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      CHAPTER 1

      Snow on Iron

      

    
    
      The screwdriver had worked its way through the cardboard during the journey north. Its steel shaft protruded beneath the box, bright against the snow on the doorstep, and Lukas stood looking at it while his mother searched for the key.

      “Don’t put that down yet,” she said. “The steps are slippery.”

      He shifted the weight against his ribs. Somewhere inside, his father’s spanners slid together with a familiar, expensive sound.

      Ingrid found the key in the pocket she had already searched twice. The door opened against a ridge of frozen grit, releasing warm air that smelled of pine boards and an electric oven used by strangers. She reached for the light switch. Nothing happened. She tried another, and a narrow kitchen appeared beyond the hall.

      “Well,” she said. “That one works.”

      Lukas carried the box inside.

      The cabin was smaller than the photographs had suggested. Two bedrooms, a sitting room, a kitchen with green cupboard doors: everything necessary, his mother had said when she accepted the posting. Through the window above the sink he could see a neighbouring roof and the red obstruction lights of something too tall to distinguish in the dark.

      It was three in the afternoon.

      His phone agreed with the clock over the cooker. He checked it anyway.

      Ingrid closed the door with her hip. Frost shone on the shoulders of her coat, melting into dark patches. For a moment she stayed with her hand on the latch, looking at the stack of luggage the driver had left under the porch.

      “Tea first,” she said. “Then we make it ours.”

      He wanted to tell her he did not know how to do that. Instead he put the tools beside the kitchen table and went back for the suitcases.

      Outside, cold entered through the openings in his scarf and took hold of his teeth. The air had a dry metallic smell, or perhaps that came from the railway sidings below the staff housing. Beyond them stood the mine’s lifting towers, marked by lights suspended at different heights. A low vibration passed through his boots. Machinery somewhere under the town continued working.

      On the drive in, he had tried to remember when they had last passed a field. Forest, frozen lake, forest again; then the mine and its banks of floodlights. Malmvik seemed less a destination than a place where the road had finally given up.

      He took the suitcases two at a time.

      By five, Ingrid had made soup, found the fuse for the hall light and received three calls from the geothermal project office. Lukas ate while she stood by the sink listening to someone explain a delayed equipment delivery. Her spoon remained in her bowl.

      “No, tomorrow,” she said. “I’ve just arrived with my son.”

      A pause.

      “Yes. I understand what a commissioning schedule is.”

      When she ended the call, she smiled at him too quickly.

      “Apparently the ground hasn’t read the schedule.”

      “Very unprofessional of it.”

      She laughed, and for a second the kitchen felt less borrowed.

      Then she sat down, picked up her spoon and seemed to discover she was tired.

      He studied the pale groove left on her finger by her wedding ring. She had stopped wearing it during fieldwork because it caught inside her gloves. One of his father’s small silver earrings hung from her left ear instead. It moved when she bent over the soup.

      “College registration at ten tomorrow,” she said. “The continuing technical programme. They know you’re transferring late.”

      “I have the email.”

      “And there’s a supply counter in the same building. We’ll need another extension lead for your room.”

      “I can get one.”

      “I thought we could go together before I—”

      “You have work.”

      “I can be late.”

      He turned his spoon over. “I’d rather find it myself.”

      That was not entirely untrue. Going somewhere beside his mother, while she explained him to receptionists, seemed worse than going alone.

      “All right.” She looked at him carefully. “You don’t have to prove anything on the first day.”

      He nodded, which cost less than answering.

      After supper he carried the box of tools into the rear shed.

      The building was attached to the cabin by a covered passage. Its inner walls were unfinished timber, with a narrow bench beneath a window and an electric heater fixed well away from the work surface. Ingrid had checked the circuit rating before allowing him to switch it on. At first his breath showed. Gradually the cold withdrew from the air, though the bench remained painful to touch.

      He unpacked by habit: spanners together, insulated drivers in order of size, meter leads coiled loosely rather than wound around the instrument. His father had disliked tight coils. They broke the conductors where the cable entered the plug.

      There was a small burn on the handle of the soldering iron. Lukas ran his thumb over it.

      He could remember the incident with unreasonable clarity: the kitchen in their old flat, his father distracted by a football match on the radio, the hot barrel resting against its own handle. His mother had called both of them idiots, affectionately. Lukas had been twelve.

      He could not remember the last ordinary thing his father had said.

      He remembered asking him to come home early. That remained complete, every word available whenever he did not want it.

      Lukas laid the iron in its stand.

      At the bottom of the box lay a cloth pouch containing loose screws, washers and a little brass coupling too good to throw away. He put the coupling in his coat pocket. Then he flattened the torn cardboard and pushed it under the bench.

      From the window he could see over the cabin roofs. The town’s lights stopped at the foot of a steep, wooded rise. On its summit, a roofline interrupted the sky: several chimneys, a tall central section, something that might have been a covered gallery. No light showed anywhere in it.

      He leaned closer to the glass.

      The house looked much too large for its position. Nothing led up to it that he could see. A line of utility poles climbed partway through the trees and vanished.

      Behind him the passage door opened.

      “Already arranging things?” Ingrid asked.

      “I couldn’t find the meter in the suitcase.”

      “It was in the tool box.”

      “Yes.”

      She took in the ordered bench without commenting. She was wearing two pairs of socks.

      “Come inside before you decide to sleep out here.”

      “In a minute.”

      Her gaze went past him to the window. “There’s a hill behind us. Korpkall, I think. The driver mentioned it.”

      “Is that a house?”

      “Looks like one.”

      “Who lives there?”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      She rubbed her hands together and returned to the cabin. Lukas stayed until the window began reflecting his face more clearly than the roof on the hill.

      *

      In the morning, the curtain was a black rectangle edged with frost.

      For several seconds Lukas could not remember which room he was in. Then the stacked packing boxes resolved beside the wardrobe, and the radiator clicked, and his mother knocked.

      “I’ve left porridge on the stove.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Eight.”

      It might have been midnight. He sat up too fast and felt the room tilt.

      Ingrid had already dressed for the plant. Her field boots stood on newspaper by the door, and a folder full of folded diagrams occupied the breakfast table. She ate standing up until he pulled out the other chair with his foot.

      “Thank you,” she said, and sat.

      He had slept badly. In his dreams they had still been travelling, missing turns on roads that became narrower every time they stopped.

      His mother spread a paper map beside his bowl.

      “The main road is here. Stay on the cleared pavement. They told us not to use the vehicle tracks even if they look shorter.”

      “I won’t.”

      “The college is in the old municipal workshops. The entrance faces the square, not the service yard.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      She folded the map along a different crease.

      “And if anything feels—”

      “I’ll call.”

      She looked down at the map, then slid it towards him.

      Outside, an engine idled. Her lift had arrived.

      Lukas watched her cross the porch carefully with her folder held against her chest. At the car she turned and lifted a hand. He lifted his own, though she could probably see only the kitchen light behind him.

      He waited until the car had gone before clearing the bowls.

      By nine, a strip of grey had appeared above the roofs. It gave no warmth and scarcely any light, but it separated ground from sky. He dressed in layers, added his father’s old dark coat over them and found that the sleeves covered half his gloves.

      At the corner, a display outside the pharmacy read minus twenty-four.

      Snow squeaked beneath his boots. He had expected it to crunch. This was a finer sound, almost like dry polystyrene, and it followed him along the pavement while cars passed with chains ticking against their wheel arches.

      The town was not as silent as it had seemed from the cabin. Fans ran behind metal grilles. A loader reversed in a depot, sounding three sharp notes. Beneath a manhole cover, water moved with a steady rushing hiss.

      A yellow pipe crossed an alley above head height, jacketed in insulation. Where the cladding had separated at a joint, a feather of frost had grown against the metal.

      He paused to look.

      “Keep moving there.”

      A worker in orange overalls was pulling a hose across a doorway. Lukas stepped aside.

      “Sorry.”

      “Not for me. Roof sheds ice.”

      He glanced up. A blade of frozen meltwater hung from the gutter.

      “Right. Thanks.”

      The worker nodded and returned to the hose.

      At the square, he found a bus shelter, a grocery shop and the low brick building his mother had marked. A sign directed students through double doors beside a shuttered loading bay. Inside, heat prickled his cheeks so sharply that he had to stand still.

      The foyer smelled of wet wool, coffee and cutting fluid.

      Registration took twelve minutes. A woman with a blue pen checked his identification, gave him a temporary access card and told him his practical sessions would begin after the induction assessment. No one asked about his father. He had prepared an answer on the walk and now did not know what to do with it.

      The supply counter stood farther down the corridor, behind a glass partition crowded with notices. Shelves held notebooks, ear defenders, multimeters and boxes of electrical fittings. A handwritten sign instructed customers to take a number.

      There was one person waiting.

      Lukas took a number.

      The young woman beside the counter glanced at the slip in his hand. Her red hair was divided into two braids, one caught beneath the strap of a canvas bag. Safety goggles rested above her eyebrows. Bright yellow patches on her jacket made his own coat look like something salvaged from a cellar.

      “The system’s ambitious,” she said. “Usually there are three of us at most.”

      “Does it work?”

      “Sometimes the machine gives you a number that’s already been served. Then you get to consider whether time is real.”

      He looked at his slip. Forty-seven.

      She held up forty-six.

      “Safe so far.”

      The man behind the counter emerged from a storeroom with a spool of cable. She placed a damaged connector beside the till.

      “Not a broken latch,” she said before he spoke. “The moulding’s out of tolerance. We tried three housings.”

      He put on his glasses and examined it.

      Lukas moved towards a display of extension leads. Most were wound on reels. He checked the ratings and found only one with an explicit low-temperature cable specification.

      Behind him the outer door opened hard enough to strike its stop.

      Three young men came in, bringing cold air and the smell of cigarette smoke. The first was broad across the shoulders, with pale hair shaved close at the sides. His black jacket had a stitched emblem shaped like a broken gear. Another broken gear marked the skin above his collar.

      He stopped beside Lukas.

      “That your car outside?”

      “No.”

      “Good. It’s in the way.”

      Lukas looked towards the entrance, though he had seen no car there.

      The young man smiled. One of his companions laughed at something too quiet to hear.

      At the counter, the red-haired woman tapped her connector.

      “Could we finish this, please?”

      “Morning to you too, Freja,” the young man said.

      She did not turn. “It was.”

      The shopkeeper set a replacement connector on the counter. Freja examined it, paid and stepped aside. Lukas brought up the extension lead.

      “Forty-seven?” the shopkeeper asked.

      He handed over the paper.

      The broad young man reached past him and dropped a packet of utility blades beside the till.

      “Put those on Larsson’s account.”

      “I’m serving.”

      “Doesn’t take long.”

      Lukas moved his lead a few centimetres to make room. He disliked himself for it immediately, though there was no sensible reason to quarrel over a piece of counter.

      The young man noticed.

      “New intake?”

      “Yes.”

      “From where?”

      “South.”

      “That narrows it down.”

      The shopkeeper scanned the lead. Lukas put his card against the reader. It failed to register through his glove.

      “Take it out,” the young man said. “They have banks down south, don’t they?”

      Lukas removed the glove. His fingers were clumsy with sudden heat.

      “Emil,” Freja said. “You’re standing on his bag.”

      Lukas looked down. One of Emil’s boots rested on the strap of his canvas shopping bag.

      Emil waited a second before lifting it.

      “There. Rescued.”

      Lukas collected the lead and receipt. The shopkeeper had already turned towards the blades.

      At the door, Emil caught up with him.

      “Where are they putting you?”

      “The staff housing.”

      “Which bit?”

      Lukas could have refused to answer. The refusal would have made a scene. He could already imagine the scene following him into his first classroom.

      “Above the sidings.”

      Emil looked at the other two.

      “Under Korpkall.”

      “Probably,” Lukas said.

      “You’ll hear him, then.”

      “Who?”

      “The one in the big house.”

      Through the foyer window, the hill rose beyond the square. In the weak daylight the house was clearer: dark cladding, steep roofs, windows set deep enough to look boarded. Lukas could make out a retaining wall below it.

      “What about him?”

      Emil’s smile broadened.

      “Listen to that. Wants an introduction.”

      The taller of his companions made a soft sucking noise through his teeth.

      Freja stopped beside the noticeboard and zipped her bag. “Are you doing the guided tour again?”

      “Local knowledge,” Emil said. “Helpful to newcomers.”

      “Then tell him where the pedestrian grit bins are.”

      Emil ignored her.

      “They call it the vampire’s house,” he told Lukas. “No visitors. No lights. Nobody comes down for groceries.”

      “Someone must.”

      “Go and check.”

      Lukas looked at the house again. A radio mast or narrow aerial stood beside one chimney. The wind had stripped the upper slope almost bare.

      “I didn’t say I wanted to.”

      “Keep it that way.”

      The change in Emil’s voice was slight. His companions had stopped laughing.

      For a moment Lukas understood that the story was not really about whoever lived on the hill. It gave Emil a place to put him: outside something everyone else supposedly knew, obliged to ask permission even to be curious.

      Emil pressed the packet of blades into his jacket pocket.

      “Stick to the cleared roads, south boy. You don’t want us finding you somewhere stupid.”

      He pushed through the doors. The others followed, one walking backwards long enough to hold Lukas’s gaze.

      Cold air settled around Lukas’s ankles.

      He became aware that he was gripping the receipt so tightly that it had softened in his palm.

      Freja adjusted the strap on her shoulder.

      “The path to the staff cabins goes past the library,” she said. “Blue railings. Don’t take the steps behind the loading bay. They’re sheet ice.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And he doesn’t run the college.”

      “I didn’t think he did.”

      She looked at him, not unkindly.

      “Good.”

      He wanted to ask whether she knew who lived on the hill. Asking now would feel like continuing a conversation Emil had arranged for him.

      Instead he said, “Was the connector for a sensor?”

      “Pressure rig. Someone bought weatherproof housings that aren’t.”

      “The seal looked twisted.”

      “It is. The mating face is wrong.” She studied him briefly. “You on the technical transfer?”

      He nodded.

      “Bring your own meter to induction. Half the bench ones have blown current fuses.”

      “I will.”

      “Freja Nilssen.”

      “Lukas Lindstrom.”

      She repeated his first name as if storing it somewhere practical, then pulled her hat over her goggles and went out.

      He stayed in the foyer until he could no longer hear Emil’s voice.

      *

      At home, he put the extension lead on the kitchen table and sat without taking off his coat.

      The cabin made small noises around him. A pipe shifted in the wall. The refrigerator started. Somewhere in the roof, snow slid and stopped.

      He unfolded the receipt. There was a damp crease where his thumb had been.

      Nothing had happened, he told himself. A few remarks at a shop. He had known worse silences in rooms full of people who were trying to be kind.

      Yet he had waited for Emil to leave.

      He took the brass coupling from his pocket and rolled it between his fingers. Its knurled edge caught against dry skin.

      On his phone, a message from Ingrid asked whether registration had gone well.

      He typed, All sorted. Got the lead.

      After a moment he added, Met someone on the engineering course.

      Her reply came almost at once.

      Wonderful. Home around six. Soup in fridge.

      He put the phone facedown.

      The shed needed a light over the bench. He spent the afternoon fitting a spare LED task lamp to a shelf bracket, checking the cable before plugging it in. Then he tested the old soldering iron. The tip heated slowly but evenly. He cleaned it, tinned it and switched it off again.

      There was no reason to keep it hot.

      Beyond the window, the brief grey interval thinned. The house on Korpkall disappeared first at its lower edges, then seemed to draw the remaining light into its windows. From here he could see that the approach road climbed behind the hill rather than straight up its face.

      Someone had built that road. Someone maintained the utility line. Even an empty house required more explanation than Emil’s story allowed.

      He drew a piece of paper towards him and began a list of things the workbench needed: storage jars, a grounded mat, a proper lamp mount. Halfway down, without meaning to, he wrote Korpkall.

      He crossed nothing out.

      When Ingrid came home, snow had filled the seams of her boots. She stood in the hall with her eyes closed while he took her folder.

      “Bad day?”

      “Long day. Different species.”

      He warmed the soup and cut bread. She told him about a survey marker buried under a contractor’s parked excavator, about an office thermostat that controlled the room next door. He told her the registration woman had given him a timetable and that the supply shop sold cable suitable for outdoor temperatures.

      “Was everyone helpful?”

      He broke his bread into two equal pieces.

      “Mostly.”

      She waited, but he asked about the plant, and after a moment she answered.

      Later, while she showered, he carried the empty tool box to the shed. He set it under the bench rather than flattening it. His father’s handwriting was still visible on one side, beneath the removal label.

      He stood with his hands in his coat pockets.

      Beyond the cabins, the mine lights whitened the low clouds. Korpkall remained separate from them, a rise of unlit trees and exposed stone. He found the house by the interruption it made in the sky.

      Emil knew where he lived now. Tomorrow, or the day after, they might meet in a corridor where there was no counter between them. Lukas felt again the weight of that boot on his bag strap, the deliberate second before it moved.

      He should have pulled the bag free himself.

      The thought was useless, but it stayed.

      He looked higher, towards the deep-set windows. He was no longer sure the house was deserted, only that everyone below found it convenient to speak as though its occupant were not quite a person. That was different. He knew enough about being discussed to understand the difference.

      His reflection hovered in the shed glass. He switched off the task lamp and leaned closer.

      On the desolate summit, in one of Korpkall’s windows, a brief amber flash appeared and vanished.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 2

      The Whistle at the Siding

      

    
    
      The light did not return.

      Lukas waited until the cold from the shed window reached his forehead. A reflection should have moved when he moved; this had remained fixed within one of the upper windows, a narrow amber stroke extinguished almost before he could place it. He tried to identify a road behind the house, a surface that might have caught a vehicle’s lamps. The hill offered no answer.

      Inside the cabin, water stopped running. He switched on the task lamp and returned to the list on his bench.

      He left Korpkall written beneath the storage jars.

      Over the following days, he discovered how much effort could be spent making a life look ordinary. He learned which cupboard held bowls and which floorboard woke his mother when he came in late from the shed. He found the least icy route to the college. He put his father’s tools into drawers without removing the strips of tape on which their sizes had been written.

      The house on the hill remained dark whenever he looked. Once, on his way back from the shop, he walked beyond the cabin turnoff to examine the road that wound behind Korpkall. A municipal sign warned that it was not maintained for public access. Beyond it, two compressed wheel tracks climbed between birches.

      Someone went up there. That was all he could establish.

      By the second week, his timetable had given the darkness divisions. Instrumentation on Monday. Mathematics on Wednesday. A long Thursday session in the electrical workshop, after which the campus shuttle carried students down to the housing rows and the town square.

      He had taken it twice.

      The first time, Emil had occupied the seat behind him and rested a boot against the back of Lukas’s coat. Every bend had driven the sole between his shoulder blades. The second time, one of Emil’s friends had asked whether the new boy’s mother had brought him north because nobody else wanted him.

      Lukas had watched the reflection of his own mouth in the window and said nothing.

      On Thursday, he stayed in the workshop until the shuttle’s departure time had passed.

      A faulty bench supply gave him a reason. Its output wandered under load, and he spent twenty minutes establishing that the instability came from a cracked solder joint rather than the regulator. He marked the fault for the technician. He was careful not to repair it without permission.

      When he finally put on his coat, the workshop clock showed a little after six. His phone held a message from Ingrid: she would be at the project office until eight; there was food in the fridge.

      He typed that he was leaving college now.

      Then he stood with his thumb over the screen, considering whether to add anything else.

      The room’s extractor fans stopped. In the sudden quiet, the building seemed much larger.

      He sent the message as it was.

      Outside, wind dragged dry snow across the campus lamps. It had not been falling when he arrived that afternoon. Now the flakes moved almost horizontally, too fine to settle on his sleeve until they reached a seam. He pulled his scarf over his nose.

      The main road curved west towards the square, adding nearly a kilometre to the walk. The secondary crossing cut between the old freight sidings and the brine tanks, emerging below the cabin road. He had seen people use it in the blue hour around noon. There was a pedestrian gap beside the locked vehicle barrier and a lamp above the switching hut.

      He chose the shorter way.

      For the first few hundred metres, the decision felt sensible. The college buildings sheltered him from the wind; his boots gripped the grit spread along the path. He could hear traffic beyond the maintenance sheds. The town was still close enough to interrupt whatever thought he preferred not to finish.

      Then he passed the final shed, and the light fell away.

      Ahead, the siding lamps stood at uneven intervals over a broad hollow of railway tracks. Some were dark. The working ones cast flat orange pools in which the snow appeared to move upwards. Freight wagons occupied two of the lines, their wheels buried to the flanges, their sides carrying faded numbers beneath drifts.

      Lukas checked his phone. Twenty-three per cent battery. The cold had already reduced it from thirty-one.

      He put it inside his coat.

      At the pedestrian gap, a chain hung between two concrete posts. He stepped over it and followed a narrow track of compressed footprints. Someone had scattered ash over the slickest part of the approach. Farther on, the path divided around a wagon and rejoined beside the switching hut.

      He had nearly reached the division when he heard metal moving behind him.

      Not a carriage coupling. The sound was lighter, several small collisions followed by a scrape.

      He stopped.

      “Missed your bus?”

      Emil stood beside the concrete posts.

      For a moment Lukas could not fit him into the place. At college, Emil belonged to bright corridors and the warm smell of wet jackets. Here his pale hair showed beneath a black hood, and his face appeared detached from the rest of him in the sodium light.

      Two others came through the gap. Lukas recognized them from the shuttle: a tall youth with a red strip across his hat and a shorter one whose right glove had silver tape around the fingers.

      The tall one carried a bundle of snow chain. He let part of it fall, keeping hold of one end.

      Lukas’s body had become very still.

      He could turn left between the wagons. He could go towards the switching hut. He could continue along the path as though there had been a question worth answering.

      “I’m walking,” he said.

      “Good for you.”

      Emil moved forward. The others separated without speaking. The one with the taped glove took the branch towards the hut.

      Lukas looked past him. There was no light in its window.

      “Let me through.”

      Emil smiled, but only with his mouth.

      “You weren’t in a hurry when you were playing electrician.”

      They had waited. The knowledge arrived without surprise, which frightened Lukas more than it should have. Some part of him had expected the afternoon to end this way and had kept finding smaller things to think about.

      He took a step backwards.

      The tall youth swung the loose chain out across the path. It struck a rail with a brittle clatter.

      “Watch your footing.”

      Lukas turned towards the space between two wagons. It was narrow but clear enough to pass through. He took three quick steps before Emil’s friend moved into the far end.

      “Not there.”

      Snow collected on the youth’s shoulders. He had his hands in his pockets and stood as though waiting outside a shop.

      Lukas backed out.

      Emil was closer now. The broken-gear tattoo above his collar disappeared when he tucked his chin against the wind.

      “Something wrong with the shuttle?”

      “No.”

      “Then why aren’t you on it?”

      Lukas could hear his own breathing through the scarf. Each exhalation dampened the wool, and each breath in pulled the cold against his teeth.

      He could say he had work to finish. He could say the route was shorter. Neither answer would change what they had come for.

      “Because you were on it.”

      The words left him quietly.

      The tall youth laughed once. Emil did not.

      Lukas wished he had stayed silent. Then he hated the wish.

      A gust struck the wagons, driving loose snow from their roofs. For several seconds the lamps disappeared behind a white sheet. Lukas moved sideways in it, aiming for the open ground beyond the nearest buffer.

      A hand caught the strap of his bag.

      He pulled against it before he had decided to. The strap tightened across his chest. His boots slipped, recovered, and struck the rail. Emil hauled him backwards until the bag twisted under his arm.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Home.”

      “What’s up at home?”

      Nothing Lukas could safely give him.

      Emil jerked the strap again.

      Lukas let the bag slide from his shoulder. It was the only deliberate thing he could think to do. The sudden loss of resistance made Emil step back, but not far enough to give him a way out. The shorter youth was already moving behind Lukas.

      His back met the side of a wagon.

      Cold travelled through his coat where the steel pressed against his shoulders. He moved his head away from it instinctively. His father had once warned him about touching bare metal in freezing weather, a small practical warning on a morning that had contained no reason to remember it.

      Now it was all he could hear.

      Emil dropped the bag into the snow.

      “You should pick that up.”

      Lukas kept his hands visible.

      There were ways of speaking to people who wanted to hurt you. He had read them, or heard adults describe them with the confidence of people who had never needed the advice at the precise moment it became useless. Remain calm. Do not provoke. Make yourself heard.

      The nearest occupied building was beyond the maintenance yard. The wind was blowing away from it.

      He looked towards the switching hut again.

      The tall youth looped the chain between his gloved hands.

      “Your mate lives up there, doesn’t he?” he asked.

      Lukas did not understand at first.

      The youth tipped his head towards Korpkall, invisible behind the snowfall.

      “Saw you looking at the road.”

      “I was walking.”

      “Everybody walks.”

      Emil moved his boot onto the bag.

      Something inside gave a small, hard click. Lukas thought of his meter, then remembered he had left it in the shed. The relief was so absurd that he nearly laughed.

      “Leave it.”

      “Or?”

      Lukas had no answer.

      Emil bent, took a fistful of coat just below his throat, and pushed him against the wagon. Not hard enough to knock his head back. Hard enough to show that he could.

      “Try asking properly.”

      The smell of cold synthetic leather and stale smoke reached Lukas through the scarf.

      His hands had closed. He forced them open again, afraid that Emil would call it an attempt to fight. He could feel every rough edge of the little washer in his pocket, although he was no longer touching it.

      “Please,” he said.

