.

      Malin looked around for an emergency exit sign but couldn’t find one. After a moment’s hesitation, she started walking in one direction. The ward seemed completely abandoned. Hospital beds and equipment stood scattered haphazardly in the corridor. Here and there were foul-smelling buckets or dark stains on the floor.

      Eventually, she reached the glass doors leading to the stairwell. The elevator doors stood open, the upper half of an elevator car was gaping back at her, stuck between two floors. In the darkness, she could just make out cables hanging from the elevator’s roof.

      It took what felt like an eternity to make her way down the dark stairwell, but, at last, she reached the ground floor and started towards the light in the broad foyer, with its promise of an exit. Malin had to weave between hospital beds and other abandoned equipment in the littered corridor.

      The glass doors to the outside were smashed and the broken glass crunched under her boots as she stepped out into the Gothenburg evening. The asphalt was damp and dark clouds overhead threatened rain at any moment. An abandoned Volvo V70 with shattered windows stood in the middle of the driveway in front of the main entrance.

      Shouts and screams reached her ears and Malin began walking towards the emergency entrance, which she’d visited so many times while on duty.

      A crowd pressed up against the emergency entrance, held back by four colleagues in body armour, riot helmets and carrying a mix of support weapons. Two of the officers had assault rifles and two had submachine guns. Four riot shields leaned against the wall. One of her colleagues raised his submachine gun towards the crowd.

      ‘Back up or we’ll fire! You must obey the police! Go to your clinic, there’s nothing here!’

      The crowd peeled away, surprisingly quiet and dissolved. A woman remained seated, a pale, bearded man’s head in her lap.

      ‘Please, he’s dying! The nanomites are choking him! They’ve gone on the attack. He tried to grow them, but something went wrong. They must have analysed what he was trying to do. You have to let us in!’

      The officer in front of the woman shook his head.

      ‘Only the police can go in.’

      ‘But you have to! Erik can help all of us. Please!’

      ‘Whatever, you made your choice.’

      The officer shrugged and raised his submachine gun. The others quietly looked away.

      The woman was shot with a single round to the head and fell over to the side.

      Malin looked at them numbly. This was wrong. All of it was wrong, but she felt nothing except her continuously growling stomach. Those weren’t her colleagues anymore — they were something else entirely. She turned around and started walking.

      Gothenburg was quiet. The constant rumble of traffic was completely gone. No cars were moving, but there were abandoned vehicles everywhere. A stench of garbage and faeces hung over the city. The screaming of the gulls broke the silence now and then as they fought over trash.

      On the way up along Guldhedsgatan’s empty streetcar tracks, a pack of dogs appeared. They were ragged, filthy and matted — they looked emaciated. At first, there were only two, but then more and more joined until some twenty animals were staring at her. The biggest one smelled the air, growled and raised its hackles at Malin, while the others began to spread out. Malin backed away, but, suddenly, the dogs rushed towards her as if on cue.

      She turned and started running. It was hard to keep her balance, but she managed not to fall.

      Further down the hill stood an abandoned streetcar with one of its doors open, and she picked up her pace.

      Behind her the barking and the sound of claws on wet asphalt came rapidly closer. Something yanked at her trouser leg. The fabric tore and Malin pitched forward.

      The front of the streetcar snagged on her clothing and she spun around. The nearest dog lunged at her, but Malin raised her foot in an attempt to kick. She missed its head but hit it across the shoulder. The impact was enough to make the dog miss her. Instead, it crashed headfirst into the streetcar’s metal body.

      She couldn’t wait any longer and turned to throw herself aboard before the next dog could reach her.

      Malin yanked the door shut behind her and stared down at the barking beasts outside.

      She sat tight until the pack gave up and faded into the veils of rain.
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      ‘What the hell happened here?’

      Lieutenant Colonel Jonas Swärd shouted as loud as he could and his deep bass voice echoed between the walls. The frost-covered sheet-metal walls inside of the loading hall glittered in the last afternoon sun that came in through the two doors opened by his soldiers. Outside was the loading dock of the massive central depot’s white and grey checkered high-bay warehouse. Two abandoned articulated lorries stood in the thin layer of snow that covered the asphalt, one backed up to the loading bay, the other in the middle of the yard with the trailer angled towards the cab.

      Footprints mingled with blood-red snow and the drag marks of bodies pulled into a line.

      Nine, ten, eleven. Twelve.

      Jonas counted them once more and turned again towards the ashen-faced platoon leader, staring him straight in the eyes before he snarled.

      ‘Well?’

      The young officer dropped his gaze and seemed to get stuck looking at one of the pools of blood on the loading hall’s concrete.

      ‘My men defended themselves. They refused to give us access to the depot.’

      ‘Look at me when you talk, Lieutenant!’

      The platoon leader looked up but couldn’t hold Jonas’ gaze.

      ‘I was around the corner.’

      ‘Who fired first?’

      The man looked down again and muttered something.

      Jonas rolled his eyes and considered slapping the young officer, but held back. That would not be good leadership. How the hell had this happened?

      The two companies under him in the 7th Light Battalion from Karlsborg had left their home garrison a week earlier with orders to make contact with the Home Guard units of the Örebro–Värmland Group and retrieve necessary equipment from the Armed Forces’ central depot in Arboga. The situation in Karlsborg had become untenable, and everything from medical supplies to kerosene lamps, kerosene and freeze-dried food was needed for all the civilians seeking refuge in the small military town’s relative calm.

      Something had already gone wrong with the advance party’s arrival at the depot. He and the main force had been delayed in the hellhole Örebro had turned into. Jonas wasn’t looking forward to the return trip, but Örebro was simply too large and the situation too far gone for them to help. Once Karlsborg was functioning properly again, they could tackle larger cities, but Örebro wasn’t exactly first in line.

      ‘Spit it out, man!’

      The platoon leader snapped his gaze up, straightened and yelled back.

      ‘Sir, I don’t fucking know, Lieutenant Colonel!’

      Jonas nodded. Of course nobody knew. It would take proper interrogations to figure out who had actually fired first, but he neither had the time nor the personnel to organise that.

      He pulled off his right glove and placed his hand on the lieutenant’s shoulder.

      ‘See to your men and your wounded. Your quartermaster will handle your dead and the other deceased. I’ll have the company commander get your platoon relieved.’

      It was biting cold
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