      Emil’s expression changed slightly. Lukas could not tell whether the word had pleased him or spoiled something.

      Behind him, the shorter youth looked towards the path.

      “Someone coming?”

      All three listened.

      Lukas heard the wind passing over the open mouths of pipes near the brine tanks. A low, wavering note rose and broke. Under it came a brief whistle, thin enough that he might have mistaken it for air escaping a seal.

      Emil loosened his grip without releasing it.

      The whistle stopped.

      “There’s no one,” the tall youth said.

      But he gathered a length of chain off the ground.

      Lukas turned his eyes towards the gap beyond Emil’s shoulder.

      At first there was only snow, crossing the light in dense, slanting lines. Then something interrupted it near the switching hut: a dark vertical shape where he thought there had been empty air.

      It moved.

      He could not judge its distance. The light behind it made the edges uncertain, and a fresh gust erased its lower half. He saw a shoulder, perhaps a hood. Something pale flashed and was gone.

      Emil released Lukas’s coat.

      “Keep walking,” he called.

      The figure did not answer.

      The shorter youth stepped away from the hut, putting himself between it and the others. His boots made quick scraping sounds. Lukas could not see his hands now.

      “You heard him.”

      There was a small mechanical knock.

      Lukas remembered that afterwards with unreasonable clarity. It was no louder than a tool set down on a bench.

      Then the world tilted.

      No blow reached him. Nothing struck the wagon. Yet the ground seemed to slide beneath his feet while the lamp leapt sideways in his vision. Pressure crowded the space behind his nose. His stomach rose with a sudden, sickening conviction that he was falling.

      He gripped an iron bracket on the wagon.

      The sensation passed almost as soon as it arrived.

      In front of him, Emil folded.

      It was not a clean fall. His knees struck first, his arms went wide, and he pitched sideways into the snow. The tall youth dropped the chain and lurched against a buffer. The shorter one made a noise that might have been a shout, then vanished below the wagon’s edge.

      Lukas held the bracket so tightly that his glove creaked.

      All three had gone down.

      He had seen no contact.

      A dark shape crossed the open space with a speed he could not follow through the blowing snow. The tall youth was trying to rise. He had one hand on the buffer and the other under his jacket.

      The shape reached him.

      Lukas heard a scuff, a sharp clink, and the youth’s breath leave him. One of his boots swung clear of the ground. For an instant his body seemed impossibly light, turned away from the buffer and set down hard against a bank of snow.

      Not thrown across the yard. Not what Lukas’s frightened eyes first insisted. Moved, somehow, with an abruptness that made the effort invisible.

      “Stay down.”

      The voice was deep and roughened, with a metallic edge. It carried through the wind without being raised.

      Emil had got one hand beneath him. He looked towards the voice and stopped.

      The figure turned.

      Lukas pressed himself against the wagon. The bracket hurt his fingers, but he could not let go.

      Close now, the stranger was less a person than an arrangement of dark surfaces: a hood drawn forward, a high collar, snow adhering to one sleeve. No bare face showed. There was a faint reflection where eyes might have been, and below it something rigid crossed the lower half of the head.

      A mask. Or a scarf pulled over equipment. Lukas could not make the pieces join.

      The stranger’s breathing sounded laboured.

      “Can you stand?”

      Lukas tried to answer and discovered that he had not been breathing properly.

      “Yes.”

      “Then leave the railway.”

      The words should have made him move. Instead he stared at the space beside the stranger’s shoulder, where fine snow swirled in a wake.

      “What—”

      “Now.”

      A movement behind the figure cut him off. Emil’s tall friend had raised himself onto an elbow. He reached for the chain.

      The stranger turned sharply.

      There was another brief sound, more vibration than whistle. Lukas felt a faint pressure against one ear. The youth dropped flat and put both hands over his head.

      The figure braced against the wagon.

      Only for a second. One gloved palm met the frozen steel, and the shoulder beneath it drew tight. Then the stranger straightened.

      Lukas saw a narrow amber gleam near the collar.

      The hilltop window returned to him with such force that for a moment the yard seemed to overlap the shed glass.

      “Are you—”

      The figure was already moving away.

      A dark sleeve passed close to the wagon’s corner. Something struck metal with a dry tick and dropped. Lukas glanced down at the sound. When he looked up, the stranger had reached the far end of the switching hut.

      “Wait.”

      No answer came.

      The wind thickened across the yard. The shape disappeared into it.

      Lukas stayed where he was.

      He expected the figure to reappear on the other side of the hut. He expected Emil to rise. He expected, with a childish certainty he could neither justify nor resist, that moving would restart everything.

      The lamp steadied. A loose length of chain trembled where it lay across the rail.

      Emil was on his side, breathing through his mouth. The shorter youth sat with his back against a wheel, eyes squeezed shut. The tall one made a retching sound into the snow.

      They were alive.

      Lukas looked at his own hands. Both were still attached to the bracket.

      He opened them.

      His knees threatened to give way, and he leaned against the wagon until the weakness passed. Nothing hurt beyond the pressure in his fingers. He touched his cheek, his throat, the place where Emil had gripped his coat. No blood. No sharp pain. He had not even fallen.

      “Emil?”

      He did not know why he said it.

      Emil turned his face towards him. His eyes struggled to settle.

      “Get away.”

      Lukas bent for his bag.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      “I’m not.”

      He lifted the strap slowly, making sure it had not caught beneath Emil’s boot. Snow had entered the open outer pocket. His notebook was damp along one edge.

      The taller youth groaned.

      “What was that?”

      No one answered.

      Lukas took two steps towards the path and stopped at the mark where the stranger had touched the wagon. A faint smear remained on the frost. Below it, something white rested in the shallow drift along the rail.

      He crouched.

      It was a broken cylinder, scarcely longer than his thumb, with a dull metal rim at one end. The white material had fractured across a pattern of tiny channels. Not bone. Ceramic, he thought, though he was not sure until he turned it with the edge of his glove.

      A dark grey substance marked the rim.

      He had seen the same texture beneath power transistors: thermal compound, thick and slightly glossy even in the cold. This might have been something else. He knew too little to give it a name simply because the alternative frightened him.

      A few centimetres away lay a curved fragment of the same white material.

      He took both pieces.

      Behind him, Emil shifted and swore. The sound restored the yard to a place where ordinary consequences still existed.

      Lukas should leave. He should call someone. Three people were down in freezing weather, and whatever they had meant to do to him did not make the temperature less dangerous.

      He pulled out his phone and called the emergency number.

      His thumb missed the screen twice.

      When the operator answered, he gave the crossing’s name and said that three young men had fallen beside the freight wagons. They were conscious. They were breathing. He did not know what had happened.

      That last sentence came too easily.

      “Are you injured?”

      “No.”

      “Are you safe where you are?”

      He looked at Emil.

      “I’m moving away.”

      He gave his name when asked. He stayed on the line until he had crossed the nearest track and could describe the lamp above the hut. The operator told him help was being sent and instructed him not to remain close to anyone threatening him.

      He ended the call with his hand shaking harder than before.

      The path home lay to his left.

      Ahead, where the stranger had disappeared, the wind had scoured a strip of hard snow beside the hut. Footprints crossed it towards the embankment. They were deep at the heel, oddly narrow through the middle, with two small, regular impressions beside several of the soles.

      Lukas stared at them.

      Studs, perhaps. Ice grips. Something attached to the boots.

      The marks continued beyond the reach of the lamp, pointing towards the dark rise of Korpkall.

      He looked back once. Emil was sitting now, his companions close enough to speak to him. From somewhere beyond the maintenance sheds came the distant sound of a vehicle.

      Lukas put the ceramic pieces into his coat pocket. Then he turned away from the path home and followed the strange, mechanical footprints straight towards Korpkall hill.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 3

      The Climb to Korpkall

      

    
    
      The tracks became harder to follow above the embankment. Wind had filled the shallow impressions and shaved the deeper ones into hollows without edges. Lukas moved from one to the next with his head bent, keeping his scarf over his mouth. Behind him, the railway lights sank below the bank. Their disappearance made the climb feel less like crossing a distance than stepping out of reach.

      He stopped where the path divided around a granite outcrop.

      One branch descended towards a service road. The other rose between birches bent almost horizontal by years of weather. In the lee of a trunk, he found the paired marks again: a heel, a narrow sole, two small depressions beside it. He followed them uphill.

      His left shoulder hurt where he had been held. Until now the cold had kept the pain at a distance; each pull of the damaged bag strap brought it closer. He shifted the bag to his other side. The movement sent a tremor through his hands.

      He could still go home.

      He imagined the cabin window, its ordinary yellow light, the kettle Ingrid sometimes filled before leaving even though she knew it would be cold when he returned. Nothing prevented him from turning back except the pieces in his pocket and the memory of three boys dropping into the snow.

      Neither was a sensible reason to approach a stranger’s house.

      He went on.

      Above the birches, the wind struck him without obstruction. Powder streamed across the path at knee height. He could not tell whether snow was falling or merely being lifted from the slope; it came from every direction, glittering briefly in the weak light from town. His eyelashes stuck together when he blinked.

      The house remained hidden behind the shoulder of the hill.

      He checked his phone inside the shelter of his coat. There was still a signal, though only one bar. Ingrid’s message waited above the emergency call in his recent history. At the office until eight. It was not yet seven.

      He typed that he had missed the shuttle and was walking. He looked at the words, then added that he would be late.

      The message went through.

      For several seconds he watched the screen, hoping she would answer and give him an ordinary obligation: buy bread, put something in the oven, come home. When nothing appeared, he put the phone away.

      The path narrowed against a rock face. Ice lay beneath the blown snow, smooth enough that his boot slid backwards before he put his weight on it. He caught a birch stem. A shower of frost fell down his sleeve.

      The footprints here were widely spaced.

      That told him nothing useful. Someone taller, someone in a hurry, someone with better boots. He had already begun turning every mark into evidence for the thing he feared. He forced himself to look at the ground instead of the darkness ahead.

      There was a handrail farther up, half buried on its lower side. Its posts had been drilled directly into granite. He pulled himself along it, feeling a faint vibration through his glove. Wind in the metal, probably. Somewhere above, a loose fitting clicked at irregular intervals.

      Then the slope eased, and the house appeared.

      It did not resemble the building he had assembled from Emil’s warnings. There were no towers, no ornament, nothing that invited a story. Three blunt levels stood against the sky, concrete below and black timber above. Shutters covered the windows. A mast rose from the roof beside a frame of instruments, their shapes softened by rime. The whole structure seemed built to refuse the weather rather than admire the view.

      An amber line showed beneath a door on the lowest level.

      Lukas stood beside the last handrail post and watched it. No figure crossed the light. No footsteps came down to meet him.

      The tracks led towards that door.

      Closer to the house, the snow changed. A broad strip had been cleared, leaving a hard surface dusted with grains that hissed over it. Two narrow poles stood on opposite sides of the approach. Each carried a dark rectangular housing at chest height.

      He noticed the nearer one because a small red point appeared inside it.

      Lukas stopped.

      The point vanished. A light above the porch came on, not white but a dull orange that brought the drifting snow out of the darkness. Something clicked within the wall.

      “Remain where you are.”

      The voice was low and roughened by a speaker. Lukas turned towards it so sharply that his boot slipped.

      “Do not step backwards. There is ice behind you.”

      He steadied himself against the rail.

      For a moment he could not answer. Hearing words where he had expected movement was almost worse. The house had noticed him without showing anything of itself.

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why are you here?”

      Lukas looked at the dark housing on the pole. A camera might have been mounted above it, or inside it. The snow made distances uncertain.

      “I brought something.”

      “That does not answer the question.”

      “I found it down by the railway.”

      The speaker went quiet.

      Wind pressed his coat against his legs. He had imagined, on the climb, that returning the fragments would create a simple obligation: the door would open, someone would acknowledge them, and what had happened would become something he could discuss. Now even taking his hand out of his pocket seemed likely to be misunderstood.

      “I can show you,” he said.

      “Keep your hands visible.”

      He withdrew them slowly. His right glove came out empty. The fragments remained deep in the pocket lining.

      “Are you alone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did anyone follow you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Look behind you.”

      Lukas turned. The path fell away into white movement, with the birches below scarcely visible. He could see no one, but then he had seen almost nothing of the person at the railway either.

      “No one’s there.”

      “You should not have come up this hill.”

      “I followed the footprints.”

      Another pause. This one lasted long enough for him to hear the slight electronic hiss beneath the wind.

      “That was unwise.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      The question was not shouted. Its restraint made Lukas feel suddenly younger than nineteen, a boy found doing something dangerous with a tool he did not understand.

      He drew a breath through damp wool.

      “You left something behind.”

      “You are making an assumption.”

      The reply came at once.

      Lukas watched the amber line under the door. Whoever was speaking had not asked what he had found.

      “All right,” he said. “Someone left something behind. I thought it might belong here.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Lukas Lindstrom.”

      “Who knows you are here?”

      He hesitated.

      “Who, Mr. Lindstrom?”

      “No one.”

      The speaker clicked off.

      He stood in the wind with his hands outside his pockets, feeling the cold push steadily through his gloves. The stranger knew his name now. He knew nothing in return, not even whether the voice came from inside the building.

      He could hear his own breathing, too fast behind the scarf.

      Then the porch light brightened slightly.

      “Approach the door. Stay on the cleared surface. Do not touch the housings beside the path.”

      Lukas looked from one pole to the other.

      “Are they—”

      “Approach the door.”

      He obeyed. Nothing happened when he passed between the sensors except a second click from somewhere above him. The cleared surface had been roughened with grit. Along one edge, black cable disappeared under a metal cover bolted to the wall. A practical arrangement. Someone had maintained this path and replenished the grit. The thought steadied him more than it should have.

      The porch was a deep concrete recess with a roof low enough to hold the drifting snow outside. Its inner door had a steel skin and a narrow panel of buttons, all unlabelled except one marked CALL. Above it, a round lens reflected amber.

      “Your telephone,” the voice said.

      Lukas looked up.

      “What about it?”

      “Extinguish the display. Disable the flash and any automatic light.”

      “It’s in my pocket.”

      “Do so before entering.”

      He took it out with stiff fingers, turned the screen towards his coat, and switched it off. He had meant only to lock it, but powering it down seemed less likely to create another argument.

      “Done.”

      “No photographs. No recording.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      A bolt withdrew with a heavy, measured sound. Lukas expected the door to swing open. Instead, the speaker said, “Pull firmly. The seal resists.”

      He gripped the handle.

      For a moment the door held. Then its gasket released with a dry sigh, and warm air touched the wet wool at his throat. He pulled just far enough to slip through.

      “Close it behind you.”

      The vestibule was small, perhaps two metres wide, with ribbed rubber flooring and walls the colour of old machinery. Amber light came from a covered strip near the ceiling. It was dim but sufficient to show a bench, a drainage channel, and an opaque inner partition set in a metal frame. There was no ordinary door handle on that partition.

      He pulled the outer door shut. The bolt engaged before he had taken his hand away.

      Lukas turned back to it.

      “You are not locked in,” the voice said. “The green lever releases the outer door mechanically. Do not use it unless you intend to leave.”

      The lever was beside his elbow. He had overlooked it in the strange light.

      He let go of the handle.

      Warmth brought the smell of his own coat into the room: damp cloth, railway dirt, cold metal from the bag. Under it lay a faint dry odour, like heated dust. A ventilation grille drew air steadily above the bench.

      “Move away from the door.”

      He stepped towards the middle of the floor.

      “Not towards the screen.”

      He stopped.

      The inner partition looked almost black. As his eyes adjusted, he could make out a shallow reflection of himself, stretched and blurred. Beyond it was only darkness.

      “What have you brought?”

      Lukas put one hand into his pocket.

      “Slowly.”

      He removed the two fragments together and held them in his palm. Their whiteness had become yellow in the light. The broken edges looked sharper indoors, the tiny channels more deliberate.

      “These.”

      “Hold them apart.”

      He did, balancing the smaller curve on two gloved fingers.

      “Where did you obtain them?”

      “Beside the freight wagons. Near the crossing hut.”

      “Did you remove them from any apparatus?”

      “No. They were lying in the snow.”

      “Did you touch the fractured surfaces with bare skin?”

      “No.”

      “Have you shown them to anyone?”

      “No.”

      A soft sound reached him through the partition. Not from the speaker this time, or not entirely: a scrape, followed by the muted knock of something set down. Lukas stared into the black panel.

      There was a person on the other side.

      He had known that already. Yet the small domestic sound made the knowledge real in a way the commanding voice had not. Someone had moved an object on a workbench. Someone was standing in a room while Lukas stood in another.

      “Is it yours?” he asked.

      “Place the pieces on the bench.”

      He lowered them carefully.

      The bench was faced with stainless steel. A pale rectangle on it showed where a label had once been peeled away. Lukas set the pieces within that outline, then stepped back.

      “You have not answered,” the voice said.

      “I told you where I found them.”

      “Why did you bring them here?”

      He looked at the partition. “Because I think you were there.”

      “No one has given you grounds for that conclusion.”

      “The tracks came here.”

      “Many people use the hill.”

      “Not many people were at the railway.”

      The silence that followed had a different quality. Lukas became aware of the water dripping from his coat hem into the floor grooves.

      He had meant to sound reasonable. Instead he had accused an unseen stranger while standing inside a door that had bolted behind him. The green lever was within reach if he took two steps sideways. He measured the distance without wanting to.

      “Were you injured?” the voice asked.

      The change caught him unprepared.

      “No.”

      “Your left arm.”

      Lukas looked down. He had been keeping it close against his ribs.

      “My shoulder hurts. It’s nothing.”

      “That is not an assessment.”

      He felt an unwelcome prick of anger. “You asked.”

      “And you answered inaccurately.”

      “It hurts when I lift it. I can move my fingers. I didn’t hit my head.”

      “Did you lose consciousness?”

      “No.”

      For a moment there was only the fan.

      “If the pain increases, or you experience numbness, seek medical attention.”

      It was a stern instruction, stripped of comfort. Nevertheless, Lukas found himself swallowing.

      “You saw what happened.”

      “I can see how you are holding your arm.”

      “At the railway.”

      “I have made no statement concerning the railway.”

      “Someone helped me.”

      “Then you were fortunate.”

      The words closed off the room more effectively than the partition.

      Lukas looked at the fragments on the bench. He had been frightened of what lived here, frightened of strength that made no sense and a face he had failed to see. Now he was standing under a ventilation grille arguing with a man who noticed an injured shoulder and refused to acknowledge the place where it had been hurt.

      He could not decide whether that made the man safer.

      “I called for help,” he said.

      “For yourself?”

      “For the others. Before I came up.”

      A quiet exhalation distorted the speaker.

      “Were they conscious?”

      “Yes. One was sitting up.”

      “And you gave the location?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      The single word changed something. Lukas had expected disapproval for climbing, suspicion for following the tracks, perhaps a threat to keep him silent. He had not expected approval for calling an ambulance for Emil.

      He lowered his eyes. His gloves were wet at the fingertips. One seam had split, exposing a thin line of skin gone red with returning warmth.

      “You should remove those,” the voice said.

      “I’m all right.”

      “You are indoors. There is no merit in remaining cold.”

      Lukas tucked the gloves under his arm. His fingers looked clumsy and blotched. He pressed his thumb against each fingertip, testing feeling, embarrassed to be observed.

      “Do you live here alone?” he asked.

      “That is not your concern.”

      “Does anyone know I’m inside?”

      “You may leave whenever you wish.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked.”

      “No.”

      He could not tell whether the answer referred to his question or his persistence.

      Beyond the panel came a brief mechanical murmur, then a rough breath. Lukas lifted his head. The sound had the unevenness of air drawn through resistance. A filter, perhaps, or a microphone too close to someone’s mouth. He thought of the grey material on the ceramic rim.

      “Is something broken?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “The thing those came from.”

      “Do not handle the fragments again.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      The response had been too sharp. Lukas waited while the fan drew a thread of cold air from beneath the outer door. On the partition’s metal frame, several layers of sealant had been applied with painstaking care. The joins overlapped. No light escaped through them.

      He looked up at the amber strip.

      “Would a normal light cause a problem?”

      “Yes.”

      “With the equipment?”

      “That is sufficient.”

      Lukas heard the boundary in the words. Not an invitation to guess. He thought of the instruction about his phone, the shuttered windows, the screened partition. Whatever the reason, the darkness had been arranged, paid for, maintained. It was not a performance for boys in the town.

      “I switched it off,” he said.

      “I am aware.”

      “I mean I won’t turn it on.”

      No answer came, but the next breath through the speaker sounded less abrupt.

      Lukas shifted his weight. The warm room had begun to make him shake. He clasped his hands so the man would not see, then remembered that the camera might see everything anyway.

      He should leave. He had returned what he had found. Whatever question he asked next would meet the same refusal.

      Yet if he went now, the only explanation he possessed would still be Emil’s: a name invented to frighten people away from a hill.

      “What should I call you?”

      “There is no need to call me anything.”

      “You know my name.”

      “You supplied it.”

      “That doesn’t seem very fair.”

      “Fairness is not the purpose of this conversation.”

      “What is?”

      “To establish why you crossed private ground in dangerous weather carrying material you should have left untouched.”

      Lukas glanced at the bench. “If I’d left it, it would be buried.”

      “That would have been preferable to your falling on the slope.”

      The answer was so immediate that Lukas looked back at the screen.

      For the first time, he wondered whether the anger was not chiefly about being discovered.

      “I didn’t fall.”

      “You cannot make a dangerous decision sensible by surviving it.”

      His father had said something like that once, after Lukas had tested a repaired power supply without waiting for him. The memory arrived with the smell of warm dust and vanished before he could recover the exact words. He looked down at his hands until the sudden pressure in his throat subsided.

      “I wanted to say thank you,” he said.

      The fan seemed louder.

      “You do not know whom you are thanking.”

      “No.”

      “Nor for what.”

      “I know that part.”

      He waited. The man did not correct him again.

      That silence was not an admission. Lukas knew he would have to remember that later, when the walk and the fear began rearranging themselves into a story he could bear. A voice, two pieces of ceramic, tracks in snow. None of them proved what he wanted them to prove.

      But someone had let him out of the wind.

      He picked up his gloves.

      “People in town say things about this house.”

      “I am familiar with the town’s capacity for saying things.”

      “I don’t think they’ve been inside.”

      “Neither have you, beyond the entrance.”

      Lukas almost smiled. The distinction was so exact, and so pointedly unwelcoming, that for a moment he could see the shape of a person without needing a face.

      A man who corrected words. Who watched the weather. Who had made a place where every seam was sealed against something Lukas did not understand.

      He would carry that knowledge down the hill. He could not go back to believing the house empty, or its occupant a creature assembled from other people’s fear.

      A small panel beside the bench clicked.

      Lukas flinched before he could stop himself. A square recess opened in the wall, just large enough to hold a parcel. Inside it lay a shallow metal tray. An amber indicator glowed above the opening; beneath it, another door remained closed.

      He looked from the recess to the black partition.

      The voice returned, quieter but no less firm.

      “Put the ceramic filter in the transfer airlock, Mr. Lindstrom. Both pieces. Then leave. No further questions.”

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 4

      Forbidden Light

      

    
    
      Lukas laid the two fragments on the tray and closed its small door. He waited only long enough to hear the latch engage. Then he put on his gloves, lifted the damaged bag against his uninjured side, and went out.

      The cold took back everything the vestibule had lent him. His fingertips stung; the sweat beneath his scarf chilled against his throat. Behind him the outer door shut with a cushioned metallic sound, and the house became three dark levels of concrete and timber again.

      He did not knock.

      Below the hill, blue light moved between the trees near the railway. His emergency call had brought someone. He stood watching until the light disappeared behind a drift, then followed the longer footpath toward town. He had already made one dangerous decision that night. Going back to see what had happened to Emil would have been another.

      The path forced him to look down. Each step needed its own patch of reliable ground.

      He had expected gratitude to settle something. Return the broken pieces, thank the person who had intervened, go home with the world restored to ordinary proportions. Instead, he had surrendered the only objects he could examine and acquired a voice that refused to answer questions.

      Yet the house had contained nothing inexplicable. Cameras. Pressure seals. A transfer hatch. Someone who knew how quickly an injured person could lose heat.

      He had been frightened before the man spoke. Much of that fear had belonged to other people.

      At the last bend he looked back. No window shone.

      He tried to imagine living without ever being able to look out.

      By morning, his shoulder had stiffened into a broad, unremarkable ache. He could raise his arm, although not comfortably. Nothing was numb. He had slept badly and woken twice with the sensation of someone holding his bag strap.

      At the kitchen table, he mended the strap with strong thread and two clumsy rows of stitches. His mother had left early for the project office. Her note stood against a bowl: food in the refrigerator, a request that he call if the shoulder worsened. He had told her he had been shoved and fallen. He had not told her where he had gone afterward.

      The omission sat beside him while he worked.

      On a loose sheet from his notebook he drew the vestibule as he remembered it. Not the hidden rooms. Not a fanciful mechanism that might explain the railway. Just the bench, the transfer hatch, the outer door.

      He marked the latch.

      It had taken two attempts to release when he left. A click, a pause, another click. Above it, an amber indicator had faded in time with the fan’s change of note. At the time he had thought nothing of it. Now, with warmth restored to his hands, the sequence bothered him.

      Perhaps the latch was stiff with cold. Perhaps the supply voltage had sagged when the fan increased speed. Neither possibility entitled him to climb the hill again.

      He put the drawing away.

      An hour later he took it out.

      The house was someone’s home, not a puzzle left for him. He could not turn being rescued into a right of entry. But a door that failed to release in that weather was not merely an inconvenience, and a door that failed to secure might be worse.

      He wrote a short note. He crossed out his first sentence, which sounded like an accusation, and started again.

      By late afternoon he had packed his meter, a few insulated tools and his temperature-controlled soldering iron. He checked the iron’s lead twice. Then he put the equipment inside a cloth roll so that he could offer it without looking as though he expected admission.

      The path up Korpkall had hardened overnight. He climbed slowly, keeping his left hand free, and arrived with his pulse louder than the wind.

      He put the folded note beneath the entrance camera and stepped back.

      The camera moved.

      For several seconds nothing else happened.

      Then the speaker clicked.

      “You were instructed to leave.”

      “I did.”

      “You understood the intention.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      Lukas looked at the dark lens rather than the door.

      “Your outer latch hesitated last night. The indicator dimmed when the fan started. I thought there might be a supply fault.”

      A little snow loosened from the lintel and fell between them.

      “You have climbed this hill to discuss a lamp.”

      “A lamp and an electric lock on the same supply. Possibly.”

      “Possibly.”

      “I wrote that part down.”

      The camera angled toward the note. Lukas kept his hands visible. After a while, the voice returned.

      “Put your telephone in your bag. Disable its light first. Do not remove it inside.”

      He obeyed.

      “No torch. No illuminated watch. If you possess any other source of light, declare it now.”

      “The meter has a backlight. It can stay off. The soldering station has a display.”

      “That remains outside until I have examined its specifications.”

      The door released at the first attempt.

      Inside, the vestibule was warmer than the previous night, or perhaps he was less cold. He left the cloth roll on the bench and placed his bag beneath it. The transfer hatch was closed. Beyond the black partition, something moved with a faint brush of fabric, too indistinct to locate.

      “Remain where you are.”

      Lukas remained.

      A narrow amber strip came on above the bench. Its light made his hands look bloodless and his coat almost brown.

      “Describe what you observed. In sequence.”

      He did, avoiding conclusions. The first click. The delay. The second release. The dimming indicator. He admitted that he had not timed any of it.

      “Did the fan slow before or after the first click?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Was there any visible movement of the bolt?”

      “I couldn’t see it.”

      “Then we shall not use either detail.”

      There was no praise in the answer, but there was something better than dismissal. Lukas eased his weight off his sore side.

      A low vibration passed through the wall. The fan accelerated; the amber indicator above the outer door dipped.

      This time he saw it clearly.

      “The lamp has a regulated driver,” the man said. “A brief load transient should not produce a visible change.”

      “Is the latch on a separate branch?”

      “Yes. A common low-voltage supply feeds both branches.”

      “Then I’d start before the split.”

      “You would start by obtaining a circuit diagram.”

      Lukas felt heat reach his ears.

      “Yes.”

      A panel beside the bench opened. Inside lay a single sheet beneath a transparent cover.

      “Do not take that outside.”

      The drawing was precise enough to be beautiful. Power entered through an isolated converter, passed through a fused distribution board, then divided between the ventilation controls and the door equipment. A battery-backed interlock kept the inner barrier secured if the supply failed. He followed the lines twice before speaking.

      “The outer latch should fail released?”

      “Mechanically releasable from within. Not freely open to the wind.”

      “And the inner door stays shut.”

      “Under every condition you will encounter.”

      There was no mistaking the emphasis.

      Lukas pointed to a connector between the converter and the distribution board.

      “May I measure there?”

      “You may first tell me why.”

      “Both branches change at once. If the converter output stays steady but the voltage falls after this connector, the fault is between those points.”

      “And if it does not?”

      “Then I stop blaming the connector.”

      A pause.

      “The service cover is below the bench.”

      He knelt carefully. His shoulder objected when he reached across himself, so he changed hands.

      “Is your injury worse?”

      “Stiffer.”

      “Any altered sensation in your fingers?”

      “No.”

      “Do not support your weight on that arm.”

      Lukas found the cover screws. “You asked about that yesterday.”

      “You were injured yesterday.”

      He could hear the boundary closing before he reached it. He left the railway out of his next question.

      “Is this panel safe to open with the circuit live?”

      “The accessible section is twenty-four volts. The mains enclosure behind it remains sealed. Remove only the four marked screws.”

      Inside, cable looms ran in shallow channels, each sleeved and labelled. There was no dust. The connector he wanted sat near the upper edge, its white housing slightly yellowed on one side.

      He set the meter where the camera could see it, checked the leads and selected the range.

      “Those probes are poorly insulated for work among adjacent terminals,” the man said.

      “They’re what I have.”

      “That is not a technical justification.”

      A drawer opened in the wall. Two guarded probes lay inside.

      Lukas exchanged them without argument.

      With the fan at idle, he measured nearly the same voltage on either side of the connector. Under load, the converter held steady while the distribution side fell sharply.

      He read the figures aloud.

      “Again,” said the man.

      They repeated the cycle. Lukas watched the numbers rather than the lamp. The drop returned.

      “The connection is resistive,” he said. “Or the short section of wire.”

      “Power will now be isolated. Do not touch the board until you have verified it.”

      The fan wound down. A different, quieter airflow continued through a ceiling grille. Lukas checked the designated terminals, then checked his meter against the test socket the man indicated.

      Only then did he unplug the connector.

      One crimped contact had discoloured. Its wire moved slightly where it should have remained fixed.

      “There,” he said.

      “Describe it.”

      He did. A poor termination, perhaps aggravated by years of vibration. The contact had heated under load; the housing had begun to deform. He resisted the urge to wiggle it again.

      “I could solder the wire into the contact.”

      “No.”

      Lukas looked toward the partition.

      “Solder wicking into a flexing conductor would move the fatigue point,” the man said. “And the damaged contact should not remain in service.”

      “Replace both mating contacts. Check the housing.”

      “And provide proper strain relief.”

      “Yes.”

      It was irritating to have his easiest answer dismantled so quickly. It was also a relief. Here, being wrong did not have to become something larger about him. There was a damaged connection, and there was a better way to repair it.

      The transfer hatch clicked.

      A sealed packet of contacts lay on the tray with a crimping tool and a replacement housing. Beside them was a small amber inspection light.

      “No other illumination,” the man said.

      Lukas took the packet. “I can work with this.”

      “You have not yet tried.”

      He almost smiled, then saw the small printed warning on the lamp’s base: filtered output, no emission below the marked cutoff.

      “Is ordinary light dangerous for you?”

      The silence changed. He could not have said how, except that he became aware of his own breathing.

      “That question is not relevant to the connector.”

      “It is if I’m bringing equipment in.”

      “You will bring nothing in without permission.”

      “All right.”

      He turned back to the panel. The old contact resisted its extraction tool. He adjusted the angle rather than forcing it.

      Behind the screen, the man said, “I have a severe photodermatosis.”

      Lukas kept his hand still.

      “Short-wavelength light damages my tissues. The retina is particularly vulnerable. The lighting here is filtered to exclude wavelengths below five hundred and fifty nanometres. Darkness alone is not the precaution. Spectral control is.”

      Lukas looked at the amber strip above the bench. Yesterday it had seemed theatrical, part of a house constructed to frighten visitors. Now he saw a narrow permitted band in which someone had arranged an entire life.

      “Even a telephone screen?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m glad you told me.”

      “I told you because an uninformed assistant would be dangerous.”

      The word passed between them before either acknowledged it.

      “Is the partition enough protection?”

      “When used correctly.”

      “And the airlock?”

      “Prevents an open route from the outside. Its controls must not be bypassed, including for convenience.”

      Lukas glanced at the exposed board. “I won’t bypass them.”

      “You must understand that a small mistake could cause permanent injury. Not discomfort. Not a headache.”

      His first impulse was to promise too quickly. He set the extraction tool down instead.

      “If I don’t know whether something is safe, I ask.”

      “Yes.”

      “And if you aren’t answering, I don’t do it.”

      For the first time, the voice lost a little of its hardness.

      “That is an acceptable rule.”

      Lukas removed the damaged contact.

      The wire beneath the insulation was clean once he had cut back the affected end. He compared the new terminal with the old one, checked the conductor size against the tool markings and made a practice crimp on a spare length supplied through the hatch. The man asked him to pull-test it. He did.

      His working crimp took longer.

      He was aware of being watched, but not in the way Emil watched him at a bench, waiting for a slip to become entertainment. The corrections from behind the screen were exact. When Lukas seated the terminal properly, the man said nothing. When he nearly routed the wire across a sharp edge, he stopped him.

      “Look beneath the loom.”

      Lukas bent closer and found the worn sleeve.

      “That needs replacing too.”

      “Yes.”

      “You already knew.”

      “I suspected. You are the person with eyes on the circuit.”

      That left no room to hide in obedience. Lukas checked the rest of the harness before proceeding.

      The repair itself was small: two contacts, one housing, a length of protective sleeve, a restraint fitted where the wire could no longer fret against the bracket. But by the time he finished, the muscles beside his injured shoulder had begun to tremble.

      He sat back on his heels.

      “Stand up slowly,” the man said. “There is no reward for fainting over a completed crimp.”

      “I wasn’t going to faint.”

      “You are pale.”

      “It’s the light.”

      “Some of it.”

      Lukas stood and waited until the brief rush in his ears subsided.

      The system remained isolated while they checked the connections against the drawing. The man made him read each terminal designation aloud. Then Lukas replaced the service cover loosely so that no exposed conductor remained within reach.

      Power returned.

      The fan rose to its working speed. The door indicator stayed steady.

      They tested it six times.

      On the seventh cycle, Lukas watched the meter record only a small transient at the distribution board. No hesitation from the latch. No dimming.

      “Within tolerance,” the man said.

      Lukas felt a satisfaction so plain and physical that it almost hurt. Something had been wrong; now it worked. No one needed to forgive the circuit or explain its intentions.

      He tightened the cover screws evenly.

      When he put the borrowed probes back into the drawer, he noticed his own hands were still slightly unsteady.

      “Leave them on the bench,” the voice said. “You may need them again.”

      Lukas looked up.

      The partition’s surface had changed. He could see a faint amber depth behind it, though it remained too dark to reveal a face. A tall shape stood beyond the glass. One pale hand rested near a control panel; then it withdrew.

      He looked down before curiosity could become staring.

      “Are you asking me to come back?”

      “I am considering whether the risks outweigh the inconvenience of doing without assistance.”

      “You could have said yes.”

      “I have not said yes.”

      Lukas wound his meter leads. “I can solder. More neatly than I crimp. I repair small power supplies and instruments. I don’t know much about calibrated equipment.”

      “That last distinction matters.”

      “I could learn.”

      “Many people can learn. Fewer can refrain from improvising where they do not understand the consequences.”

      He thought of the railway, of following tracks with an aching shoulder and no idea what waited at their end.

      “I haven’t demonstrated that very well.”

      “No.”

      The bluntness should have ended the conversation. Instead it made Lukas trust the next silence a little more.

      “I won’t bring anyone here,” he said. “And I won’t tell people about the lighting.”

      “You may not use this house as a subject for speculation among your classmates.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Nor photograph documents, remove components or attempt to identify this address through equipment records.”

      Lukas stopped winding the lead.

      “I wasn’t planning to steal anything.”

      “I did not accuse you of theft.”

      “You’re asking for more than not stealing.”

      “Yes.”

      Outside, wind pressed a loose hiss of snow against the door. He could leave with a repaired circuit behind him. That would be enough for a reasonable person. But the afternoon had given him something he had not known he was missing: work difficult enough to require his whole attention, and someone who took his answers seriously.

      He did not want to purchase it by agreeing to anything at all.

      “I can keep your private life private,” he said. “I can’t promise to keep quiet if someone is in danger.”

      The shape behind the partition remained still.

      “You would first inform me.”

      “If there was time.”

      A faint click came from the control panel.

      “That qualification is also acceptable.”

      Lukas let out a breath. He had not noticed holding it.

      “What do I call you?”

      “You may address me without a name.”

      “That will get awkward.”

      “You will manage.”

      He hesitated. The question about the railway was still there, but asking it again would not make the man more willing to answer. He had offered his skills, not bought a confession.

      “Do I work only in here?”

      “In this room and the adjacent service enclosure, when authorized. You do not cross an inner threshold. You do not open a shutter, touch an optical control or bring an unapproved light source. If an alarm sounds, you stop work and follow instructions.”

      “And in exchange?”

      “Instruction. Access to tools appropriate to the task. No employment is being offered.”

      Lukas considered the repaired strap at his feet, the tools he had brought and not needed.

      “I’d like to learn how you calibrate instruments.”

      “Repair comes before calibration.”

      “I know.”

      “You know the sentence. We will establish whether you understand it.”

      At the hatch, a mechanism stirred. While it operated, Lukas glanced at the circuit drawing on the bench. In the margin, under a revision number, was a small word he had mistaken for a manufacturer’s mark.

      Hesperus.

      Someone had ruled through the ownership line beneath it, carefully enough to leave the diagram untouched.

      “Is Hesperus the company that made this?”

      “No.”

      The answer came too quickly for him to mistake it for an invitation.

      He placed the drawing back beneath its cover.

      “Will you need my notes?”

      “You may retain your measurements. Not the diagram.”

      Lukas tore the sketch of the entrance from his notebook and held it up.

      “This includes the door positions.”

      “Leave it.”

      He did. The surrender felt different from handing over the ceramic fragments. This time he knew what he was giving up and why.

      “Tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Not tomorrow. Monday, at eighteen hundred. Knock once. If the indicator remains dark, leave. Do not wait outside in dangerous temperatures.”

      “I have classes until four.”

      “Then the arrangement is possible.”

      There it was: not welcome exactly, but a place made for him in the week. He gathered his unused tools, leaving the borrowed probes where he had been told. His shoulder ached. Hunger had become a hollow pressure beneath his ribs.

      Beyond the polarized glass, the pale hand moved once more. The inner hatch closed; an amber indicator changed from steady to blinking, then settled.

      The outer hatch opened, and the recluse slid an unsigned calibration manual and a steaming cup of broth through the airlock tray.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 5

      Cells and Titanium

      

    
    
      By Monday afternoon, the broth had become a washed cup on the draining board, and the manual had acquired three narrow slips of paper between its pages. Lukas had resisted writing in it. Its binding was repaired with black cloth, and the diagrams had the patient economy of work meant to survive its author’s memory.

      He understood less of it than he wanted to.

      The first section distinguished between a measured value and the chain of assumptions that allowed anyone to trust it. Later pages described pressure differences across membranes, temperature compensation, and errors introduced by the measuring apparatus itself. On Sunday he had spent forty minutes pursuing an apparent contradiction before discovering that one graph used absolute pressure and the other gauge pressure. He had felt foolish, then unexpectedly pleased. The book had not become easier. He had found where he was wrong.

      At seventeen ten on Monday, a message arrived from an unfamiliar number.

      If you are attending as agreed, collect the sealed parcel reserved for the Korpkall address at the clinic reception. Do not accept it if its transport indicator is outside the marked range. You may decline this errand.

      There was no signature.

      Lukas read the last sentence twice. Then he put the manual in his repaired messenger bag and left early.

      The clinic occupied the ground floor of a low building whose roof vents made white banners in the dark. Inside, damp grit crackled under his boots. A television showed a silent cooking programme above six empty chairs. The smell of hand disinfectant brought back a hospital corridor far to the south, his mother’s glove clenched in his hand, although by then she had taken it off.

      He stopped beside the reception counter until the memory lost its immediate force.

      “I’ve come for a parcel,” he said. “For Korpkall.”

      The receptionist looked at him, then at something beneath the counter.

      “Your name?”

      “Lukas Lindstrom.”

      She made a telephone call without repeating the address. A moment later a small woman came through a staff door, wearing a white coat over navy scrubs. Reading glasses hung against her chest. Her cropped white hair looked as practical as the steel pen in her pocket.

      “Who sent you?”

      “The person receiving it.”

      “That was not quite an answer.”

      “He asked me to collect it. I’m helping with some maintenance.”

      Her attention moved from his face to his bag.

      “What kind?”

      “Electrical work. Instruments.”

      “Not medical equipment?”

      “Not that I’ve been asked to touch.”

      She let the silence stand long enough for him to wonder whether he had already said too much.

      “I’m Dr. Hedström,” she said at last. “You will take this directly there. Keep it upright, away from the outside of your coat. You will not open it.”

      She set an insulated carrier on the counter. A green square showed through a transparent window beside a printed temperature range. Lukas checked it before reaching for the handle.

      Something in her expression shifted.

      “Good. What do you do if that changes?”

      “Bring it back?”

      “Telephone the number on the label. Do not improvise a refrigerator in a snowbank.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “You would be surprised by the ingenuity of helpful people.”

      She turned the carrier so he could see the tamper seal.

      “No patient’s name appears on the outside,” she said. “That does not make the contents a subject for conversation.”

      “I understand.”

      “We will see.”

      Outside, he placed the carrier inside his coat and held it against his chest with one arm. He could not examine the label without opening his coat again, and this small obstacle made him more aware of his curiosity. The parcel had weight, purpose, and a destination. None of those things entitled him to its contents.

      He reached the hill with seven minutes to spare.

      The climb raised sweat beneath his scarf. Snow had hardened into shallow ribs across the path, and the house stood above them without a light. He paused below the last slope until his breathing settled. Arriving exhausted seemed an avoidable way to make a poor impression.

      At eighteen hundred he knocked once.

      The indicator came on.

      Inside, the vestibule smelled faintly of warm insulation. Lukas set down his bag and waited for the outer door to secure itself before unfastening his coat.

      “The parcel,” the voice said.

      He checked the green square once more and placed the carrier in the transfer hatch. The outer lid closed beneath his hand.

      “Dr. Hedström said to telephone if the indicator changed.”

      “Did it?”

      “No.”

      “Then her precaution was successful.”

      The carrier disappeared. For several seconds he heard only the ventilation.

      “Were you questioned?”

      “About what work I do here.”

      “And what did you say?”

      “That I help with electrical work and instruments. Not medical equipment.”

      “An important distinction. Preserve it.”

      Lukas took out the manual.

      “I brought this back.”

      “You will need it.”

      He left it on the bench instead of returning it to his bag.

      A narrow door beside the transfer hatch released with a low mechanical click. Beyond it lay the service enclosure he had been permitted to enter only when authorized: a long, windowless space scarcely wider than a railway compartment. Amber lamps shone on insulated pipes and two metal cabinets. The far wall was a continuous opaque partition. A chair had been placed at a shallow work surface, though there was hardly room to pull it out.

      “Leave your telephone in the vestibule,” the man said. “Powered down. No personal light sources beyond that door.”

      Lukas obeyed.

      On the work surface waited a diagram beneath a transparent cover. Two parallel air paths ran across it, each with a fan, heater, filter housing, and a set of differential pressure sensors. One path was shaded.

      “Tell me what the standby circuit does.”

      He leaned closer. The earlier drawing had been a latch circuit. This one described part of the machinery that allowed someone to live here.

      “If the main fan fails, this damper closes and the second path opens.”

      “Insufficient.”

      “It needs to reach temperature first.”

      “Why?”

      “So the replacement air doesn’t cool the room.”

      “More precisely.”

      Lukas followed the return line. “And the surfaces. You could have condensation if the temperature drops below the dew point.”

      “Yes. Moisture where we cannot inspect it is not a minor inconvenience.”

      There was a roughness beneath the filtered voice that Lukas did not remember. He glanced at the partition, though there was nothing to see.

      “Are we repairing something?”

      “Establishing its condition.”

      The assignment was to compare the pressure displayed by the cabinet controller with an independent instrument. Lukas found the capped test points and the isolation valves shown on the drawing. He read the procedure aloud before touching anything.

      “No adjustment to the regulator,” the man said.

      “I wasn’t—”

      “State it.”

      “No adjustment to the regulator. Both test ports isolated before connecting. Tubes secured before opening either valve.”

      “Proceed.”

      His hands grew clumsy under the instruction. He tightened a coupling too far, caught himself, loosened it, and began again. Somewhere behind the wall a pump started, ran for perhaps five seconds, and stopped.

      The displayed pressure difference was ninety-four pascals. His instrument settled at eighty-one.

      He waited.

      “Report,” the man said.

      “Thirteen pascals difference, but the tubing hasn’t reached the enclosure temperature.”

      “Then do not report it as an error yet.”

      Lukas wrote both values and the time in his notebook. He had just begun checking the sensor specification when a distant bell sounded through the wall.

      The speaker went silent.

      A second, sharper click came from the vestibule. Someone had entered without knocking.

      “Remain in the service enclosure,” the man said. “Touch nothing.”

      The connection closed.

      Lukas looked towards his coat and bag, visible through the narrow doorway. He thought of stepping out to retrieve them, then heard a woman’s voice.

      “You should have told me you had begun using the other room.”

      Dr. Hedström.

      Her footsteps stopped outside the enclosure. Lukas could see a portion of white sleeve through the opening. He drew back before thinking, his shoulder touching the cold edge of the cabinet.

      “And you should have answered the telephone,” she added.

      The man’s reply was too low to make out.

      “Because I wanted a measurement, not your assessment of whether I would find it interesting.”

      A handle moved at the far end of the enclosure.

      Lukas held his breath. He had an absurd impression that discovery would erase the bench, the manual, the appointment on Monday: all the small permissions on which he had begun to depend. A doctor would see a boy among equipment he did not understand and send him away. She would be right.

      The handle stopped.

      “Do not open that partition,” the man said, distinctly now. “The auxiliary space is occupied.”

      “By whom?”

      “My visitor.”

      “Your courier?”

      A pause.

      “Your maintenance assistant,” the man said.

      The words reached Lukas with a force their plainness did not justify.

      “Then I would like to meet him somewhere he is allowed to be,” she said.

      “Mr. Lindstrom. Return to the vestibule.”

      Lukas disconnected nothing. He set down the pencil and came out with his hands empty.

      Dr. Hedström stood beside the bench, no longer wearing her white coat. A dark medical bag rested at her feet. Without the coat she seemed smaller, but not less formidable.

      “You might have said you were there.”

      “I was told to stay.”

      “And before that, were you told to stop breathing?”

      He let out the breath he had been holding.

      She looked at him closely. He hoped the amber light concealed how hot his face had become.

      “What is connected?”

      “A differential manometer. Both leads on the test points. No controls altered.”

      “Are the valves open?”

      “Yes.”

      She turned towards the speaker. “He can give a useful answer. That is encouraging.”

      “I selected the task accordingly.”

      “You selected a poor evening.”

      There was no reply.

      She lifted her bag.

      “I’ll examine him first,” she told Lukas. “You will stay here. There may be periods when the intercom is off. That is not an invitation to investigate.”

      “I know.”

      Her gaze rested on the manual, then on his notebook.

      “I hope so.”

      She passed through an inner door after a short sequence of indicators. Lukas saw no more than a dark fold of screening beyond it. The door closed, and he was alone.

      For the first few minutes he kept his eyes on the notebook. Eighty-one pascals at eighteen twenty-four. The numbers were calm in a way he was not.

      The ventilation changed pitch.

      He listened despite himself. There were no intelligible words, only the occasional soft impact of something placed on a surface. He imagined instruments, a sleeve being rolled back, a face he had never seen turning towards the doctor. The man had pale hands. That was almost the entire body Lukas could give him.

      He opened the manual and tried to find the table of temperature coefficients. Twice he passed it.

      When the speaker came alive, he sat straighter.

      “Mr. Lindstrom,” Dr. Hedström said. “Read the enclosure temperature.”

      “Twenty-two point six.”

      “Pressure?”

      “On the cabinet?”

      “Both readings, please.”

      He returned to the narrow space. The independent instrument now read eighty-three. The controller still showed ninety-four.

      She asked for the time, then made him repeat the figures.

      “Stay there.”

      A minute later she entered from the vestibule carrying a flat metal case. Her hands were freshly washed; a bead of water shone at the edge of one wrist.

      “Nothing acute,” she said, perhaps because he was staring. “That is not the same as nothing wrong.”

      “Is it the air?”

      “The air needs attention. It is not the reason I came.”

      She set the case on the work surface and opened it. Inside were two sealed cartridges and a packet of gloves.

      “The primary filter is approaching its replacement limit. He has been compensating with fan speed.”

      “That keeps the flow up.”

      “For a while.”

      “Until it doesn’t.”

      “Yes. You can help me change it if you can follow a sequence without trying to improve it.”

      He looked at the partition. “He said I wasn’t to work on medical equipment.”

      “This is room ventilation. I will handle everything connected to his treatment. If anything looks unfamiliar, your job is to ask.”

      She unfolded a single-page procedure and laid it over the diagram. The steps were numbered, the confirmation boxes empty.

      Lukas washed his hands at a small sink in the vestibule, dried them, and put on the gloves. On his return, she asked him to identify the standby path. Then she made him trace it physically, not merely point to it on paper.

      Behind the partition, the man spoke.

      “The smaller actuator is the bypass isolation. Do not confuse it with the purge.”

      “I’ve found both,” Lukas said.

      “Then mark them on the working sheet.”

      Marta handed him a pencil.

      They brought the standby fan up first. Lukas watched its temperature rise slowly rather than arriving at the set point as a single obedient number. The doctor waited until both temperature and pressure had held steady for the specified interval.

      “Now the transfer,” she said.

      He pressed the authorized control. A damper moved inside the duct with a padded clunk. The flow indicator dipped, recovered, and held.

      Only then did she let him isolate the first housing.

      Its retaining clips were stiff. He wanted to brace the casing with his knee, but there was a warning against loading the adjacent pipe. He repositioned his hands instead. The metal felt warm through the gloves.

      “Titanium?” he asked.

      “The grey manifold is,” the man answered. “The filter housing is stainless steel.”

      “Why use titanium there?”

      “Corrosion resistance. Mass. Compatibility with the components it joins. Expense was not a virtue, merely a consequence.”

      Dr. Hedström made a small sound that might have been amusement.

      Lukas eased the cover loose. The used cartridge looked disappointingly ordinary: pleated material inside a rigid frame, one edge darkened by dust.

      “Don’t shake it,” she said.

      He lowered it directly into the disposal sleeve she held open.

      The replacement seal would not seat on the first attempt. He stopped before closing the clips and lifted the cartridge back out. A short transparent packing strip clung to the underside of the gasket.

      “I missed that.”

      “But you checked,” she said.

      He removed the strip, inspected the seal again, and fitted the cartridge. This time it settled evenly.

      They checked the cover, opened the isolation valves, and tested for leakage before returning the airflow. The pressure difference dropped to fifty-seven pascals.

      Lukas felt himself smile.

      “Not a result until it is stable,” the man said.

      “I know.”

      He caught himself and added, “I’ll wait.”

      They waited.

      Dr. Hedström leaned against neither cabinet nor wall. She stood squarely in the narrow passage, studying the readings with him.

      “Does the metal replace something?” Lukas asked.

      She glanced at the manifold.

      “In the equipment?”

      He hesitated. “In him.”

      The speaker remained quiet.

      “That is not part of this task,” she said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She looked back at the display. “Curiosity is not an offence. But someone’s body is not an abandoned machine you may open because it interests you.”

      The shame was immediate. He stared at the line of figures.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I believe you. Learn the difference anyway.”

      From behind the partition came the man’s voice.

      “Some structural assistance is mechanical. None of it replaces the need to remain alive.”

      Lukas kept his eyes on the instrument.

      “I understand.”

      “No,” the man said, without harshness. “But you may begin there.”

      The reading held at fifty-eight. They recorded it and checked the second path, which did not yet need a new cartridge. By the time Lukas removed his gloves, the small enclosure had ceased to feel like a place where he was trespassing. He knew which pipe not to lean against. He knew what the fan sounded like at its normal load.

      That familiarity frightened him a little. It could become carelessness if he let it.

      Dr. Hedström packed the unused cartridge away.

      “I want a photograph of that working sheet,” she said to the speaker. “Through your system, not his telephone. And the next replacement date entered tonight.”

      “It will be done.”

      “Not estimated. Entered.”

      “It will be done, Doctor.”

      She took the used filter into the vestibule. Lukas followed with his notebook.

      “Should I leave these measurements here?”

      “You may retain those,” the man said. “No room layout. No control locations.”

      He checked the page before closing it.

      Dr. Hedström was sealing the waste sleeve. “There is something else. If you come here and receive no answer, you telephone me. You don’t force a door or decide that silence is his preferred form of conversation.”

      Lukas looked towards the speaker.

      “That is acceptable,” the man said.

      Marta wrote her number on a plain card.

      “Clinic during working hours. The lower number otherwise. Identify yourself. Tell me what you have observed, not what you think it means.”

      He took the card.

      “What can I be told?” he asked.

      Neither of them answered immediately.

      “I’m not asking for his name.”

      “What, then?” Marta said.

      “What I could make worse.”

      She put the sealed sleeve in her case. When she spoke again, her voice had lost its brisk edge.

      “Decades ago, he survived an industrial biomedical failure. Several systems that normally regulate themselves were damaged. Treatment kept him alive. It did not return him to an ordinary baseline.”

      The house seemed very quiet around her.

      Lukas thought of the ruled-out ownership line, the precise movements behind the hatch, the little delays between a question and its answer. They had suggested concealment. He had not understood how much work staying alive might involve.

      “An accident?”

      “The history is his to tell,” she said.

      He nodded. For once the withheld answer did not feel like an obstacle set deliberately in his way.

      “The practical point,” she continued, “is that you are not to adjust heat, airflow, or power arrangements on the assumption that the usual tolerances apply.”

      “I won’t.”

      “If a warning appears, report it. Even if he tells you it can wait.”

      “Doctor,” the speaker said.

      “Especially then.”

      Lukas almost smiled, but the doctor was watching him too carefully.

      She went back through the inner door to finish her examination. He put the tools away in the order he had found them and returned the pencil to its tray. At the bottom of the working sheet was a space for the person who had performed the service. He left it blank.

      “You have omitted the final entry,” the man said.

      “I thought she should sign.”

      “She will countersign. Enter your name.”

      Lukas picked up the pencil again. His handwriting looked larger than it should have in the small box.

      “There will be further work,” the voice said. “Within the same restrictions.”

      “Monday?”

      “We will arrange a time. You are not required to come at short notice.”

      “All right.”

      “And Mr. Lindstrom?”

      He waited.

      “The question about what you might make worse was appropriate.”

      He put the pencil down carefully.

      By the time Marta emerged, he had packed his bag and buttoned his coat. She checked the working sheet, added her signature beside his, and left the next service date visible beneath the transparent cover.

      At the outer door she stopped him with a hand raised, not quite touching his sleeve.

      “One final thing. You saw the warm standby circuit tonight. That protection matters beyond the ventilation.”

      “The house has backup power,” Lukas said. “Doesn’t it?”

      “For limited loads, for a limited time. Do not turn that into a promise it cannot keep.”

      He waited, his hand on the strap of his bag.

      “A prolonged heating failure on this hill would not merely make him uncomfortable,” she said. “With his impaired circulation and metabolic regulation, sustained cooling would lead to organ failure. If the heat goes down, you call me immediately. It will kill him.”

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 6

      The Classroom Shadow

      

    
    
      Ingrid was awake when Lukas reached the cabin. Her field boots stood beneath the radiator, releasing a smell of wet felt, and a pan of potatoes had been pushed to the cooler side of the stove.

      “You’re late,” she said.

      “Sorry.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      He thought of the clinic carrier and the sealed hatch, of warmth moving through hidden pipes. “Not properly.”

      She took a second plate from the cupboard. He had expected a question about where he had been, and her failure to ask made his prepared answer feel dishonest before he used it.

      “I’ve found some repair work,” he said. “Instruments. Nothing paid yet. Mostly instruction.”

      “Through the college?”

      “Someone local.”

      Ingrid turned down the burner. “Electrical work?”

      “Low voltage.”

      “That isn’t the same as safe.”

      “I know.”

      She looked at him, and he realized he had answered too quickly.

      “There are procedures,” he added. “Someone supervises.”

      “All right. I’d like to know where, if it becomes regular.”

      He nodded without agreeing to anything more precise. She set the potatoes between them. At the table, her silver earring caught the kitchen light each time she bent her head.

      For a while they ate without talking. The cabin’s heating pipe ticked beneath the window. Lukas had heard it every evening since their arrival, but now he listened to the intervals, wondering how long the walls would hold their warmth if the circulation stopped.

      “Is there trouble at the project?” he asked.

      “There are schedules at the project. Those are a recognized form of trouble.”

      She smiled, inviting him to share the joke. He managed it.

      Later, he lay awake with the calibration manual closed beside his bed. He had meant to study. Instead, whenever he began to drift, he heard Marta’s warning in the darkness and imagined a fan slowing where no one could reach it.

      By morning his eyes felt gritty. He washed his face in cold water before Ingrid came into the kitchen and stood straight while she filled the kettle.

      “You look tired.”

      “So do you.”

      “An excellent diagnostic method. Deflect and counterattack.”

      “I read too late.”

      She glanced toward his room. “Set an alarm for stopping, not only for waking up.”

      He promised he would try.

      Outside, the cold tightened the damp hair at his temples. He walked to the shuttle with his shoulders drawn inward, guarding a pocket of warmth inside his coat. The hill was a black shape beyond the roofs. He did not look at it for long.

      At the college, he paused outside the workshop until two students came down the corridor behind him. Entering with them felt less exposed than entering alone.

      Emil stood beside the lockers opposite the door.

      He had changed jackets. This one was new enough for the synthetic leather to hold sharp folds across his shoulders, but the broken gear on his neck remained visible above the collar. He looked at Lukas’s bag, then at his face.

      No greeting. No movement to block him.

      Lukas went inside.

      That restraint ought to have reassured him. Instead, it made him aware of every sound behind his back.

      The workshop smelled of warm dust and cutting fluid. A pump training rig occupied the central bench: a shallow reservoir, clear hose, a small circulation pump, and an adjustable restriction standing in for a heating circuit. The electrical supply was limited to twenty-four volts. Nothing on it could heat a town or keep a patient alive, but the arrangement was familiar enough to make Lukas stop beside it.

      His assignment was to compare measured flow with the pump’s operating curve. He and his partner were supposed to assemble a controller, record the readings, and explain the losses.

      His partner arrived carrying two mugs.

      “One is tea,” Freja Nilssen said. “The other was described as coffee, but I haven’t verified that claim.”

      She put the tea beside him.

      “Thank you.”

      “You looked as though you were trying to remember how doors work.”

      “I didn’t sleep much.”

      “Neither did the coffee.”

      She took off her high-visibility coat and pushed her goggles onto her forehead. Her red braids were damp where snow had melted against them. On the attendance sheet, her name had been placed beside his in a box marked Group Four.

      Lukas had spoken to her before, mostly over tools and borrowed components. He knew she worked quickly and disliked answers that began with probably.

      “Have you started?” she asked.

      “Just checking the rig.”

      “Good. Last week somebody logged a negative flow rate and called it an interesting result.”

      “Reversed sensor?”

      “Reversed willingness to read the instructions.”

      He almost laughed.

      They collected their controller from the project cupboard. Lukas had assembled most of the board during the previous practical session, placing a current-sense resistor beside the motor driver and leaving accessible test points. Freja had written the data-logging code and marked the cable ends with yellow sleeves.

      One sleeve lay loose in the box.

      He picked it up.

      “What?” she asked.

      “The sensor lead was labelled.”

      “Perhaps the adhesive has the same attendance record as our lecturer.”

      Lukas turned the board over. A wire emerged from the wrong terminal.

      He stopped moving.

      Freja set down her mug. “Don’t connect it.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      He traced the wire with a finger held just above the insulation. The supply return had been moved onto a signal terminal. Under power, it might have destroyed the sensor input.

      “Did you change this?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Neither did I.”

      Across the room, somebody laughed. Lukas looked up too quickly. Emil stood at another bench with a broad-faced boy in a grey sweatshirt. Neither was looking at him.

      Freja leaned closer to the board.

      “The screw’s marked,” she said.

      A fresh crescent showed in the soft metal. Lukas remembered tightening it with the narrow driver from his own kit. This mark was wider.

      He felt the railway again in his shoulders: hands holding him, the certainty that whatever he did would be turned against him. He set the board down before his fingers could start shaking.

      “We can put it back,” he said.

      “Yes. After we show the instructor.”

      “It hasn’t damaged anything.”

      “That isn’t the criterion.”

      The instructor, Andersson, came over with a clipboard tucked against his stomach. Freja described what they had found. Lukas confirmed that the connection had been correct when they stored the project.

      “Are you certain?” Andersson asked.

      Lukas disliked how easily the question made him doubt his memory.

      “Yes.”

      Freja opened a photograph on her phone. She had taken it at the end of the previous session, she explained, to record the terminal positions. The yellow sleeve was visible. So was the wire in its proper place.

      Andersson bent to look.

      “Anyone could have used the cupboard,” he said.

      “That’s the difficulty,” Freja replied.

      He straightened. “I’ll note it. Correct the connection and do your checks from the beginning.”

      “Could we have a separate storage box?”

      He looked across the crowded benches, perhaps calculating space or inconvenience. Then he nodded.

      Lukas kept his eyes on the board while Freja photographed the altered terminal.

      Once Andersson moved away, he said, “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Take the photograph?”

      “Make it official.”

      She put her phone down. “Our project was altered. I’d rather not receive a failing mark for someone else’s screwdriver work.”

      He could not argue with that. It was one of the things he liked about her already: she left him room to accept help without having to name it.

      They restored the connection and began their checks. Resistance first. Supply polarity. Continuity. Freja read values aloud while he entered them on the sheet. The work steadied him, though he found himself watching reflections in the window whenever someone passed behind their bench.

      At midday he received a message from the hill.

      Seventeen-thirty. Forty minutes only. Temperature recorder. No alteration to environmental controls.

      There was no name attached. He turned the screen toward his coat before Freja could glance down.

      She noticed the movement. He saw that she noticed, and neither spoke.

      That afternoon the controller worked. The first graph was untidy, oscillating around the set point, but the measurements agreed well enough with their calculations. Freja adjusted the software while Lukas checked that the sensor was not drawing air through a loose coupling.

      At the next bench Emil was telling the boy in grey that real plant operators did not need a page of arithmetic to know when a pump was working.

      Lukas kept his head down.

      “You listen to it,” Emil said. “You feel the line. My father’s crews would laugh at this.”

      Freja pressed a key harder than necessary.

      “Don’t,” Lukas murmured.

      “I haven’t said anything.”

      He knew she had not. He was asking her not to begin something he might be unable to stop.

      She looked at him, then returned to the screen.

      At half past four he left the college by the main entrance, taking the lit road rather than the railway path. The detour cost him twenty minutes. He spent most of them being angry with himself for measuring the cost.

      By the time he reached Korpkall, frost had stiffened the scarf over his mouth.

      The service enclosure admitted him with its familiar sequence of locks. He put his phone in the opaque drawer and waited for the indicator before removing his coat.

      “You are cold,” the speaker said.

      “It’s cold outside.”

      “That was not a criticism. Sit for a minute.”

      The stool stood beside a small recording unit and a reference probe. Through the dark partition came the muted scrape of something being moved. Lukas sat, embarrassed by the relief of being told to.

      The task was simple in outline: compare the recorder with the reference at three stable temperatures, then calculate the offset. The probes belonged in a separate test block, not the house’s live system. He read the labels twice.

      “You have understood the separation?” the man asked.

      “Yes. These readings can’t change the room controls.”

      “Correct.”

      Lukas laid out his notebook. For forty minutes, the day narrowed to numbers he could check.

      The recorder’s error was not constant. It increased as the test block warmed. Lukas plotted the points, rubbed out a line, and tried again.

      “You are forcing a straight fit,” the voice said.

      “The first two points are close.”

      “The third has not agreed to be discarded.”

      He looked at it until he saw what he had been doing.

      “Could be the sensing element rather than the calibration.”

      “Could be. What would distinguish them?”

      They worked through the possibilities. The man did not praise him when he reached the answer, but asked him to write down a test that could prove it wrong.

      Lukas found that less tiring than praise.

      At the end, he checked the environmental display without touching it. The pressure remained within the marked band. No warning lights showed.

      “You need not inspect it every time you breathe,” the speaker said.

      “Dr. Hedström told me to report warnings.”

      “There are none.”

      “I can see that.”

      A silence followed. Lukas thought he had sounded rude.

      Then the man said, “Good. Record the time before you leave.”

      On the way home, his bag seemed lighter, although it held the same tools.

      Ingrid was working at the kitchen table with contour maps spread beneath her elbows. She looked up when he came in.

      “Repair work?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you eat?”

      “I’ll make something.”

      “There’s soup.”

      He warmed it without being asked again. When she returned to her maps, he set a mug of tea beside her. She touched his wrist briefly, her fingers warm from the cup.

      He went to bed before ten. This time, he slept.

      By Wednesday morning, the workshop cupboard had acquired a new padlock. Andersson carried the key on a red cord, and Group Four’s controller sat in a clear box with a numbered seal.

      It was a small change, hardly worth a glance from anyone else. Lukas stood looking at it until Freja nudged his elbow.

      “Congratulations,” she said. “Our circuit now has better housing than half the students.”

      He smiled, then checked the seal.

      Their practical assessment was scheduled for the final hour. Each group would demonstrate its rig and explain one fault condition. Lukas wanted to get through it without being noticed beyond the necessary questions.

      During the break, he went back for his notebook.

      Emil stood in the passage outside the workshop, phone pressed to his ear. Lukas slowed before the corner.

      “No,” Emil said. “They haven’t charged anyone.”

      A pause.

      “I told you. At the sidings.”

      Lukas stopped with his hand on the edge of a noticeboard.

      The voice from the phone was too thin to make out, but Emil pulled it away from his ear.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      Another pause. His free hand closed against his thigh.

      “The assessment’s this afternoon.”

      Lukas should have gone. He knew that. Instead, he stayed where he was, pinned by the discovery that Emil could sound like someone waiting for permission.

      “I’ll pass it,” Emil said. “You don’t need to call Andersson.”

      The answer came loudly enough for two words to escape the speaker.

      Always excuses.

      Emil ended the call.

      Lukas stepped forward because retreating now would be worse. Emil saw him and put the phone in his pocket.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Then keep moving.”

      Lukas passed him. His pulse had quickened, but something in the encounter would not settle into its usual shape. Emil had called it the sidings, not the railway attack. He had said no one had been charged. There had been questions, then. Lukas’s call had not simply vanished into a dispatcher’s record.

      He reached his bench and opened the notebook without reading it.

      Fear did not make Emil harmless. It only meant there were things he could lose.

      The assessment began after lunch. Andersson gathered the students around the central benches. Each rig produced its small variations on the same theme: a pump hummed, water trembled through clear hose, someone explained a graph.

      Emil’s group went before Lukas and Freja.

      Their controller drove the pump near full speed. The display showed a high flow rate, and Emil rested one hand on the bench as though presenting machinery he owned.

      “We’ve removed the unnecessary delay,” he said. “More immediate response. Better output.”

      Andersson studied the graph. “And under increased resistance?”

      “The drive compensates.”

      Emil turned the restriction valve.

      The flow dropped. The motor note rose, thin and strained.

      His partner looked at the display. “It’s adjusting.”

      “It needs a moment,” Emil said.

      Lukas watched the current reading climb. They had set no effective limit, or set it far too high. The hose shivered where it bent around the reservoir.

      Freja raised a hand, not waiting to be invited.

      “What’s your current ceiling?”

      “Within rating.”

      “Which rating? Continuous or peak?”

      Emil glanced at the supply.

      “Motor’s rated for it.”

      “The driver isn’t,” she said. “That board has no heat sink.”

      “Thanks. We know our own build.”

      Lukas saw the temperature indicator change from green to amber. He knew he could let Andersson handle it. He also knew he had spent too many hours hoping someone else would speak at the right moment.

      “The integral term is still accumulating,” he said.

      Emil looked at him.

      “What?”

      “Your controller keeps adding demand while the flow can’t reach the set point. When you open the valve, it’ll overshoot.”

      A few students shifted to see the screen.

      “It’s called having power in reserve,” Emil said.

      “No. It’s a stored control error.”

      His voice sounded quieter than he expected, but it carried.

      Emil smiled without warmth. “Read that in your little book?”

      “Show us the output command.”

      “You want to run it?”

      “I want you to stop it before the driver overheats.”

      “Enough,” Andersson said, and reached for the supply switch.

      Emil opened the valve first.

      The flow leapt. Water struck the reservoir’s far wall and splashed onto the tray. The controller cut back too late, then surged again. His partner grabbed the return hose before it could slip from its clip.

      Andersson switched off the supply.

      The pump stopped. In the sudden quiet, water dripped from the edge of the tray.

      Nobody laughed. That seemed to make Emil angrier.

      “These rigs are rubbish,” he said.

      “The rig did what you commanded,” Freja replied.

      Andersson held up a hand. “Let me ask the questions.”

      He asked Emil about saturation, then about the driver’s thermal rating. Emil answered the first vaguely and the second with the motor specification again.

      Lukas looked down. He had not wanted this much failure. He had wanted one sentence to be allowed to stand.

      “Group Four,” Andersson said eventually. “Your demonstration.”

      As they exchanged places, Emil came close enough for Lukas to smell mint on his breath.

      “Enjoy that?”

      Lukas set his notebook beside the rig.

      “No.”

      “Then shut your mouth next time.”

      His fingers rested on the cover. He could feel every student within hearing distance pretending not to hear.

      “You don’t get to decide when I speak.”

      Emil’s eyes narrowed.

      Lukas waited for his body to betray him, for the shrinking movement, the apology that would take everything back. His heart was beating hard, but his hand remained on the notebook.

      “And leave our wiring alone,” he said.

      The room seemed to contract.

      “You accusing me?”

      “I’m telling you to leave it alone.”

      “Lukas,” Andersson said sharply.

      He turned toward the instructor. “Someone moved a supply wire onto our signal input. We documented it. I’m not going to pretend it was our assembly error.”

      Andersson glanced at Emil, then at the waiting class.

      “Any further interference comes directly to me. Understood?”

      Emil stepped away.

      Lukas had no proof that he had touched the controller. He knew it, and wished he had chosen the words more carefully. Yet he could not regret all of them.

      Freja connected the supply.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      Their demonstration was not flawless. Lukas dropped the pencil, and Freja entered one wrong value before correcting it. But when she increased the restriction, the controller limited its demand. The flow settled. Lukas explained what the limit protected and what it could not fix.

      Andersson asked him to repeat the last part for the class.

      He did.

      Afterward, Freja found him at the washbasin, drying his hands on a paper towel that had already disintegrated.

      “You should have let him answer the thermal question,” she said.

      “He wasn’t answering.”

      “That was the point.”

      Lukas turned off the tap.

      “And you can’t prove he moved the wire.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you? Because saying it in front of everyone isn’t the same as reporting what we found.”

      He looked at her. There was no delight in her face, no shared triumph waiting for him.

      “I was angry,” he said.

      “Yes. Perfectly reasonable. Still not evidence.”

      He folded the wet towel into a smaller square.

      “I couldn’t keep letting him talk to me like that.”

      “You don’t have to.” Her voice softened a little. “But he wanted you frightened yesterday. Today you made him look stupid. Think about what he might want tomorrow.”

      “So I should have stayed quiet?”

      “No. I’m asking whether you have a plan beyond being right.”

      He had no answer. Outside the workshop window, snow blew along the sill in dry little streams.

      “Go home by the main road,” she said. “And if something happens, tell someone before it becomes an interesting technical problem.”

      He looked up at that.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. You sound like someone.”

      “Someone sensible, I hope.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Annoyingly.”

      She pulled on her coat. “I can live with that.”

      Lukas packed slowly. He put his notebook in the repaired bag, checked the seal on their storage box, and signed the assessment sheet beneath Freja’s name. His handwriting fitted inside the space.

      In the corridor, Emil waited beside the lockers.

      Lukas stopped far enough away that neither had to move aside. He was afraid, but the fear no longer seemed to be giving the instructions.

      Emil leaned toward him. This time his voice was only a whisper.

      “I’ve seen the boot tracks,” he said. “Going up the monster’s hill.”

      Lukas held his gaze. To his own surprise, he did not lower his head.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 7

      The Low-Frequency Emitter

      

    
    
      Emil straightened when a classroom door opened farther down the corridor. The change was small, almost courteous. He stepped aside to let Lukas pass.

      Lukas walked to the main entrance without looking back. Beyond the glass, the lamps had made shallow yellow hollows in the snow. He waited inside until other students came down the stairs, then followed them out toward the bus stop.

      It felt less like courage than choosing where to put his feet.

      At home, he wrote down what Emil had said, including the time and the place. He did not improve the words or add what he thought they meant. When he had finished, he put the paper beneath his notebook.

      Ingrid had left a saucepan on the stove and a message saying she would be late. He ate standing up, then sat down because he could hear how she would object to that. The radiator beside the table gave three dry knocks. Its upper edge felt cooler than its lower one.

      He listened until the sound stopped.

      There were ordinary explanations: air in a branch, a valve adjusting, the network recovering from the evening demand. He knew enough now to think of several. None made him forget Dr. Hedström’s warning about the house on the hill.

      The next afternoon, he took the main road to Korpkall.

      Snow had scoured the exposed slope almost bare. Beyond the last municipal lamp, grit crackled under his boots, and the town’s industrial noise changed character. The higher sounds fell away. What remained seemed to come through the soles of his feet: pumps, ore handling, the remote passage of something heavy through rock.

      At the residence he used the bell, waited for the lock, and put his phone in the opaque drawer.

      “I need to tell you something,” he said.

      “Before removing your outer clothing?”

      “Emil Larsson knows I come here.”

      The ventilation made its steady thread of sound. Lukas could not tell whether the pause belonged to the man or the machinery.

      “What, precisely, did he say?”

      Lukas repeated the sentence.

      “Has he followed you onto the property?”

      “I haven’t seen him.”

      “That is not quite the same answer.”

      “No.”

      “Have you informed anyone?”

      “I wrote it down.”

      “That is a record, not a notification.”

      Lukas kept his gloves on. He had expected anger, perhaps the withdrawal of the arrangement. Instead, the voice sounded occupied by a problem with incomplete measurements.

      “He might only be trying to frighten me,” he said.

      “He may succeed without doing anything further. You will not leave this house if anyone is waiting on the access road. You will use the intercom. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “And your mother must know where you can be reached.”

      The instruction struck closer than Lukas wanted it to.

      “She knows I repair things.”

      “Then supply the missing location.”

      Lukas looked at the drawer containing his phone. He had wanted somewhere that belonged to him alone, untouched by his mother’s tired concern. But the man behind the speaker was not asking him to surrender that place. He was asking not to be made its secret keeper.

      “I’ll tell her tonight.”

      “Very well. Leave your bag where it is. We shall use a different room.”

      A lock released beyond the amber screen.

      For a moment Lukas did not move.

      “Is it safe?”

      “The route is isolated from my quarters. Otherwise I should not have opened it.”

      He removed his coat and followed the narrow passage revealed beside the service enclosure. Its ceiling sloped downward. Amber fittings lit the floor rather than the walls, and every doorway had overlapping seals. Through one wall came a deep mechanical pulse, too regular to be footsteps.

      The passage ended in a square testing room.

      Its walls were lined with thick wedges of dark absorbent material. At the far end, a steel enclosure stood on rubber mounts, with a small inspection window and a bolted access hatch. A bench ran along the near wall. On it lay an opened instrument, its housing divided into curved sections around a dense assembly of coils, capacitors and ceramic supports.

      A speaker clicked above the bench.

      “Do not touch anything yet.”

      Lukas stopped with his hand still at his side.

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “You were considering it.”

      He had been.

      Beyond the bench, a broad window reflected the amber room. Whatever lay on its other side remained entirely dark.

      “Are you in there?”

      “Yes.”

      Lukas tried not to stare. Proximity without a visible face felt more intimate than the service enclosure had, and more difficult.

      “What is this?”

      “A low-frequency emitter and its modulation stage. The transducer assembly is inside the test enclosure. What you see on the bench is the driver.”

      “For measuring things?”

      “Among other applications.”

      On the instrument’s rim, somebody had engraved a row of alignment marks by hand. Lukas bent closer without touching. The workmanship was exact but not decorative; even the screw heads had been marked to show whether they had shifted.

      “Today,” the man said, “you will establish why the feedback signal becomes unstable under load.”

      “While it’s operating?”

      “At restricted power, into a closed test volume. You will not conduct a live-room trial.”

      Lukas looked at the steel enclosure again. Its door was secured by two separate catches.

      “What does it do outside a test volume?”

      “That depends upon frequency, pressure, duration, distance and what occupies the space. Those variables are the reason for the enclosure.”

      It was an answer that left the question standing.

      A printed sheet waited beside a meter. At the top was a sequence of shutdown instructions, followed by voltage limits and the maximum permitted exposure at the bench. Lukas read it twice.

      “The red switch interrupts the driver supply,” the man said. “It does not instantly discharge the capacitors. You will verify the residual voltage before opening the service guard.”

      “And the enclosure?”

      “Interlocked. If a catch opens, the drive stops.”

      “What happens if the interlock fails?”

      “An independent current limit remains. We test both protections before we test the instrument.”

      They did. Lukas worked slowly, stating each reading aloud. The current limiter cut the test signal where the sheet said it should. Opening either catch prevented the drive from starting. The capacitors discharged through a resistor, and he waited until the meter confirmed what the indicator claimed.

      Only then did he remove the transparent service guard.

      Underneath it, the board had the crowded, deliberate appearance of equipment designed before replacement became easier than repair. Components stood on short insulated legs. A shielded cable passed through a metal gland to the steel enclosure.

      “The drawings are in the folder,” the man said. “Revision C. Do not use the loose sheet beneath it.”

      “Why keep the wrong one?”

      “Because a change is easier to understand when its predecessor has not been thrown away.”

      Lukas found the right page. His attention settled into the familiar work of matching symbols to objects. The room grew less strange.

      For nearly half an hour they found nothing dramatic. Supply voltages held. The oscillator remained steady. Lukas checked the return cable’s continuity and recorded a resistance low enough to appear unremarkable.

      “Measure it while moving the gland,” the voice said.

      He did. The last digit flickered.

      “Again.”

      It flickered a second time, then settled.

      “That could be the probe.”

      “It could. Fix the probes in place.”

      Lukas attached clips and moved his hands clear. With one finger he eased the cable against the strain relief.

      This time the reading jumped.

      “There,” he said.

      “Do not conclude yet. Note the displacement.”

      They repeated the measurement with the cable supported, then unsupported. The fault appeared only when the cable bent toward the enclosure.

      “A conductor cracked inside the sleeve?”

      “Possibly. We require its behaviour under a signal before deciding.”

      Lukas replaced the guard. The man set the power ceiling from the dark room, and Lukas brought the driver up in the prescribed steps.

      A trace spread across the small display: the outgoing waveform above, the return below. At first both looked clean. As the load increased, a narrow distortion appeared on the lower line.

      He leaned forward.

      Something gave a sharp, thin whistle.

      It was brief enough that he could not locate it. The floor seemed to slope beneath his right foot. He reached for the bench and missed its edge before catching it with his forearm.

      “Red switch.”

      The voice was louder, not hurried.

      Lukas struck the switch with the heel of his hand.

      The trace collapsed. He stood gripping the bench, sickened by the conviction that his body was still moving.

      “Stay where you are. Look at the fixed mark above the display.”

      There was a black cross on the amber wall. He fixed his eyes on it.

      “Did you strike your head?”

      “No.”

      “Any change in hearing?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Do not guess. Is either ear muffled?”

      Lukas swallowed. The movement made his stomach turn.

      “No.”

      “Sit down. The stool is directly behind your left leg.”

      He lowered himself carefully. The room stayed level now, but his hands had begun to shake.

      For several seconds neither of them spoke. Somewhere behind the wall, a relay clicked twice.

      “The monitoring system recorded a transient outside the test enclosure,” the man said. “The level fell immediately when you stopped the driver.”

      “What was it?”

      “An unintended return through the assembly. The audible whistle was not the principal output.”

      Lukas kept his eyes on the cross.

      At the railway there had been a sound he could never quite recover: a pressure in the head, a thin edge of noise swallowed by wind. He remembered Emil falling without putting his hands out. He remembered trying to stand.

      His fingers tightened beneath the stool.

      “Can this make somebody lose their balance?”

      A pause.

      “At sufficient exposure, some acoustic fields can interfere with balance. They can also damage hearing and tissue. There is nothing harmless about an instrument merely because its intended effect is temporary.”

      “Is that what just happened?”

      “A brief disturbance is consistent with your symptoms. We shall not treat consistency as certainty. Tell me immediately if the nausea worsens.”

      Lukas turned toward the dark window. His reflection looked pale in the amber light.

      “Was there something like this at the railway?”

      The ventilation seemed suddenly very loud.

      “You were frightened and injured at the railway,” the man said. “Your recollection cannot identify an apparatus.”

      “I didn’t ask whether my recollection could.”

      “No.”

      The single word left no useful direction in which to push.

      Lukas looked back at the opened driver. It was too large for the thing he half remembered, unless the housing meant nothing, unless there were other versions. Already he was arranging unknowns around a conclusion he wanted.

      “You could tell me I’m wrong.”

      “I could say many things that would not improve your evidence.”

      Anger cleared a little of the nausea.

      “Everything becomes evidence when you don’t want to answer.”

      “Not everything. Your safety, for example, is my responsibility in this room. I permitted a test before we had adequately isolated the fault.”

      The admission stopped him.

      Behind the window there was a faint scrape, then the man spoke again.

      “We shall discontinue the powered work.”

      Lukas tested the steadiness of his hands against his knees.

      “For tonight?”

      “Unless you require medical assistance.”

      He did not want the room to close around that last question. He also did not want to pretend he felt better in order to earn permission.

      “I need a few minutes,” he said. “Then I’d like to understand what happened. Without switching it on.”

      “That is reasonable.”

      The man had him describe the symptoms once more, then asked him to remain seated while they examined the stored traces. A cursor moved across the display under control from the other room.

      The outgoing signal had stayed within its limit. The return had not. A small discontinuity preceded a rapidly growing oscillation, followed by the cutoff Lukas had made.

      “What should the feedback do?” the man asked.

      “Measure the movement and correct the drive.”

      “Correct in which direction?”

      “Oppose the error.”

      “And if the return arrives sufficiently late?”

      Lukas studied the graph.

      “It pushes when it should be pulling back.”

      “Or drives harder when it should reduce. The distinction between correction and reinforcement is partly a matter of phase.”

      He knew that from circuits. Seeing his own loss of balance attached to the shape of a line made the knowledge less comfortable.

      “The bad connection changed the feedback?”

      “It introduced an intermittent reference. The controller responded to a signal that no longer represented the transducer reliably.”

      “And the enclosure didn’t contain it.”

      “Low frequencies are difficult to contain. The enclosure reduces transmission; it does not abolish it. The assembly also coupled mechanically through its supports. We allowed an unstable condition to persist too long.”

      “We?”

      “I selected the test.”

      Lukas let that remain.

      The nausea receded. He stood only after saying he intended to, and walked a few steps along the bench. His legs felt ordinary again. That ordinariness was a relief he would have been embarrassed to explain.

      They made no further powered tests of the emitter.

      Instead, following the discharge procedure, Lukas disconnected the driver from the transducer cable. The man directed him to a dummy load in a vented metal box beneath the bench. Here the electrical energy would become heat rather than sound.

      “Can we learn enough from that?”

      “Enough to repair the modulation stage. Not enough to certify the whole instrument.”

      The distinction pleased him, though he was still angry.

      With the circuit safely isolated, he opened the cable gland. The shield braid had been clamped badly beneath its collar. Several strands had broken; the remaining ones held contact only at a particular angle.

      The repair was not impressive. He trimmed the damaged section, fitted a new termination and secured the cable so that its weight could not pull against the connection. His hands had recovered their precision, but he checked each movement before making the next.

      When he finished, the man asked him to inspect the second termination as well.

      “That one wasn’t failing.”

      “The same person may have assembled both.”

      Lukas glanced toward the window.

      “Was it you?”

      “Yes.”

      He inspected the second termination.

      It was sound.

      The driver’s feedback loop had to be set again from the beginning. On the dummy load, they could introduce a small, known test signal and watch what returned without filling the room with acoustic energy. The man gave him the first values, then waited while he calculated the adjustment.

      “Convert the delay to phase,” the voice said.

      Lukas wrote on the paper beside the instrument. Frequency, time, a full cycle expressed in degrees. He checked the units.

      “Twenty-seven degrees at this point.”

      “And at twice the frequency?”

      “Fifty-four.”

      “So a single correction cannot serve the entire band.”

      He looked again at the three adjustment controls.

      “The stages overlap.”

      “They must. Otherwise the cure becomes another discontinuity.”

      The work required more patience than force. Lukas altered one value, recorded the response, then returned to the baseline before touching another. At first he overshot. His instinct was to chase the cleanest-looking trace, but each improvement at one frequency spoiled something farther along.

      “Do not optimize the picture,” the man said. “Maintain the margin.”

      Lukas stopped turning the control.

      On the third pass he began to understand the behaviour rather than merely follow the numbers. The rising edge of instability appeared before the trace broke into visible oscillation. He could see it in the way the return approached the drive, in the narrowing allowance between what the circuit expected and what it received.

      He reduced the gain before the man told him to.

      “Why?”

      “Because another adjustment would hide the problem at this point and make it worse above it.”

      “Proceed.”

      The word carried more approval than praise would have.

      Beyond the window, something hissed softly. Lukas remembered the ventilation work, the medical parcel, the need for heat. A man could build an instrument capable of upsetting another body and still depend upon a fan, a seal, a temperature that must not fall.

      He wondered how long the resident had been working alone before Lukas arrived. Long enough, perhaps, to have no one beside him to ask whether the second termination should be checked.

      “Did you ever have an assistant?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      “The work ended.”

      Lukas waited, but no more came.

      He returned to the trace. For once the refusal did not feel aimed entirely at him.

      By the time the calibration held across the permitted band, the sheet beside his elbow was crowded with numbers. He had crossed out two errors with single lines so they remained readable. His father used to do that on shopping lists and measurements alike: leave the mistake visible, otherwise you would make it again.

      The memory arrived without the road, without the telephone call that had split the day in two.

      He rested his pencil.

      “Something wrong?” the man asked.

      “No. I remembered someone.”

      The speaker remained quiet.

      Lukas was grateful not to be asked whom.

      They tested the shutdown once more on the dummy load. Then the man removed his remote inputs and told Lukas to establish the operating conditions himself.

      He read the limits, set the current ceiling, selected the test band and brought the modulation up from zero. At each stage he checked the measured response against the expected one. When the return began to drift, he stopped, identified which setting he had changed too quickly, and started again.

      This time the trace settled.

      “Introduce the simulated delay,” the voice said.

      Lukas selected it from the test panel. The return shifted.

      He calculated the correction, applied it in two small increments and checked the remaining margin. No whistle came. The dummy load’s casing warmed beneath its warning label.

      “Hold.”

      He watched the readings for a full minute.

      “Now reduce the output without interrupting the carrier.”

      Lukas did so.

      “And shut down.”

      He followed the sequence through to the residual-voltage check. Only then did he take his hand from the panel.

      The room felt larger than it had before.

      “You can operate the modulator,” the man said. “Within the conditions we have established. That does not authorize you to connect an emitter or alter the limits.”

      “I understand.”

      “Explain the stop condition.”

      “An uncommanded rise in the return, loss of reference, or disagreement between the independent monitors. I stop. I don’t try to tune through it.”

      “And if you are uncertain?”

      “I stop.”

      There was a quiet click from the other side of the glass. A printer at the end of the bench fed out a narrow calibration record.

      Lukas signed beneath the measurements and set the pencil down.

      He was reaching to put the guard back when a mild tremor passed through the floor. The suspended lamp quivered. A washer on the bench moved against a screw with a faint metallic tick.

      Lukas held still, one hand resting on the inert modulator.

      From the dark control room came the sound of another panel opening.

      “That was not this apparatus,” the man said.

      Below Korpkall, through the granite foundations, the geothermal pumps beat unevenly.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 8

      Underground Faults

      

    
    
      By the time Lukas retrieved his phone from the opaque drawer, three messages from his mother had arrived.

      The first said she would be late. The second asked whether there was bread in the freezer. The third, sent eleven minutes after the tremor, said only: Stay inside tonight. Roads being checked.

      He stood in the vestibule with his coat half fastened.

      “Has something happened at the plant?”

      “An interruption in circulation,” the voice replied. “Its cause is not yet established.”

      “Could it affect the houses?”

      “All interruptions affect the houses eventually.”

      Lukas looked toward the inner door. The answer had been factual, not evasive, but it left too much room around the word eventually.

      “My mother works there.”

      “Then go home by the residential road. Not the service cutting.”

      He wanted to ask how the man knew which roads would be checked. Instead he finished fastening his coat. Behind him, a relay clicked and a ventilation fan changed speed.

      “Do you have drawings of what’s under the hill?”

      “Older survey plans. They would not tell you what happened tonight.”

      The outer lock released.

      Outside, the cold steadied his stomach. Whatever disturbance the instrument had left in him was nearly gone. The deeper uneasiness remained.

      On the walk home he passed two municipal vehicles standing across the service cutting. Their amber lights revolved without sirens. Beyond them, a narrow plume rose from somewhere behind the workshops, pale in the floodlights and torn sideways by the wind. Steam, probably. He could not judge its size against the darkness.

      He kept to the residential road.

      At the cabin, the kitchen radiator was lukewarm.

      He held his hand over it, then touched the return pipe near the floor. Cooler still. He knew nothing about the usual temperature drop at that hour. Until tonight, he had never thought to check.

      He put bread out to thaw and heated soup.

      Ingrid returned after ten with grey grit frozen around the soles of her boots. She set her work bag on a chair rather than carrying it to the bedroom. Her movements had the careful economy he recognized from the weeks after the funeral: nothing wasted, nothing allowed to stop completely.

      “Did you eat?”

      “I waited.”

      “You shouldn’t have.”

      “I had toast.”

      She accepted the compromise without believing it. When she bent to undo her boots, one hand stayed on the wall.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “A pump tripped. We’re checking the consequences.”

      “The road was closed.”

      “There was ice near a vent outlet.”

      “And the shaking?”

      Her hand stopped on a lace.

      “You felt that here?”

      “On the hill road.”

      It was not quite an answer. He disliked how easily it came.

      “A pressure transient,” she said. “It sounded worse through the rock.”

      “You didn’t hear where I was.”

      “Lukas.”

      She straightened too quickly and shut her eyes for a moment. He moved toward her, but she held up a hand.

      “I stood in a tunnel for four hours. Let me get warm before we interrogate each other.”

      He stepped back.

      She washed her hands twice, watching the water run over them. At the table she ate several spoonfuls of soup before apparently remembering its taste.

      “It’s good.”

      “It’s from a carton.”

      “You chose an excellent carton.”

      He tried to smile. She tried too. Neither attempt lasted.

      Her phone vibrated beside the bread. She read the message with the spoon still in her hand.

      “Do you have to go back?”

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “They have enough people there.”

      That did not answer his question. He watched her put the phone face down.

      For a few minutes they ate in the quiet, accompanied by the radiator’s small intermittent ticks. Then Ingrid asked about college. He told her the controller board was still working and that Freja had argued with Andersson over the marking scheme.

      “Did she win?”

      “She made him check.”

      “That can be better.”

      Her eyes had begun closing between sentences.

      “Go to bed,” he said. “I’ll do these.”

      “I need a shower first. There’s tunnel dust everywhere.”

      She rose, taking the phone but leaving her bag. A corner of a folded chart protruded beside a thermos. Across it, in heavy print, he could read Borehole 4.

      He had seen the designation before, on the project noticeboard in the college foyer. A successful connection between deep extraction and municipal heat exchange. There had been a photograph of clean pipework, a ribbon, people smiling in hard hats.

      Ingrid paused at the kitchen doorway.

      “If the radiators cool a little, leave the valves alone. They’re balancing the network.”

      “Is that why this one’s cold?”

      “It isn’t cold.”

      “Cooler, then.”

      “Yes.”

      She waited, as if she might say more. Then the bathroom door closed.

      Lukas cleared the table. He rinsed both bowls, wiped the spill beside her place and put the bread away. Water began running through the shower pipes.

      The chart remained in her bag.

      He dried his hands slowly.

      There was a difference between noticing something left in view and taking it out. He knew precisely where that difference lay. He crossed it anyway.

      The folded sheet opened across most of the table. Several printouts lay inside: temperature trends, a simplified circulation diagram and an event list with handwritten times in the margin. Nothing carried a restriction stamp, which was not the same as permission.

      He found the evening’s pump trip near the bottom of the event list.

      The tremor had come after a sequence of pressure alarms, not before.

      He leaned closer.

      The extraction loop was pressurized to keep its hot water liquid. Heat passed through exchangers into the separate district circuit. A branch led toward a buffer vessel and a pressure-management assembly in an older peripheral tunnel. He traced the branch with one finger, stopping before he touched a damp spot on the paper.

      The pressure graph rose in three shallow steps during the afternoon. Each rise should have been followed by a response from the control system. The valve-position trace showed exactly that: open, hold, close.

      The pressure did not fall.

      Beside the graph Ingrid had written: Verify actual travel.

      He checked the units twice. These were not temperatures, and the vertical scale did not begin at zero. The rise looked worse than it was. He made himself account for that before looking again.

      It was still a rise.

      At the pump trip, the line climbed sharply, then broke off at the edge of the printed interval. A second sheet showed a brief loss of circulation and an abrupt increase in temperature downstream of the extraction header.

      He could not tell whether the hot fluid had flashed into steam. He could tell why someone would have been worried that it might.

      In the bathroom, the shower stopped.

      He folded the circulation diagram, then hesitated. He needed more than a memory of lines. Using his phone, he photographed the pressure plot, its legend and the date along the bottom. He did not photograph the page listing personnel.

      His hands felt clumsy as he returned everything to the bag.

      Ingrid emerged in a wool sweater, her hair dark and wet at the temples.

      “Still washing up?”

      “Nearly.”

      Her gaze went to the table, then to him. He thought she must have seen the chart’s fold sitting differently.

      “Don’t stay up too late.”

      “You either.”

      She put a hand on his shoulder as she passed. It was warm, as always. He remained beside the sink until her bedroom door closed.

      Then he opened the photographs.

      At 17:42, the indicated valve had opened almost completely.

      For the next forty seconds, upstream pressure had continued to climb.

      ***

      In the morning, the kitchen window had frozen white along its lower edge.

      Ingrid was already dressed when Lukas came in. Her thermos stood beside a fresh cup of coffee. She had spread no papers on the table.

      “Did they find the problem?”

      “They found several things to check.”

      “Was the valve moving?”

      She looked up.

      For a moment he considered pretending he meant the radiator.

      “Which valve?”

      “The one in the peripheral tunnel.”

      Her expression changed without becoming angry.

      “What did you read?”

      “Some charts. Last night.”

      “You went through my work bag?”

      “Yes.”

      “Lukas.”

      “I shouldn’t have.”

      “No, you shouldn’t.”

      He sat opposite her. Admitting it had not made the pressure trace disappear.

      “The position says it opened. The pressure says nothing happened.”

      “You don’t have the operating context.”

      “Then tell me.”

      She rubbed a finger along the handle of her mug.

      “A pressure curve alone does not identify a failed component. The sensor might be wrong. A branch might be isolated. A command might have been logged before the actuator moved.”

      “Your note said to verify actual travel.”

      “You read rather more than some charts.”

      He looked down.

      She took a breath, letting it out through her nose.

      “We had a transient during a pump changeover. The safeguards contained it. There will be inspections before we restore full output.”

      “What happens if the safeguards don’t contain the next one?”

      “That is why we inspect them.”

      Her phone sounded. She glanced at it and stood.

      He wanted to stop her, but could think only of questions that sounded like accusations.

      At the door she turned back.

      “Please don’t pass this around. An incomplete chart becomes a very complete rumour here.”

      “I’m not trying to start a rumour.”

      “I know.”

      She said it gently enough to hurt.

      After she left, Lukas stood by the radiator again. It was warmer than it had been the night before. Outside, a maintenance van moved slowly along the row of cabins.

      He could have deleted the photographs. Instead he checked that the date and units were readable.

      At college, Freja found him looking at them before the first practical.

      “You’ve either discovered a fault or received a very disappointing message.”

      He locked the screen.

      “A fault, I think.”

      “Those are usually more interesting.”

      He did not smile.

      She set down her bag. “How bad?”

      “I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

      He told her about the tremor, the cold radiator and the pressure chart. He said he had copied it from his mother’s work papers. He did not mention Korpkall.

      Freja’s face lost its amusement.

      “Does she know you have it?”

      “She knows I read it.”

      “That wasn’t my question.”

      “No.”

      “Then we’re not uploading it anywhere.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “And I’m not declaring the plant defective because your heating went down for an hour.”

      “I’m asking you to look at the pattern.”

      She held out her hand.

      They used a vacant bench at the back of the laboratory. Freja enlarged the graph, then reduced it again to see the whole page.

      “This is a printout of a historian export?”

      “I think so.”

      “What’s the sampling interval?”

      “Two seconds.”

      “For all channels?”

      He pointed to the legend.

      She studied it. “Maybe. Or the software drew everything on a two-second grid. That doesn’t mean every instrument updated then.”

      He had not thought of that.

      She borrowed his pencil and wrote three headings on the back of a discarded worksheet: pressure, command, position.

      “These are three different claims,” she said. “Controller asked it to open. Actuator reported open. Fluid behaved as though something stayed shut. We need to know what ‘position’ actually measures.”

      “The valve stem?”

      “Possibly. Possibly only the motor shaft. People label things optimistically.”

      She moved through the other photographs.

      “The independent pressure switch also changed state.”

      “Yes.”

      “That makes one bad analogue sensor less likely. Not impossible.”

      “And the temperature rose.”

      “Which could fit reduced flow. It could fit other things too.”

      He heard impatience entering his voice. “Everything could be something else.”

      “Until we rule it out.”

      She put the phone down between them.

      “I believe you’ve found a discrepancy. I don’t know whether you’ve found a dangerous valve, a misleading display or a missing page. Those aren’t interchangeable.”

      Beyond the bench, someone dropped a spanner. Lukas flinched at the flat crack against concrete.

      Freja noticed, but did not comment.

      “What can we compare it with?” she asked.

      He thought of the college’s project archive, where students had been given selected commissioning records for coursework.

      “Would the demonstration dataset include this branch?”

      “An older run might.”

      She logged into a laboratory terminal with her own account and opened the teaching folder. Several minutes passed while they searched drawings and channel lists. The folder contained no live access, only dated copies with equipment names shortened for exercises.

      They found the buffer branch in a commissioning plot from the previous month.

      The recorded pressure had fallen shortly after the reported valve opening. Not instantly, but visibly.

      Freja placed the two images side by side.

      “There,” he said.

      “Yes. That’s a useful comparison.”

      “How useful?”

      “Useful enough to ask the operator for the original data and an explanation. Not useful enough to tell anyone what caused it.”

      She checked the drawing revision and wrote it down.

      “What about the rise before the pump trip?” he asked.

      They returned to his photograph. Under steady extraction temperature, each pressure peak ended slightly higher than the last.

      Freja followed the line without speaking.

      “Look at the intervals,” Lukas said.

      “I am.”

      “Shorter.”

      “Yes.”

      He waited while she marked the times. She did the subtraction twice.

      “If these operating conditions really were steady, pressure was recovering faster after each attempted correction.”

      “Because less fluid was getting through?”

      “Possibly. We need the flow channel.”

      “I don’t have it.”

      “Then that’s our next question, not our conclusion.”

      Andersson called for them to clear the bench for the practical. Freja logged out.

      Before they separated, she stopped Lukas with a hand on his sleeve.

      “Don’t go looking for the valve.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “You were looking at the tunnel diagram.”

      He could not deny it.

      “There’s hot pressurized water down there,” she said. “A correct theory won’t make you safe beside a bad flange.”

      “I know.”

      “Good. Tell your mother what you copied. Ask her to preserve the source data. If somebody has done something wrong, a photograph without provenance is a gift to them.”

      He looked at her.

      “Somebody?”

      “If,” she said. “Keep that word.”

      ***

      He spent the afternoon making mistakes he would usually have caught.

      He reversed two leads on a training circuit, noticed before applying power, and corrected them while Freja watched without offering reassurance. Later he wrote a resistance value in the wrong column. The work remained simple. His attention would not stay with it.

      At the lockers, Emil stood with one of the boys from the railway.

      Lukas saw them before they saw him and slowed. He hated that small calculation: distance to the exit, staff still nearby, whether taking another corridor would look like fear.

      Emil’s gaze settled on him.

      “Your mother fixing the heating?”

      Lukas kept his bag against his side.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe she should. My father had calls all night.”

      The other boy laughed, though there had been no joke.

      Lukas looked past them toward the glass doors. Beyond, wind pushed loose snow across the steps.

      “Let him go,” Freja said behind him. “We’re already late.”

      Emil shifted just enough to make the passage narrow.

      Lukas went through without touching him.

      Outside, he waited until the doors shut.

      “Did you hear what he said?”

      “Yes. That his father received calls. Half the town probably did.”

      “He knew about the heating.”

      “Half the town has radiators.”

      He stopped walking.

      Freja turned toward him, her red braids lifting in the wind.

      “What happened to you at the railway matters,” she said quietly. “It doesn’t make every fault in Malmvik his fault.”

      “I didn’t say it did.”

      “You looked as though you needed it to be.”

      That was unfair, he thought. Then he remembered how quickly the possibility had taken shape: Emil with access through his father’s crews, Emil boasting about knowing a line by feel, Emil enjoying the prospect of something going wrong.

      Possibility was not evidence. He had needed Freja to say so, and resented needing it.

      “I’ll talk to her,” he said.

      “Properly?”

      “Yes.”

      She nodded and pulled her scarf over her mouth.

      He watched her take the path toward the bus shelter, then walked home with his hands empty in his pockets. He had left the small mechanical part he usually carried on the kitchen shelf. Without it, his fingers kept closing on nothing.

      ***

      Ingrid came home before seven. For a few seconds Lukas felt relieved by the simple fact of seeing her arrive.

      Then she stepped inside, and he saw she was carrying her hard hat.

      There was a fresh white scrape across one side.

      “What happened?”

      “Caught it on a low support.”

      “Were you underneath when—”

      “Nothing fell on me.”

      She put it on the bench beneath the coat hooks.

      He had rehearsed how to begin. Everything he had prepared sounded dishonest now.

      “I photographed the charts.”

      She did not move.

      “I showed Freja the graphs. Not the personnel sheet. We compared them with a commissioning record in the teaching archive.”

      “You had no right.”

      “I know.”

      “You cannot take working documents and circulate them because you’re frightened.”

      “I showed one person who understood them better than I did.”

      “That does not make them yours.”

      He let the rebuke stand. The cabin fan hummed above the cooker. Somewhere in the wall, a pipe expanded with a dull knock.

      “Did the valve actually move?” he asked.

      Ingrid took off her coat, folded it over the chair, then put it back on the hook. He watched the unnecessary correction.

      “Not far enough.”

      The answer was so quiet he almost missed it.

      He drew out the chair for her. After a moment, she sat.

      “Freja said the position signal might come from the actuator rather than the stem.”

      “It does.”

      “So it said open while the valve stayed nearly shut.”

      “Yes.”

      “What stopped it?”

      Ingrid looked toward the window. There was nothing to see except their kitchen reflected in the glass.

      “A mechanical travel stop had been altered.”

      “By accident?”

      “No.”

      He sat opposite her.

      She pressed her hands together on the table.

      “Tell me exactly what you’ve shared.”

      He did. The photographs, the comparison, the shorter intervals. He repeated Freja’s cautions, including the one about provenance.

      When he finished, Ingrid held out her hand for the phone.

      She examined each photograph.

      “You missed the flow sheet.”

      “I know.”

      “And the relief assembly has two secondary valves, not one.”

      “Was the other working?”

      Her thumb stopped against the screen.

      “They found the same alteration on the second unit this afternoon.”

      The room seemed to draw tight around the table.

      “Someone did both?”

      “The locknuts were backed off and the stops advanced. Inspection marks no longer aligned. That requires tools. It is not vibration, and it is not ice.”

      “Who?”

      “We don’t know. It could have been an unauthorized adjustment rather than an attempt to cause harm. Maintenance records are being secured.”

      “But someone tampered with them.”

      “Yes.”

      He had wanted confirmation all day. Now it made him colder than uncertainty had.

      “Were those the only things keeping the pressure down?”

      “No. There are independent relief devices at the main header. Don’t turn this into a system with one defence.”

      “But the pump trip still happened.”

      “A restriction increased the differential pressure. The trip protected the equipment.”

      “And if it happens again?”

      “We’ve limited output.”

      “That isn’t an answer.”

      “It is part of one.”

      Her voice sharpened. Then she lowered it.

      “Lukas, I’m trying to give you an accurate answer while I’m still waiting for accurate answers myself.”

      He looked at the scrape on her hard hat.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because you’ve had enough to be afraid of.”

      The words stopped him.

      She looked tired beyond the reach of sleep. He wondered how much she had noticed without asking, how many things each of them had decided the other could not bear.

      “Not knowing where you are doesn’t make me less afraid,” he said.

      Ingrid covered her eyes briefly.

      “No. I suppose it doesn’t.”

      He waited until she lowered her hand.

      “Can we report what we found? The comparison, I mean. Properly.”

      She nodded.

      Together they wrote an account of which sheets he had copied and when. Ingrid added the source reference from her work system and sent the comparison to the engineering review address, identifying it as an observation, not a diagnosis. His name and Freja’s went beneath it.

      Once it was sent, Lukas felt exposed. He also knew he could no longer pretend he had merely glanced at a chart.

      Ingrid called the duty engineer from the bedroom. He heard only fragments through the door: independent channel; revised restriction; peripheral branch.

      When she returned, he asked, “Are they taking the damaged valves out of service?”

      “They’re isolating that assembly.”

      “Then where does the expansion flow go?”

      “To a temporary path through the old buffer connection.”

      She saw his expression.

      “They’re checking its capacity.”

      “Using which plans?”

      “The latest available.”

      “Available isn’t the same as correct.”

      “No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

      She reached for her bag. This time she opened the diagram herself.

      The temporary route ran through the peripheral workings and disappeared into a shaded section marked as an existing connection. No internal dimensions appeared there. A note referred to an earlier survey.

      Ingrid tapped it once.

      “This is what we’re trying to verify.”

      Lukas stared at the line. The repeated pressure rises, the narrowing intervals, the restricted valves: the system had already been struggling at the evening’s load. Outside, the thermometer beside the window read twenty-nine below. The forecast on Ingrid’s phone showed colder weather coming.

      They had reduced heat production because a pressure-management path had failed, and the replacement path depended on a connection they could not yet size with confidence. If demand forced output upward before that was resolved, the next pump trip might not leave them enough time. A main relief discharge could protect the plant and still take away the heat the town needed to survive.

      He was no longer wondering whether there was a dangerous fault. It was there, beneath the cabins, beneath the college and its lit windows, with people trying to contain it using incomplete drawings.

      He remembered the voice at Korpkall: older survey plans.

      Lukas stayed beside his mother while she checked the drawing reference, but his decision was made. He would take the unresolved connection to the man on the hill. Before the next rise in pressure, he needed to know what had actually been drilled beneath Malmvik.
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      Lukas wrote the drawing reference on the back of an envelope while Ingrid searched the project archive. Beneath it he copied the revision date, the estimated flow, and the pressure limit marked on the temporary connection. He left a space beside the diameter. An empty box seemed more honest than a guess.

      “I know someone who may have an older survey,” he said.

      Ingrid looked up from her laptop. “Someone at the college?”

      “No. Someone who has worked with the old equipment.”

      He could hear how evasive that sounded. She could, too.

      “Ask for the document reference and the survey date,” she said. “Nothing gets operated because an old drawing looks convincing.”

      “I know.”

      “And Lukas—only material they’re entitled to share.”

      He nodded. She returned to the archive, rubbing the bridge of her nose beneath her glasses.

      In the small entrance hall he called Korpkall. The number had become familiar to his fingers without becoming less strange to use. He listened to three measured pulses, then the dry click of a connection.

      “The temporary buffer route,” he said. “I have its reference. They’re checking the capacity, but the drawing sends them back to an earlier survey.”

      “Read it.”

      Lukas did.

      For several seconds he heard only the faint movement of air through the man’s filter.

      “Bring the sheet. No plant access credentials. No material unrelated to that circuit.”

      “My mother says it would have to be verified.”

      “Your mother is correct.”

      That agreement steadied him more than reassurance would have done.

      He took a printout Ingrid had marked for technical review, rather than anything from her restricted work folders. Before leaving, he told her where he was going: to ask about records at Korpkall. She lowered her hand from the laptop.

      “Up the hill?”

      “Yes.”

      A question gathered in her expression. He waited for it.

      “Call me when you’re coming down,” she said at last. “And don’t let someone’s certainty become yours.”

      Outside, loose snow travelled along the road in white threads. The cold tightened the stitching in his repaired bag and made the strap creak against his shoulder. Below the hill, the plant’s red obstruction lights stood above a low cloud of vapour. He watched them between the trees as he climbed. For the first time he imagined the heat under the town as a set of routes that could be mistaken: a narrow passage on a page, an assumed connection, a missing measurement.

      Dr. Hedström opened the outer door before he reached the bell.

      “You have a telephone,” she said. “Good. Save yourself the climb next time you want to deliver a rumour.”

      “It’s a drawing.”

      “Marginally better.”

      She stepped aside. A folded medical bag stood on the bench, its handles clipped together. She wore a heavy cardigan over her scrubs; her coat hung nearby, still dusted with unmelted snow.

      Lukas followed the familiar procedure with his phone and outer clothes. When the door had sealed, she held out her hand for the paper.

      “Your mother knows you’re here?”

      “Yes.”

      “All of it?”

      “Where I am.”

      She studied him over her reading glasses, then took the printout.

      The inner speaker clicked.

      “Place it under the document camera, please.”

      A broad amber display lit the wall beside the service hatch. It had been dark on his earlier visits, an inert rectangle he had taken for another shutter. Beneath it stood a shallow desk with a lamp and a camera on an articulated arm. No tools waited there.

      Hedström laid the drawing flat. The image appeared overhead, pale lines on brown-black ground. A cursor moved towards the shaded peripheral connection and stopped.

      “Who selected this route?” the man asked.

      “I don’t know. The damaged assembly is being isolated. This is the temporary alternative.”

      “Has it been opened?”

      “Not at full output. That’s what they’re checking.”

      “An important distinction.”

      A second display came on. Lukas saw a scanned survey sheet with fold marks dark enough to resemble additional galleries. The scale was handwritten. At one edge a date ended in 1989.

      The man enlarged the lower corner, leaving the title block outside the visible area.

      “Your drawing combines two stages of construction,” he said. “The proposed route is solid. The completed work is dashed.”

      Lukas leaned closer. “That’s the reverse of the legend on the current sheet.”

      “Yes.”

      Hedström pulled out the chair with her foot. “Sit before you fall into the screen.”

      He sat. On the older survey, the line through the peripheral workings ended at a hatched rectangle. Beyond it, a thinner line continued towards the buffer shaft.

      “Was that section never installed?”

      “Not in the form shown. A smaller connection was retained for flushing and sampling. It was not intended to carry the full expansion flow.”

      “Then the temporary path won’t take it.”

      “You cannot conclude that from a picture alone. Read the dimensions.”

      Lukas found the bore measurement. It was less than half the diameter assumed in Ingrid’s sheet. He checked the scale, then read it again.

      The man put a calculation pane beside the survey. He entered the two diameters and left the result between them.

      “Cross-sectional area,” he said.

      “Less than a quarter.”

      “Before you account for length, roughness, fittings, and the actual condition of the passage.”

      Lukas thought of Ingrid at the cabin, searching for a number that existed here in a room kept dark enough to protect a stranger’s eyes.

      “They need this now.”

      “They need a traceable copy and a warning that the installation must be checked.”

      “Then let me send it.”

      The cursor went still.

      For a moment Lukas feared he had asked too quickly. He saw how much of the old sheet remained outside the crop: signatures, institutional stamps, perhaps the answer to every question the man refused.

      “I only need the dimensions,” he said. “And enough reference information for them to find it.”

      “You need enough information for them to trust it,” the man replied. “That is not quite the same thing.”

      Hedström put her medical bag on the floor. She did not appear ready to leave.

      “Give him the engineering evidence,” she said.

      A low mechanical hum came through the wall. Another file opened.

      The title occupied a broad strip across its first page.

      PROJECT HESPERUS.

      Below it, in smaller type, were the words Arctic Physiological Adaptation Programme.

      Lukas looked from the screen to the manual protruding from his bag. The little word in its margin had ceased to be a manufacturer’s mark.

      “This was a research station.”

      “It was the monitoring and control building,” the man said. “The principal laboratory was below the eastern works.”

      “Physiological adaptation?”

      “Reducing injury under extreme cold, prolonged darkness, and industrial exertion. Peripheral circulation. Metabolic stability. Assisted rehabilitation for damaged limbs. Several programmes shared facilities.”

      Hedström settled against the desk, arms folded.

      “People came in with hands they could no longer close,” she said. “The work had practical reasons.”

      Lukas pictured the miners he passed at the bus shelter: their stiff fingers around paper cups, their shoulders set against pain as well as weather. He had imagined secret machinery as something apart from ordinary life. The title on the screen made it sound almost modest. Work intended to help a body keep doing what a town required of it.

      “How does that connect to the heating circuit?”

      “Shared infrastructure. Heat exchange, cooling, pressure management. The underground plant was rebuilt more than once. Later drawings simplified what the draughtsmen no longer understood.”

      The cursor moved. Thick black bars covered a row of names before the next page opened.

      Lukas noticed. He made himself look at the pipework instead.

      The diagram showed two loops separated by a heat exchanger. One carried the laboratory process fluid. The other removed heat through a buried water circuit connected to a buffer vessel and a controlled discharge route. The old peripheral passage appeared again, this time as a service line, unmistakably small.

      “The research process produced considerable waste heat,” the man said. “The facility recovered what it could. The original buffer arrangement was designed around more than one independent path.”

      “And one of those became the town’s connection?”

      “Part of it. Buildings are replaced more readily than buried pipes.”

      A highlighted outline enclosed a valve bank. Lukas traced its position against the modern drawing and felt a small tightening beneath his ribs. The current primary purge assembly occupied almost the same place.

      “What happened to the laboratory?”

      The speaker carried a breath, then silence.

      Hedström removed her glasses. “That isn’t necessary for the capacity calculation.”

      “No,” the man said. “It is necessary for the provenance.”

      A procurement sheet replaced the diagram. Most of its dense columns meant nothing to Lukas until the man enlarged three consecutive entries. Each contained a specification, a proposed substitution, and an approval stamp.

      An independent standby supply had been deferred.

      A corrosion-resistant valve lining had been replaced with a cheaper material.

      Two separate cooling feeds had been joined to a common supply header.

      Lukas read the entries twice. The language was so mild that he almost missed what it described. Reliability adjustment. Consolidated maintenance. Acceptable operational economy.

      “They removed the independence.”

      “They retained it in the operating assumptions,” the man said.

      Lukas looked towards the opaque partition. “They changed the hardware but kept calculating as if the safeguards were there?”

      “Correct.”

      There was no satisfaction in the answer. The filtered voice sounded thinner now, each word carefully placed.

      The next page was a maintenance request. A technician had reported sticking movement in a return valve. A second note recorded deposits found during inspection. Replacement had been recommended before the next extended run.

      A stamped response postponed the work to the planned shutdown.

      “How long?” Lukas asked.

      “Eleven weeks.”

      “Did they wait?”

      The man did not answer. He opened a time plot.

      At first Lukas saw too much: overlapping traces, annotations, a horizontal axis measured in seconds. Then the cursor isolated one line. Cooling flow fell. Another trace rose slowly, followed by a steeper climb.

      “Was that a reaction vessel?”

      “A biosynthesis unit. It required active cooling even after the feed stopped. Residual reaction heat did not disappear because an operator pressed a switch.”

      The common supply had failed. Lukas could see it in the matching fall of two traces that should have represented independent systems. A standby pump started and ran against the same unavailable source.

      “The pump worked,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “But it had nothing to draw from.”

      “Yes.”

      A dark mark cut across the plot. The legend identified a relief demand. The pressure fell briefly, then rose again.

      The man’s breathing became audible.

      Hedström turned towards the inner screen. “We can stop.”

      “No.”

      “Then slow down.”

      The cursor vanished. For several seconds nobody spoke. Lukas heard the house’s circulation fan, the slight rattle of paper beneath Hedström’s hand, his own wool sleeve brushing the desk.

      When the voice returned, its formality had become almost severe.

      “The relief path contained the substituted valve. Deposits had narrowed its effective opening. The discharge was insufficient.”

      “Was there an explosion?”

      “A pressure release through a failed seal. Then a containment failure.”

      Hedström put her glasses back on. “A contaminated aerosol entered an occupied service space.”

      Lukas looked at her hands. They lay flat on the drawing, neat and still.

      “Were you there?”

      “At the hospital.”

      He had no way to judge what the pause after that cost her.

      “We treated the people they brought us,” she said. “We recorded where they had been working and what they had been exposed to. Those records did not agree with the account that circulated afterwards.”

      “Which account?”

      The man opened a report with a clean modern typeface, unlike the cramped maintenance sheets. Its summary blamed an unauthorised experimental run and inadequate scientific supervision.

      Lukas read the sentence again. There was a terrible convenience to it. No valve material, no shared header, no deferred repair. Just a human error broad enough to cover everything else.

      “Was the run unauthorised?”

      A production schedule appeared beside it. The date and operating period matched. An approval box sat at the bottom, its signature covered by a black rectangle.

      “No,” said the man.

      “Perhaps they didn’t know about the cooling changes.”

      A different sheet opened: notification of revised service provision. Distribution boxes had been ticked. A handwritten objection occupied the margin, warning that the common supply defeated the stated redundancy.

      Below it was an instruction to proceed under the existing operating envelope pending review.

      Lukas felt heat gather under his scarf, though he had loosened it on arrival.

      “They had the warning.”

      “Yes.”

      “And the maintenance request.”

      “Yes.”

      “And afterwards they said the experiment was the problem.”

      The cursor moved towards the report, stopped short, and withdrew.

      “They said the people responsible for the experiment had exceeded their competence.”

      Lukas sat back. He had come for a missing dimension. The numbers were still there, exact and useful, but around them lay a sequence of decisions made in offices where nobody had needed to breathe the air from a ruptured seal.

      “How can they write that when these exist?”

      “They controlled the inquiry’s technical submission,” the man said. “The research staff had incomplete access to the installation records. By the time some obtained copies, the programme had closed.”

      “Then they could have challenged it.”

      “They did.”

      The answer left nowhere easy to put his anger.

      Hedström lifted the modern report by its corner on the desk, though it was only an image on paper beneath her fingers.

      “A published conclusion travels differently from a disputed correction,” she said. “One gets repeated. The other gets described as bitterness.”

      Lukas glanced at the black bars on the screen.

      One of the people under them was speaking to him. He could not prove which one, or what role he had held. He did not need a name to hear the injury in the precision of the account. The man knew where every trace bent, which specification had changed, exactly how long a repair had been deferred.

      “Did everyone believe it?”

      “Enough people did,” the man said.

      That was worse than everyone, somehow. It left room for those who knew better and found reasons to remain quiet.

      Hedström moved away from the desk. For the first time since Lukas had met her, she looked her age: not frail, but tired in a way sleep would not settle.

      “The clinical files were not included in the public summary,” she said. “Confidentiality was given as the reason. It was a useful reason. Some of us accepted it too readily.”

      “You were protecting patients.”

      “I was treating them. That does not make every silence I kept admirable.”

      Lukas lowered his eyes. He had wanted somebody to blame without qualification. Even here, with the papers laid out, people would not divide themselves neatly for him.

      The man closed the production schedule.

      “The survey you require predates the failure. The incident inspection confirms that the small service passage remained in place. Those two records together establish the discrepancy.”

      “You’ve kept all of this.”

      “What would you have discarded?”

      Lukas had no answer.

      Another page appeared. The names were obscured before he could focus on them. This time the redaction took longer. He watched rectangular shadows settle over a signature, a handwritten initial, a distribution list.

      “You don’t have to hide every person from me,” he said quietly.

      “I am not offering you people.”

      “No. I know.”

      “Do you?”

      The question was sharp enough to make him straighten.

      He looked at the procurement sheet still visible in a narrow panel. “You’re offering evidence. But it happened to people.”

      Beyond the screen something tapped once against a hard surface.

      Hedström looked towards the sound, then back at Lukas. She said nothing.

      He waited, resisting the urge to soften what he had said. He had spent too many conversations helping other people make his discomfort disappear.

      At last the man spoke.

      “Yes. It did.”

      The admission was small. Lukas felt it change the room.

      He thought of the dark windows above him, the drawers for light-emitting objects, the controlled warmth that could not be allowed to fail. None of it looked theatrical now. A person had survived something the official report had turned into his own fault. After that, even a door might become a defence worth maintaining for decades.

      “Does my mother’s team know this history?”

      “They will know portions of it. Most have no reason to question the summary.”

      “Then give them a reason.”

      “That is not a technical requirement.”

      “It is if they’re using drawings based on what the summary left out.”

      Hedström gave him a brief, unreadable look.

      On the other side of the partition, the breathing filter rasped softly.

      “You may transmit the engineering extract,” the man said. “Not the medical material. Not the personnel records.”

      Lukas nodded, though the man might not be able to see the small movement clearly.

      “And the procurement changes?”

      A long pause followed.

      “The relevant pages. With their dates and document numbers intact.”

      It was permission to let something leave the hill that had stayed there for years. Lukas reached for his notebook, then stopped.

      “Will that put you at risk?”

      “It will expose a discrepancy in an installation record.”

      “That isn’t what I asked.”

      “No,” said the man. “It is what I can presently answer.”

      Hedström came back to the desk and checked each selected page. She insisted on including the qualification that the survey was historical evidence, not certification of present condition. Lukas wrote a short cover note under her eye. He gave the measured bore, the mistaken line convention, and the need to verify the route before relying on its capacity.

      He did not write that he had discovered corruption. He did not write that the plant was about to fail. The facts were urgent enough without being enlarged.

      A printer started inside the wall. Warm sheets arrived through the transfer compartment, carrying a faint smell of heated toner. Lukas checked the references against the display. The redactions were clean, but the dates, scales, and installation numbers remained legible.

      Hedström released his phone from the outer drawer while the inner barrier stayed shut. In the enclosed vestibule he photographed the extract and sent it to Ingrid, asking her to pass it to the duty engineer. He added that the source retained the originals and could answer written technical questions without disclosing personal information.

      The upload took long enough for him to imagine the connection failing. Then the photographs acquired their small delivery marks.

      He stayed by the sealed door until Ingrid replied.

      Received. Forwarding now. Stay there while they check the references.

      A second message followed.

      Thank you for not guessing.

      He read that twice before putting the phone away.

      When he returned to the amber desk, Hedström had her coat on. She spoke through the partition, giving instructions about fluids and rest in a tone that did not invite discussion. The man acknowledged each with increasing brevity.

      At the outer door she paused beside Lukas.

      “Keep the distinction clear,” she said. “What you’ve seen is enough to challenge the pipe record. The rest deserves more than an accusation sent at midnight.”

      “I won’t send it.”

      “Good.”

      “Will you ever?”

      Her hand rested on the door release.

      “I have kept my records,” she said.

      Then she was gone, taking a brief wedge of bitter air with her.

      Lukas returned to the desk. On the screen, the Hesperus title page had reappeared. Without the diagrams it looked vulnerable, an ordinary cover for work whose ambitions had once been written without shame.

      “Was any of it useful?” he asked.

      “The research?”

      “Yes.”

      “Some of it.”

      “Even after they closed it?”

      “Bodies do not respect administrative decisions. A useful result remains useful.”

      He thought of the manual in his bag, its careful instructions, the equipment he had helped keep working. He had treated the lessons as gifts from a mind that preferred machines to people. Now he wondered how much effort it took to teach anything after others had made your knowledge sound dangerous.

      “They should have repaired the cooling,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “They should have listened.”

      The man did not answer.

      Lukas kept his hands still on the desk. Nothing he could say would restore the laboratory or the years beyond it. He could not make the hill less steep, the windows transparent, the damaged body safe. For once, the absence of a useful action did not feel like permission to look away.

      “I’m glad you kept it,” he said.

      The cursor rested at the edge of the title page.

      After a while, the older survey returned. The view moved past the buffer connection to the valve bank Lukas had recognised. A second sheet showed a discharge corridor and a low service recess beside it. Several dimensions were marked in red.

      “Is that where the new purge assembly is?” he asked.

      “The old access position. Your drawing retains it.”

      “Is there another error?”

      “The outlet was altered after the incident. The operating station appears not to have moved far enough.”

      Lukas bent over the printout. A person checking the valve locally would stand in the shallow recess, sheltered from one passage but directly beside the revised discharge route.

      “Would they see that on the current drawing?”

      “Not on yours.”

      His phone vibrated inside the drawer, too far away to read. He thought of Ingrid collecting her bag, heading wherever the incomplete plans required someone to go. The person behind the screen had lived with the consequences of an omitted safeguard for longer than Lukas had been alive. His warning would not be abstract.

      The monitors went dark.

      “Keep Ingrid away from the primary purge valves.”
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      Lukas reached the vestibule before his phone stopped vibrating. He shut the inner door, waited for the indicator, and opened the opaque drawer.

      Three messages from Ingrid filled the screen.

      Received. Where did this survey come from?

      Duty engineer checking the bypass dimensions now.

      Please call before you leave.

      He called with his coat hanging from one shoulder. Beyond the outer door, wind drove loose snow against the sill with a dry, continuous hiss.

      “Are you still there?” she asked.

      “Yes. There’s another problem. The primary purge valves. The local operating position is beside the altered discharge route.”

      “Slowly, Lukas.”

      He made himself describe the old recess, the revised outlet, the dimensions marked in red. Once he stopped trying to make her afraid, the explanation became clearer.

      She asked him to send the second drawing. He returned through the interlock, requested an engineering extract without the archival cover, and waited while the printer worked. The man behind the screen asked no questions about the call.

      Back in the vestibule, Lukas photographed the sheet.

      “Don’t go there,” he told Ingrid when she called again.

      “I’m in the project office.”

      “But if they ask—”

      “I won’t go into an unverified discharge zone. Neither will anyone else if I can prevent it.”

      He pressed his forehead against the cold edge of the coat cupboard.

      “The engineer has suspended local checks,” she continued. “We’re comparing the drawing with the alteration register. Your first extract was enough to stop us treating the buffer line as full capacity.”

      “So it helped.”

      “Yes. It helped.”

      For a moment he could hear only the office ventilation at her end.

      “I need to know where these records came from,” she said.

      “The house. He kept the originals.”

      “Can they be authenticated?”

      “I think so. Ask him questions about the drawings. I can bring them.”

      “I will.” Her voice softened. “And I want you home, not inspecting anything on your way.”

      He promised. This time it was a promise he could keep.

      By the following afternoon, a temporary exclusion barrier had been placed across the purge recess. Ingrid showed him a photograph over breakfast, her finger holding the image still while the kettle clicked behind her. The orange barrier looked inadequate beside the mass of insulated pipe, but there was a written restriction now, a name beneath it, a time.

      He had expected relief to make him lighter. Instead, he carried the knowledge of how nearly the recess had remained an ordinary place to stand.

      At college, Freja noticed him looking at the photograph between classes.

      “Good news or an unusually depressing family portrait?”

      He showed her the barrier and explained what had changed.

      She listened without interrupting, then asked, “Did they verify the drawing against the actual installation?”

      “They’re doing that.”

      “Good. An old drawing can be wrong too.”

      “I know.”

      “You look as though you’ve been awake proving it.”

      He had slept badly. Every time the apartment pipes clicked, he had listened for a change in their rhythm.

      That evening, when he collected a boxed delivery from the college’s engineering stores, Freja was still at the adjacent bench. The parcel had arrived through a specialist supplier under an order number the Korpkall resident had given him. Inside were replacement seals, two compact hydropneumatic valve blocks, and a steel coupling wrapped in oiled paper. They were intended for a pressure circuit at the house; beyond that, he had been told only the ratings and the need to keep the seals clean.

      He repacked the parts in a borrowed backpack, padding the metal with folded cloth. His messenger bag, with the manual and notebook, went across his chest.

      “You’re listing to port,” Freja said.

      “It’s heavier than it looks.”

      “Everything expensive is.”

      She watched him tighten the straps.

      “Korpkall?”

      He nodded.

      “Then you need to see something.”

      She put away her tools and led him upstairs to the end of the corridor. Through a window above the service yard, the southern flank of the hill was visible between two apartment blocks.

      A white glare burned near its foot.

      At first Lukas took it for municipal maintenance. Then someone moved through the beam, a bulky figure with a pale head, and the light shifted across the road toward the first bend of the climb.

      “There were two when I came in,” Freja said. “One there, one closer to the railway.”

      “Emil?”

      “I recognised his jacket. I’m not claiming to have identified his soul.”

      Lukas stepped nearer the glass. Beyond the glare, Korpkall had almost disappeared. The floodlights did not illuminate the house itself from that angle, but they stripped the approaches bare: road, path, the narrow opening between the maintenance sheds.

      “He said he’d seen my tracks.”

      “You didn’t mention that.”

      “I thought he was trying to frighten me.”

      “He can do that and mean it.”

      The backpack seemed to settle more heavily against his spine.

      He took out his phone and called the house. The man answered after six rings.

      “There are lights on the access road,” Lukas said.

      “I am aware.”

      “I have the parts.”

      “Keep them until tomorrow.”

      “Will that cause a problem?”

      A pause, short enough to be deliberate.

      “Not one that justifies crossing a group of violent men.”

      Lukas looked through the window again. The moving figure had stopped beside the lamp.

      “Are your windows safe?”

      “The shutters are closed. Do not approach from the road.”

      The call ended before Lukas could ask anything else.

      Freja had heard only his side.

      “He told me not to come.”

      “That sounds like excellent advice.”

      “One of the circuits needs these.”

      “How urgently?”

      “He wouldn’t say.”

      “That is not the same as urgently.”

      He knew she was right. He resented the relief it offered him, and then resented himself for looking for it.

      They went downstairs together. At the main entrance, Freja stopped him before he could turn toward the street.

      “Tell me the part I need to know.”

      So he told her about the light intolerance, without trying to explain its medical cause. The house had protective screens and controlled lighting. Its resident could not simply open a curtain to see who was outside. Emil had threatened Lukas over his visits. Now there were floodlights.

      Freja’s expression changed.

      “Has anyone reported them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let’s stop not knowing.”

      She called the police from the entrance vestibule. Lukas stood beside her while she gave the location, described the men and the lights, and carefully distinguished what she had witnessed from what he had told her. When she handed him the phone, he supplied Emil’s name and the reference from his earlier report about the railway assault.

      The dispatcher asked whether anyone was presently being attacked.

      “No,” Lukas said.

      Whether the road was physically blocked.

      “I can’t see from here.”

      They were told not to approach, and that a patrol would attend when available.

      Freja put the phone away.

      “We’ve made a record. We haven’t acquired an escort.”

      “I could leave the parts here.”

      “You could.”

      Below the window, the glare moved again. For a second it caught the black upper wall of the house.

      Lukas imagined the man beyond the screens listening to voices through a camera microphone, waiting for footsteps that might stop at the door or continue around the building. He knew how a locked door could become the edge of the world.

      “I want to see where they are,” he said. “From the railway. Not go through them.”

      Freja studied him.

      “I’m coming as far as the public footbridge. We look, then decide. No heroic improvisation involving pressurised equipment.”

      “There’s no pressure in these.”

      “Splendid. One less category of foolishness.”

      They left by the rear entrance.

      The cold tightened around Lukas’s face at once. A faint metallic vibration travelled up through the soles of his boots as a loaded train moved on the working line farther east. The disused switching crossing lay beyond the last row of garages, its freight cars motionless beneath their uneven caps of snow.

      Freja kept to the lit pavement until they reached the footbridge. From its landing they could see both floodlights.

      One stood beside an old brine tank near the road. The other had been set on a tripod beyond the crossing, aimed along the abandoned siding that curved toward Korpkall. Cables ran back to a contractor’s pickup. A small generator rattled beside its rear wheel.

      “They’ve covered the obvious paths,” Freja said.

      “Not the drainage cutting.”

      “Which is where?”

      Lukas pointed past a rust-red freight wagon.

      He had walked that way once on his descent from the hill, avoiding the place where Emil had cornered him. The cutting followed the disused track for a short distance, then turned uphill beneath a culvert carrying the access road. It was narrow, awkward, and invisible from the road until the final slope.

      Freja enlarged a map on her phone.

      “This says drainage channel. Not footpath.”

      “It’s mostly dry.”

      “Mostly is a word with consequences at this temperature.”

      “There’s a raised ledge on the west side.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I used it.”

      She looked from the map to the actual ground, then put the phone away.

      “Recent knowledge beats this map. But you’re not crossing under anything without checking the ice.”

      They descended behind the garages. Lukas’s breath grew loud inside his scarf. The backpack pulled at him whenever he stepped down; he shortened the straps until the hard corners stopped swinging.

      Near the railway fence, they crouched behind a snow ridge pushed up by a plough. A strip of dirty ice separated them from the nearest freight car. Beyond it, white light washed across the rails.

      Someone laughed.

      “Tell him there’s scrap here and he’ll come down.”

      Emil’s voice answered, rough and distinct.

      “He’s taking it up. You’ve seen the bags.”

      “Copper?”

      “What else is worth carrying in the dark?”

      Lukas stayed still.

      A second voice said something he could not catch. Then Emil spoke again.

      “My father’s people lose cable, pumps, whole crates. That place has a workshop. He’s got the new boy running loads.”

      Freja’s gloved hand closed briefly on Lukas’s sleeve.

      Emil did not merely want him afraid of the climb. He had supplied himself with a reason to go up it.

      “We go round the back,” Emil said. “No bell, no asking. Open the store first. If he’s got our stuff, we take it.”

      “And if the old bastard comes out?”

      “He won’t like the lamps.”

      A boot struck metal. The sound rang beneath the freight car.

      Lukas felt the memory of the crossing tighten his stomach: the blocked route, the hand on his bag, the certainty that no answer would satisfy them. He lowered his eyes to the snow until the present separated from it. Freja was beside him. He had a phone. They had not yet been seen.

      She leaned close.

      “We leave. We report that.”

      He nodded.

      They withdrew behind the ridge before Freja called again. This time she used the word entry and repeated Emil’s words as precisely as she could. Lukas texted the house.

      They think stolen copper is stored there. I heard them discuss going round the back and opening the store. Police informed. Keep everything locked.

      The reply came while Freja was finishing the call.

      Return home. Do not attempt delivery.

      He showed her.

      “There,” she said.

      Then the floodlight swung across the end of the snow ridge.

      They flattened themselves behind it. Boots scraped nearby. A shadow passed over the dirty snow, enormous and thin at the edges.

      “Something there?”

      “Cat.”

      “That’s a bloody big cat.”

      Lukas could see one of Freja’s braids caught beneath her collar. Her face was turned away from the light. Neither moved.

      The footsteps went past them toward the garages.

      Their way back was no longer clear.

      Freja touched his wrist and pointed toward the freight car. Its wheels stood between them and the second lamp, leaving a low band of darkness along the track.

      They moved into it one at a time.

      Lukas caught his backpack against a projecting bolt and stopped before the cloth tore. The tiny restraint nearly undid him. He wanted to wrench himself free and run. Instead, he eased backward, lifted the strap, and followed Freja to the shelter of a derelict signal cabinet.

      From there the drainage cutting was nearer than the garages.

      “We wait,” she whispered.

      A man had stopped at the gap they had just used. His cigarette made a brief red point beneath his hood.

      The generator rattled. Both lamps burned steadily.

      Lukas looked at the cabinet beside him. Its lower door hung open, and the snow beneath it was stained with old rust. Nothing inside could help. He made himself stop searching for a miraculous switch.

      Then he saw the cable.

      It crossed the track in a shallow loop and entered a portable distribution box wedged against a sleeper. Beside the box sat a split sack with a faded chemical label. White granules had scattered into the black slush around it.

      The brine-tank siding had once served winter maintenance stores. He remembered torn sacks there from his first walk through the crossing. On this one, beneath the dirt, he could still read potassium nitrate.

      Freja followed his gaze.

      “No,” she whispered.

      “I haven’t said anything.”

      “Your face did.”

      He pointed at the distribution box. Its lid stood crooked beneath the cable. Meltwater glistened on the lower edge.

      “That’s not weatherproof like that.”

      “Which is a reason to stay away.”

      “If it trips, both lights go.”

      “If you touch damaged live equipment, possibly so do you.”

      He swallowed. She was not joking.

      A voice called from the road. The lookout turned his head but remained in the gap.

      Lukas studied the ground instead. The portable box was already sitting in contaminated meltwater. The floodlight had warmed the dark sleeper beneath it enough to keep a thin wet margin despite the cold. The torn sack sagged above that margin, held up by a broken slat.

      He did not need to touch a wire.

      He explained in a few words. Freja looked, shook her head, then looked again.

      “You don’t know the protection works.”

      “No.”

      “Then nobody goes near it afterward. No grabbing cables. No investigating.”

      He nodded.

      “And if it doesn’t trip, we stop.”

      For several seconds he could not move. The idea had seemed clean while it was only an idea. In front of him were wet electrical fittings, men who might turn at any moment, and a decision he would have to own.

      He shifted behind the cabinet and used a loose length of timber to disturb the sagging sack from well clear of the box. The rotten support gave way. A small fall of saltpeter slid into the slush.

      Nothing happened.

      He set the timber down.

      The lamp over the crossing shone on, fierce enough to reveal every ridge in the snow. Freja’s shoulder pressed against his as she watched the gap.

      Then the generator’s note changed. There was a dry snap from the distribution box, and both floodlights went out.

      Darkness struck with the force of a physical event.

      “What the hell?”

      “Don’t touch it,” Freja breathed, though nobody but Lukas could hear her.

      The generator continued rattling without its load. Near the pickup, someone swore and switched on a torch. Its beam jerked across the brine tank.

      “Now,” she said.

      They moved along the freight car, not running until its bulk hid them from the road. Lukas’s eyes held two pale rectangles where the lamps had been. He stumbled over a rail and caught himself with one hand on the wagon’s cold side.

      Freja waited at the cutting.

      “Feet here. Rock, then ledge.”

      He followed her down. The channel smelled faintly of mineral water beneath the frozen crust. Along its west side, the ledge remained above the ice, just as he remembered, but wind-packed snow narrowed it to the width of a boot.

      Behind them, Emil shouted for someone to check the plug.

      Lukas’s phone vibrated. He left it in his pocket.

      At the culvert, Freja stopped. A thin black ribbon of running water showed beneath the ice at the centre. She tested the raised edge with her heel, then shook her head at the low opening.

      “Not under there with that pack.”

      “There’s a service step on the other side.”

      “Can you reach it from here?”

      He could see it: an iron stirrup fixed into the concrete, half buried. He moved past her carefully, keeping one hand on the wall, and used the step to climb toward the road embankment rather than crawl beneath it. The backpack dragged him outward. For a second his balance depended on the cold ache in his fingers.

      Then his knee found solid snow.

      He turned and offered Freja his hand. She climbed without taking it until the final awkward reach, when she gripped his wrist and came up beside him.

      They crouched below the crest.

      A torch beam travelled over the road above the culvert. The man carrying it kept walking toward the failed lamps.

      Freja breathed out.

      “The police know where we are,” she said. “I’m sending the new route.”

      “You should go back from here. The upper footpath joins the houses.”

      “So should you.”

      He looked up the slope. Beyond the road, scrub birch gave cover almost to the house’s service wall. They had crossed the cordon. The parts were still dry. For the first time all evening, the rest of the climb was clearer than the way behind him.

      “I’m taking these to the door. Then I’m leaving.”

      “Tell him that before you move.”

      He did. The reply took longer this time.

      Use the west service entrance. Do not bring anyone inside.

      Lukas showed her the screen.

      “I wasn’t planning a tour,” she said.

      They crossed the road while the torch remained turned toward the railway.

      Under the birches, darkness returned to its ordinary depth. Lukas could distinguish trunks, snow, the dim shape of his own gloves. He had thought extinguishing the lights would feel like defeating Emil. Mostly he felt the strain in his thighs and the delayed shaking in his hands.

      Freja walked behind him until the house wall rose out of the slope.

      “I’ll wait by the bend,” she said. “Outside. You have five minutes before I become extremely annoying.”

      “You already—”

      “Careful. You need a witness.”

      He almost smiled.

      At the service entrance, he identified himself through the intercom. The outer door released. He left the backpack in the transfer enclosure, checked that the contents had not shifted, and closed the hatch.

      “You should not have come,” the voice said.

      “No.”

      “Was anyone injured?”

      “Not that I saw.”

      A pause.

      “Your companion?”

      “Waiting outside.”

      “Leave together.”

      Lukas wanted to explain the route, the lamps, the way the men had spread across both exits. He wanted the man to understand that he had not simply mistaken danger for an invitation.

      Instead he said, “They’re planning to enter your store. They think you have stolen mine equipment.”

      “I received your message.”

      “Please don’t open anything for them.”

      The lock engaged behind the parcel hatch.

      “Go home, Lukas.”

      Outside, Freja was watching the lower road. A blue pulse flickered briefly between the garages, then vanished behind a building.

      “They may finally be here,” she said.

      He stood beside her, breathing hard, relieved enough now to feel how close they had come to being caught. The components were inside. The route had held. Emil’s white barrier had gone dark, and Lukas had passed it without surrendering either his bag or his destination.

      Down by the crossing, a vehicle door opened.

      He recognised Emil by his pale hair before the torchlight reached his face. The pickup stood beyond the brine tank, its rear gate lowered. Someone rolled a small trolley toward it from the fenced storage yard.

      Emil lifted the first canister with both hands. Light slid across a red hazard diamond and the words industrial fuel. He set it in the truck bed, turned back, and lifted another.

      Lukas’s hand closed around his phone. From the hill, he watched Emil load the industrial-fuel canisters into the pickup.
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      Lukas lifted the phone, then lowered its brightness before the screen could illuminate his face. His first photograph showed a pale smear beside the pickup. In the second, Emil’s hand rested on a canister, but the lettering was lost in the distance.

      Below the storage yard, the blue pulse appeared again. A vehicle moved slowly along the lower street without turning toward the crossing.

      Freja touched his sleeve and pointed.

      Behind the pickup stood two squat machines in tubular frames. One of Emil’s companions tipped the nearer machine onto its wheels. An exhaust pipe caught the torchlight.

      Generators.

      The broken distribution box had bought them darkness, not an end to the lights. Lukas felt the relief of his delivery collapse into something colder. The components were inside, but he had helped create a problem Emil could solve by bringing fuel and independent power closer to the house.

      He sent the photographs with a brief description to the police contact from their earlier report. He included what he could distinguish and nothing more: canisters marked industrial fuel, two portable generators, men moving equipment near the Korpkall access road. He could not tell whether the canisters had been stolen. He could not tell what they intended.

      Freja read the message before he sent it. Then he told her he was going back to the service entrance.

      She looked toward the house, then down the footpath. Her mouth tightened. She pointed at his phone and held up five fingers.

      He nodded. This time he would not promise to leave before he knew there was somewhere safe to go.

      She moved toward the sheltered bend where they could keep in contact without both standing beneath the house. Lukas retraced the short climb, his boots finding the prints he had made minutes earlier. At the door, he pressed the intercom with the side of his thumb.

      “It’s Lukas. They have generators.”

      The grille breathed faintly.

      “You were instructed to leave.”

      “The lights won’t stay off. They’re bringing their own supply. There’s fuel in the pickup.”

      A pause followed, long enough for him to hear the wind rubbing snow against the timber overhead.

      “Where is your companion?”

      “Below the bend. We’ve updated the police.”

      The lock released.

      He stepped into the enclosure and shut the outer door carefully. Only after the seal engaged did he notice how badly he was shaking. The heat made his cheeks sting. Meltwater ran from a cuff onto his wrist.

      “Put your telephone away.”

      “I need to tell Freja I’m inside.”

      “Do so. Then use the drawer.”

      He sent the message, added that she should take the lit public road home rather than wait beneath the trees, and watched for her acknowledgment. When it came, he put the phone in the opaque drawer. He kept his coat on.

      Beyond the polarized partition, the house gave its usual low mechanical murmur. There was no movement he could separate from reflections in the glass.

      “Did they approach you?” the man asked.

      “Not on the way back.”

      “And the electrical enclosure?”

      Lukas looked down.

      “We damaged it.”

      “I had gathered that.”

      “I thought it was just their lights.”

      “You thought, or you verified?”

      “We checked the cables we could see. We couldn’t verify everything.”

      The words sounded worse in the warm enclosure. Outside, with Emil’s torch searching the railway and Freja waiting for a decision, the choice had seemed narrow and immediate. Here there was room around it.

      “Was anyone injured?”

      “No one we saw.”

      “That qualification matters.”

      “I know.”

      He pulled off his gloves. A wet strand of wool clung to one finger.

      “I’m not asking you to say it was clever.”

      “Good.”

      The reply stung, partly because Lukas had wanted exactly that: not praise for the damage, perhaps, but confirmation that getting the parts through had justified it.

      “The parcel is secure,” the man said. “The components are undamaged. Neither fact makes the method safe.”

      Below them, an engine coughed. It tried twice before settling into a coarse, uneven note that reached the enclosure through the granite.

      Lukas turned toward the outer door.

      The man spoke before he could touch it. “You will not go out to inspect.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Then remain where you are.”

      A narrow display beside the partition changed from blank amber to a simple plan of the building. Lukas recognized the service enclosure and the lower workshop. Three points glowed along the boundary.

      “Doors?” he asked.

      “Perimeter contacts. Not people. Wind and drifting snow also activate them.”

      “Can you see the road?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are they bringing the generators up?”

      “One is moving toward the western boundary.”

      The western side faced the old equipment yard. Lukas pictured the concrete retaining wall and the low service windows above it. Those windows were shuttered, but he did not know what a lamp at close range could do through a damaged seal.

      “You need to call the police as well.”

      “I have reported trespass and interference with access. The report has been acknowledged.”

      “They’re still there.”

      “Yes.”

      No anger entered the answer. Lukas almost wished it had. The man’s restraint made the engine outside seem louder.

      A second line appeared on the display, tracing the lower level.

      “I will isolate the external electrical circuits,” the man said. “The workshop has an independent supply. I can close the internal fire doors and withdraw below the main floor until the road is cleared.”

      “Withdraw?”

      “Remain behind protected barriers. It is preferable to a confrontation.”

      “What about the ventilation?”

      “Separate intake. Separate controls.”

      “And the heating?”

      “Enough local reserve for a limited interruption.”

      Limited. Lukas remembered Dr. Hedström’s hand resting beside the environmental display, her plain explanation of what cooling would do to the man’s circulation. He had heard the warning only once. He had not needed it repeated.

      “How long?”

      “Long enough for tonight, provided I do not spend it answering every variation of the same question.”

      Lukas pressed his gloves together. Water squeezed out between his fingers.

      “You’re going to let them come right up to the workshop.”

      “I intend to prevent access.”

      “You’re going downstairs and shutting everything.”

      “That is one way of preventing access.”

      “And tomorrow?”

      The man did not answer.

      “Tomorrow they’ll know they can bring lamps here and make you shut down. Next time they’ll bring more.”

      “You do not know what they will do next time.”

      “No. Neither do you.”

      Silence spread between them. Lukas heard a light click behind the screen, followed by the soft friction of something being set down.

      When the man spoke again, his voice had lost its impatient edge.

      “You have spent an unpleasant evening evading young men who wished to hurt you. Your judgment is affected.”

      “Yes,” Lukas said. “It is.”

      He had expected to deny it. The admission steadied him instead.

      “I don’t want to go back outside. I don’t want to see Emil at college. When an engine stops behind me, I wait to hear whether he’s getting out. I know that affects my judgment.”

      “Then you understand why retreat may be sensible.”

      “For tonight. Not for everything.”

      “You are making a distinction I have not disputed.”

      “Then stop talking as though the only thing left is to close another door.”

      The last words came out too loudly. He looked at the partition, startled by his own voice.

      Nothing moved behind it.

      He could still apologize. He had apologized for less: for taking too long at a checkout, for asking an instructor to repeat something, for occupying the narrow strip of kitchen between his mother and the kettle. An apology would give the man his authority back and Lukas somewhere familiar to stand.

      Instead he put his wet gloves on the shelf.

      “I’m not asking you to fight them.”

      “That is fortunate.”

      “I’m asking you to make a plan that includes still being here afterward. Using the workshop. Getting supplies. Letting someone reach you.”

      “My arrangements have sustained me for many years.”

      “Have they?”

      The question frightened him as soon as he heard it.

      Behind the partition came a measured breath, faintly altered by the filter.

      “Take care, Lukas.”

      He rested his hands against the shelf to keep them still.

      “I know I don’t understand all of it. I know there are reasons for the glass and the shutters. I’m not telling you to open them.”

      “Yet you appear to have formed an opinion about how I should live.”

      “You’ve formed several about how I should.”

      “That is not an unreasonable observation.”

      The unexpected concession left Lukas without his next sentence.

      Outside, the generator note rose, then steadied under a load. A faint white line appeared at the outer door’s threshold. It vanished when something passed across the source, then returned.

      The man noticed it too. A secondary shutter descended over the small outer-door panel with a dry mechanical sound.

      Lukas watched until it stopped.

      “They’ve brought the light back,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “And if you go downstairs, they won’t know whether you’re frightened or ill or not even here. They’ll just know nobody stopped them.”

      “The police have that responsibility.”

      “Yes. They do. I don’t want to take it from them.”

      “What do you want?”

      The question was precise enough to leave him no shelter.

      He looked at the dark glass. Somewhere beyond it stood a person who could not safely endure the light Lukas had walked through without thinking for nineteen years. He had come to warn him and was now demanding something he could barely name.

      “I want you not to disappear,” he said.

      The engine continued outside.

      “I will remain in the building.”

      “That isn’t what I meant.”

      “I understand.”

      Lukas swallowed. His throat hurt. It might have been the cold air, or the way he had been holding his jaw.

      The shelf beneath his hands had a small repaired chip at its edge. He followed it with his thumb. Someone had filled the damage with resin and sanded it almost flush, leaving a cloudy oval in the dark surface.

      “My mother keeps asking whether I’m all right,” he said. “I give her enough information to make her stop asking. Usually about classes.”

      The man waited.

      “I used to think that helped. She has work. She’s tired. If I don’t tell her about something, she can sleep.”

      “Does she?”

      “Not much.”

      He let go of the shelf.

      “And I don’t sleep. So it doesn’t seem to work very well.”

      “No.”

      The answer was quiet, without the satisfaction of a lesson proved.

      Lukas looked toward the drawer holding his phone.

      “She did answer about the drawing. Before we came up. I didn’t tell you.”

      “The duty engineer reviewed it?”

      “Yes. They checked the narrow section against the survey. They’ve stopped treating it as a full-capacity route. There’s a temporary operating limit until they can inspect it properly.”

      “That is appropriate.”

      “She said thank you.”

      A slight pause.

      “Her decision to verify the information is more useful than her thanks.”

      “She was angry as well. Not with you. With the copy they’d been using. Someone had carried dimensions across from another revision. Nobody had marked which survey they came from.”

      “Has she retained both versions?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “She asked me not to turn the old file into an accusation before they’d checked the records.”

      “A sound request.”

      Lukas nodded, though the man might not be able to see him clearly.

      For a moment the room became familiar again: a problem bounded by measurements, adults who could act on evidence, a mistake that could be recorded and corrected. Then the generator faltered outside, and the shelf beneath his fingers seemed very small.

      “She also asked me to come home,” he said.

      “You should.”

      “I will. When there’s a safe way.”

      “I can arrange for you to wait on the lower level.”

      “With you?”

      “In a separate protected room.”

      He almost laughed. It would have sounded cruel, so he stopped it.

      “There’s always another room.”

      “That room would keep you warm.”

      “I know.”

      He drew a long breath and found he could not fill his lungs comfortably.

      The man asked, “Are you injured?”

      “No.”

      “Sit down.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Sit down, Lukas.”

      He unfolded the narrow seat from the wall. Its hinges resisted, then lowered gently. Once seated, he felt the ache in his legs and the damp cold along his shins. He had been standing as though that could keep the evening from catching him.

      A cup came through the transfer hatch a minute later. Warm water, not broth. He held it without drinking.

      “There is no merit in remaining upright when your body requires otherwise,” the man said.

      “My father used to say something like that.”

      He had not intended to bring his father into the room.

      The words seemed to remain after he had spoken them. Lukas stared at the water. A tiny tremor moved across its surface.

      “He would make it a joke,” he added. “Usually when I was trying to carry too much.”

      “Was he an engineer?”

      “No. He was good at fixing things. Not always correctly.”

      “Those are separate abilities.”

      This time Lukas did laugh, once, unevenly.

      “He had a drill with a broken trigger. He kept saying he’d replace it. Then he’d find another way to hold it.”

      “A poor example.”

      “Yes.”

      The laugh left an ache behind it. He put the cup down before he spilled it.

      For months, people had made room for his father by asking careful questions. Lukas had learned to recognize the moment: a lowered voice, an expression arranged in advance. He usually offered them a small, manageable memory. A tool. A holiday. Something that let the conversation end without anyone having to reach him.

      Here no one could look at him that way.

      “He died in a road accident,” Lukas said.

      “I am sorry.”

      “I asked him to come home.”

      The ventilation continued above him. He listened to it while the sentence became real.

      “From work?” the man asked.

      “From visiting someone. He wasn’t due back until the next morning.”

      Lukas rubbed his palms over his knees.

      “I called him. I’d had an argument with a friend. It wasn’t even important afterward. It felt important then. I said I didn’t want to be in the house on my own.”

      His memory supplied the phone’s warmth against his ear, the distant rattle of crockery at the other end. His father had stepped away from the people he was with so he could hear.

      “He said he could come back. I could have said no. I knew he had a long drive.”

      The man did not interrupt.

      “I kept checking the time. I got annoyed because he was late.”

      His voice thinned. He stopped, pressed his lips together, and tried again.

      “That’s what I was doing. When someone came to the door, I was still annoyed.”

      He stared at the seam beneath the partition until it blurred.

      “I’ve never told my mother that part.”

      For several breaths there was no reply.

      Then the man said, “Do you know what caused the collision?”

      “The other car crossed the centre line. That’s what the report said. There was ice.”

      “Was your father driving dangerously?”

      “No.”

      “Were you responsible for the other vehicle?”

      “No.”

      The word came quickly, almost angrily.

      “But he wouldn’t have been on that road.”

      “Perhaps not at that hour.”

      “Then—”

      “That does not make your request the cause of his death.”

      Lukas pressed the heel of his hand to one eye.

      “You can move the whole evening back to the call. If I hadn’t made it—”

      “You can move it back further. To his decision to visit. To the road being built. To either driver leaving a minute earlier. Such changes would alter the sequence. They do not establish blame.”

      “It feels like blame.”

      “I believe you.”

      That was harder to bear than contradiction. Lukas bent forward, elbows on his knees.

      “He sounded pleased,” he said. “When I asked. I remember that. Like I’d given him something to do.”

      The first tear fell onto his coat before he could wipe it away.

      “I keep trying to remember whether I thanked him.”

      He waited for the man to tell him that he must have, that fathers knew, that it did not matter. None of those things would restore the missing words.

      “I cannot answer that,” the man said. “I wish I could.”

      Lukas covered his face.

      He cried without much sound. His breath caught, settled, caught again. The enclosure remained warm. No hand touched him. No one asked him to recover himself.

      After a while he became aware of the cup beside him and the uncomfortable pressure of a coat button against his wrist. He lowered his hands.

      “I thought if I didn’t need so much now,” he said, “it might mean I’d learned something.”

      “Need less from whom?”

      “Everyone.”

      “Has that protected your mother?”

      “No.”

      “Has it protected you?”

      He shook his head.

      The man waited until Lukas looked toward the partition.

      “I know something of constructing a life around the prevention of another loss,” he said. “One becomes very skilled at refusing things. Less skilled at judging whether the refusal is still necessary.”

      “Is that what you did?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      A soft scrape came from behind the glass.

      “Not a history I can give you tonight.”

      Lukas nodded. For once, the refusal did not feel like a door shut in his face. There had been an answer before it.

      “Did it help?” he asked.

      “Some precautions kept me alive. Some habits merely ensured that I remained alone. I have not always distinguished them correctly.”

      Lukas picked up the water. It was still warm enough to drink.

      “I wasn’t trying to say the shutters were wrong.”

      “I know that now.”

      “I was frightened.”

      “So was I.”

      He held the cup still.

      It was the first time the man had said it plainly.

      Outside, the generator continued, but Lukas no longer heard it as proof that every barrier would fail. It was an engine at a distance. The police had a report. The doors were closed. There were decisions still available to them.

      “I shouldn’t have damaged the box,” he said.

      “No.”

      “I’ll tell them. The police. Properly, not just that the lights went out.”

      “That would be wise. Your companion must have the opportunity to give her own account.”

      “I won’t speak for her.”

      “Good.”

      Lukas wiped his face with the dry inner edge of his scarf. His head ached, but the tightness behind his eyes had eased.

      “I need to tell my mother about the call,” he said.

      “You need not do everything tonight.”

      “No. But I need to stop deciding she can’t bear it.”

      The man made a low sound of agreement.

      Lukas stood slowly. His legs felt ordinary again, tired rather than unreliable. He put the empty cup beside the hatch.

      “I can wait downstairs if that’s safest. I’m not asking you to stay here because I’m afraid of being sent away.”

      “I understand.”

      “And you don’t have to tell me who you are.”

      The admission surprised him. He still wanted to know. He wanted the name, the history, the answer to the railway and its impossible confusion. But those wants could remain unanswered tonight without making what had happened here less real.

      “I would like you to be here when I come back,” he said.

      For a moment he heard only the air moving through the house.

      Then the wall fixture above the partition came on.

      Lukas looked up. Until now the enclosure had borrowed its light from recessed indicators and shielded strips, illumination that seemed to avoid the room it served. This lamp shone directly down, filling the airlock with a clear amber glow. His hands, the wet gloves, the repaired shelf appeared in warm, exact detail.

      The glass remained opaque. The light did not ask the man to expose himself.

      “I shall isolate the vulnerable external circuits,” the voice said. “I shall not abandon the workshop. We will prepare a defense that does not injure anyone: secured approaches, protected controls, and a means of keeping intruders outside until help arrives.”

      Lukas let his shoulders settle.

      “You promise?”

      “Yes,” the man said. “A nonlethal defense. And a workshop you can return to.”
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      The first shutter descended with a sound like a heavy drawer closing.

      Lukas looked toward the outer door. A second shutter followed somewhere beyond the wall, then a third. The generator on the access road became less distinct, its uneven throb reduced to a vibration he felt through his boots.

      “Independent mechanical closures,” the man said. “They remain secured if the external supply fails.”

      “Can the emergency services open them?”

      “From outside, with a release code. I am transmitting it to the dispatcher.”

      A small panel beside the transfer hatch changed from amber to green. On it, a diagram showed the service entrance, two stairwells, and a rectangular room farther below. Lukas watched a line disconnect the exterior sockets from the workshop supply. Another line stayed illuminated.

      “The house still has heat?”

      “Yes. I have isolated the accessible electrical branches, not the environmental systems.”

      Lukas bent to collect his gloves. The wet wool smelled faintly of iron from the railing outside. Beyond the partition, keys clicked at a measured pace.

      “Take your telephone into the outer vestibule,” the man said. “Your mother should not hear about tonight from someone else.”

      There was no reproach in it. That made obedience harder, somehow, and more necessary.

      The opaque drawer released his phone. Three missed calls appeared above a message from Ingrid asking him to answer, please, even if he could only send one word.

      He stood between the closed doors and called her.

      She answered before the first full ring.

      “Where are you?”

      “At Korpkall. Inside. I’m safe.”

      Her breath caught, then steadied. “Freja called me. She said there were men on the access road and that she had spoken to the police.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No. Not tonight.”

      The qualification stayed between them. He had not intended to say it, but once spoken it could not be retrieved.

      “Lukas.”

      “I’ll tell you about that too. I need to tell you everything, but I can’t do it all at once.”

      He pressed his free hand against the warm concrete. Through his sleeve he could feel the building’s heat, ordinary and dependable.

      “I’m listening,” she said.

      He told her about the floodlights and the damaged distribution box, without explaining away what he had done. He told her there were fuel canisters, though he could not know what Emil intended to do with them. She asked whether he had seen flames. He said no. She asked whether anyone had threatened to set a fire. Not in words he had heard.

      “Then those are the facts we give them,” she said. “The facts are bad enough.”

      “I know.”

      He heard paper move at her end of the call, then a door close. He imagined her finding a quiet room at the project office, one hand still holding whatever work she had been doing.

      “There’s something else,” he said.

      “All right.”

      “Dad’s last call. I asked him to come home early.”

      For several seconds the connection carried only the small electrical hush of distance.

      “I know you did.”

      He closed his eyes.

      “You knew?”

      “He called me afterward. He said you wanted help with the receiver.”

      Lukas remembered the open casing on his desk, the loose tuning cord, his own irritation at having to wait. He had carried those details so long that they seemed more permanent than anything that had happened afterward.

      “I kept thinking if I hadn’t asked—”

      “Oh, Lukas.”

      “Please don’t say it was nothing.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      Her voice had changed. It was no longer the brisk voice with which she arranged appointments and reassured colleagues.

      “You wanted your father home,” she said. “That mattered to him. It wasn’t something you did against him.”

      “He took the road because of me.”

      “He took the road because he was coming home. We all asked things of one another. I asked him to buy coffee that morning. He asked me to charge his spare phone. None of those things made the collision happen.”

      Lukas lowered himself onto the vestibule bench.

      “I thought you might blame me.”

      “No.”

      The answer came immediately.

      “I have been frightened that you blamed yourself,” she said. “But every time I tried to talk about him, you went quiet, and I thought I should wait. Then work gave me a way to keep waiting.”

      He rubbed his thumb along the phone’s edge.

      “I thought you couldn’t bear it.”

      “I couldn’t bear losing him. I can bear hearing you.”

      He did not cry as he had behind the partition. What came instead was an exhausted loosening, as though some muscle had been contracted so long he had mistaken it for bone.

      “I miss him,” he said.

      “So do I.”

      They stayed on the line without trying to improve those words.

      Before they ended the call, Ingrid told him a patrol was on its way up the hill. She would meet him at home when he returned, however late it was. He promised not to leave without telling her, and this time the promise contained no hidden exception.

      When he went back into the enclosure, the man did not ask what had been said.

      “The dispatcher wishes to speak to you,” he said.

      Lukas took the call there, with the partition closed and the amber lamp above him. The officer’s questions were exact: names, positions, vehicles, what he had seen and what Freja had seen separately. Lukas admitted damaging the distribution box.

      There was a pause.

      “You’ll need to make a formal statement about that.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you will stay inside.”

      “Yes.”

      When the call ended, he set the phone in its drawer. His hands were cold despite the room’s warmth.

      “I told them.”

      “I heard.”

      “They didn’t say I was right.”

      “You did not call them to obtain that assurance.”

      “No.”

      Beyond the wall, a pump started. The floor carried a mild vibration, then settled.

      “The exterior precautions are active,” the man said. “There is a thermal alarm on the workshop entrance, and the approach cameras are recording locally. We shall add a protected water line to the service apron, but not tonight. Nothing is to discharge while the police are outside.”

      Lukas nodded, then remembered the man might not see him.

      “All right.”

      “The assembly chamber is available, if you still wish to work.”

      He looked toward the newly illuminated diagram.

      “Now?”

      “You may also sit quietly. Neither option is a test.”

      Lukas flexed his fingers. He did not want another dangerous instrument or another demand to prove himself useful. But the prospect of fitting parts together, of a task with tolerances and a stopping point, drew him.

      “What are we assembling?”

      “A support harness. The actuators you brought are intended for it.”

      “The reinforced ones?”

      “Yes.”

      He had seen their load ratings on the packing sheet. Suddenly the delivery seemed less like a parcel and more like a responsibility.

      “If I set the travel wrong, I could damage the servomotors.”

      “Which is why we shall begin without pressure.”

      A lock released beside the rear wall.

      The narrow door had seemed until then to be a cupboard. Beyond it, a stair descended between concrete walls, each tread edged with dim amber light. Lukas carried his bag down, following the man’s voice from a speaker overhead.

      The assembly chamber lay beneath the service enclosure. It was wider than he expected, with a low ceiling crossed by insulated pipes. A rail ran from a sealed transfer door to a mounting cradle at the room’s center. Beyond the cradle stood a booth with opaque walls and a flexible dark seal around its door.

      There were no windows. The workbench lights cast a copper-colored brightness over tools arranged in fitted recesses.

      A titanium structure hung in the cradle.

      At first Lukas could not resolve it into something a person could wear. Two narrow rails followed the approximate line of a spine, separated by flexible crosspieces. Curved pelvic supports opened beneath them. Articulated members extended toward shoulder mounts and down to jointed sections shaped to follow thighs and calves. In places the metal had the pale bloom of repeated cleaning. Elsewhere he saw scratches, old repairs, and small patches of a darker alloy.

      It was not a machine built to resemble a body. It was a collection of carefully placed agreements with one.

      “Don’t touch the red collars,” the man said. “Those retain preloaded springs.”

      Lukas put his bag down well away from the cradle.

      “Is this yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does it go over clothing?”

      “The structure before you does. Some of its control interfaces do not. You will not be working on those.”

      He moved around the cradle. Empty mounting lugs waited beside the pelvic pivots. The delivered actuators lay on a padded tray, their protective caps still fitted.

      “Why reinforce these?”

      “The previous pair had reached the end of their fatigue allowance. Higher rated components will let me obtain the required force at a lower fraction of their working limit.”

      “Not more force?”

      “Not by default.”

      Lukas bent closer to a pivot. A small mechanical stop restricted its arc, independent of the sensor fixed beside it.

      “What happens if the controller thinks the joint has moved but it hasn’t?”

      “The disagreement should inhibit assistance. If it does not, the pressure relief opens. If that also fails, the mechanical stop limits displacement.”

      “And if the stop is set wrong?”

      “Then it can hurt me.”

      The answer made the chamber seem quieter.

      “We will measure it twice,” Lukas said.

      “We will measure it independently,” the man replied. “Repeating the same mistake is not verification.”

      Lukas took off his scarf and folded it beside his bag.

      The work began with the frame secured to a rigid dummy shaft. He checked that every pressure gauge read zero, then opened the designated bleed valve. No air escaped. Only after that did he remove the transit braces.

      The titanium was lighter than its shape suggested. When he lifted an actuator into the lower mounting fork, it wanted to rotate in his hand, its weight concentrated away from the fixing eye. He nearly let it bear against the exposed position sensor.

      “Stop.”

      He froze.

      “Support the cylinder body. Not the rod.”

      “I haven’t scratched it.”

      “I know. Keep it that way.”

      Heat rose into Lukas’s face. He fetched the small adjustable rest from beneath the bench and brought it up under the actuator. With the weight supported, the mounting pin slid through without force.

      “Better,” the man said.

      Lukas fitted the retaining clip, then checked it against the diagram.

      The second mount required a spacer thinner than a coin. He almost chose the wrong one: two sat side by side in the tray, identical except for a shallow groove around the edge. He measured both before asking.

      “The grooved spacer gives lateral clearance at full flexion,” the man said.

      “Then the drawing needs a section view.”

      A pause followed.

      “Yes. It does.”

      Lukas wrote the correction in the margin of the assembly sheet.

      He worked more slowly after that, but not with the same brittle caution. Each part had a reason to be there. If he could identify the load path, the motion, and the failure it was meant to prevent, the structure became comprehensible.

      The reinforced actuators connected to a valve block near the lower spine. Flexible hoses looped outward with enough slack to bend, but not enough to catch between moving members. He checked the ferrules for damage and seated the keyed electrical connectors without twisting their bodies.

      “Where does the pressure come from?”

      “A compact compressor and accumulator. The energy store is a polymer chemical battery.”

      “On the harness?”

      “Distributed around the pelvic section. Weight carried at the waist is less costly than weight carried at the extremities.”

      “How long?”

      “At sustained high assistance, no more than ninety minutes under favorable conditions. Less in severe cold, or if the compressor must compensate for leakage.”

      Lukas glanced at the narrow cylinders.

      “And after that?”

      “I become a man wearing an inconvenient quantity of metal.”

      There was no humor in the delivery, but Lukas smiled.

      “Does it lock?”

      “Not on power loss. The joints return to a low-resistance state. There are passive supports, but I must still be able to sit down.”

      He fitted the last hose clamp and read its identification aloud. The man confirmed it against his own record.

      A tone sounded from the wall.

      Lukas looked up sharply.

      “The patrol,” the man said.

      A small display beside the booth showed the access road. Through blowing snow, two figures in reflective jackets stood beside a vehicle. Farther downhill, white headlights illuminated the rear of a pickup.

      The generator noise ceased.

      The man opened an audio channel. Lukas heard wind buffet a microphone and an officer ask for confirmation that everyone inside was safe.

      “We are,” the man replied through the filtered speaker. “The outer door is secured. I will provide the recording of the approach.”

      “We’ve instructed the group to leave the private access road. We’re checking the equipment and taking details. Nobody is to come outside until we tell you.”

      Lukas stepped nearer the microphone.

      “I’m the person who spoke to dispatch. Lukas Lindstrom.”

      The officer confirmed his name and repeated that he would be contacted for a statement. There was no arrest announced, no promise that the road would remain clear forever. But the figures beside the pickup were no longer doing as they pleased.

      The screen went dark when the call ended.

      Lukas stood looking at his own faint reflection in it.

      “They came,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought perhaps—”

      He did not finish. He had expected the report to disappear into the town’s loyalties, or into somebody’s opinion that boys did foolish things.

      “The recording will be retained,” the man said. “So will the incident number. Now leave the valve block alone until your hands are steady.”

      Lukas looked down. His fingers were trembling.

      He rested them on the edge of the bench and waited.

      The first pressure test used so little force that the actuator rod moved like the plunger of a reluctant syringe. Lukas watched the gauge while the man advanced the command in small steps.

      At the third increment, the left rod hesitated.

      “Stop,” Lukas said.

      Pressure fell immediately.

      “Describe it.”

      “Movement began late. Then it caught up.”

      “Mechanical interference?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Do not think. Examine.”

      With the supply vented again, Lukas moved the joint by hand. The travel was smooth. He checked the hose radius, then the position sensor. Neither explained the delay.

      The man sent the command trace to the bench display. A rising line marked requested displacement. Beneath it, the measured response remained flat for a fraction of a second before climbing too steeply.

      “Valve deadband,” Lukas said.

      “Possibly.”

      “The new actuator has different seal friction.”

      “Yes. But we shall not conceal that with excessive gain.”

      Lukas reduced the initial correction and watched another low-pressure cycle. This time it moved early enough but stopped short. They adjusted the threshold, repeated the cycle in both directions, and let the assembly rest before trying again. Warm seals and cold seals did not behave identically.

      By the time both sides followed the same curve, his neck ached from leaning over the display.

      “That is the cradle result,” the man said. “It is not yet the fitted result.”

      The booth door opened a hand’s width from within. A transfer arm extended through the gap, attached to the overhead rail. Lukas connected the harness at its lifting points, checked each latch, and released the cradle.

      The structure moved away from him with a dry whisper of bearings.

      “Keep clear of the threshold.”

      He stepped back.

      The harness passed into the booth. The door closed, and a green pressure indicator climbed slowly to its marked band. Lukas heard a muted sequence of catches, then fabric moving against metal. He tried not to construct a body from the sounds.

      “Does the pressure help you breathe?” he asked.

      “It stabilizes the environment and keeps unfiltered air from entering. It is not a treatment in itself.”

      “Understood.”

      Two narrow panels lit on the bench display: left and right load, joint angle, commanded assistance, measured movement. No image appeared.

      “You cannot see my posture,” the man said. “That is a disadvantage. It is not permission to infer it from a single sensor. Ask when you need information.”

      “What position are you in now?”

      “Upright, supported. Feet parallel. Arms relaxed.”

      “Any pain?”

      “Usual background discomfort. No new pain.”

      Lukas wrote that down beside the initial readings.

      The next twenty minutes demanded more concentration than the assembly. A joint that aligned perfectly on the cradle acquired a slight offset when the harness settled against its wearer. Flexible tissue shifted. Straps compressed. The left pelvic support took more load than the right.

      Lukas wanted to correct the imbalance immediately.

      “Wait,” the man said. “I have not yet released the standing support.”

      The readings changed.

      Lukas let out a breath.

      “I would have compensated for the support.”

      “Yes.”

      “And made you uneven when it moved away.”

      “Yes.”

      He drew a line through his unfinished adjustment.

      They began again. The man dictated angles and pressure differences in a level voice. Lukas read each value back before entering it. When a number seemed implausible, he asked for a repeat rather than smoothing it into the pattern he expected.

      At twelve degrees of forward inclination, the right axial joint led the left.

      “By how much?” the man asked.

      “Forty milliseconds.”

      “Enough to twist under load.”

      Lukas brought both traces onto the same scale. The left side began late, though its eventual speed was correct.

      “Could you be bracing differently?”

      “I am. The right side is more stable.”

      “Then matching the valve timing won’t necessarily match the movement.”

      “No. That is the difficulty.”

      For a moment Lukas stared at the two lines, irritated by their almost perfect correspondence. He could make them overlap at one load. That would prove nothing about the next.

      “Can we use the measured rotation as the limit on assistance, rather than expecting equal pressure to give equal movement?”

      “Within a narrow range.”

      “And ramp both sides from whichever reaches the safe angle first.”

      “That will reduce maximum output.”

      “It will stop the stronger side dragging the other.”

      “Implement it.”

      Lukas changed the synchronization rule, preserving the original settings in a separate record. The first test felt painfully slow even from outside the booth. On the display, both joints advanced together, paused, and returned.

      “Again,” the man said.

      They increased the load.

      The traces remained aligned.

      “What can it lift?” Lukas asked.

      “That is not the most useful question.”

      “What can it safely help you do?”

      “Stand when fatigue would otherwise keep me seated. Climb steps. Carry equipment. Pull considerably more than my unassisted muscles permit, provided I can brace correctly and the surrounding structure can bear the reaction.”

      “How much more?”

      “Enough to make carelessness dangerous.”

      Lukas watched the indicated tension rise during a resisted pull. The booth’s test fixture took the load. Nothing on the display suggested effortless power: battery demand climbed, pressure dipped, and the compressor labored to restore it.

      “Your body still takes some of that.”

      “Always. The frame redirects force. It does not abolish it.”

      “So brief efforts.”

      “Yes.”

      “At night?”

      “When I must go outside. Darkness reduces certain risks. It does not remove the cold, and it does not restore damaged tissue.”

      Lukas looked at the pale arcs moving across the screen. The harness had seemed, hanging in the cradle, like an answer made of metal. Fitted to its owner, it became something more difficult: a negotiated margin between what was needed and what could be endured.

      They ran the final sequence at a moderate load. Forward inclination, return, lateral stabilization, resisted pull. Lukas checked for lag, oscillation, and accumulated offset. None appeared. He signed the new settings, then read the version number aloud.

      “Accepted,” the man said.

      The booth’s indicator changed to ready.

      Lukas sat back at last. Every fastener had its witness mark; every hose had clearance. The titanium structure’s paired joints now moved in exact agreement, without the faint struggle he had watched on the first traces. He was satisfied with it, deeply and practically satisfied, in a way that left no need to speak.

      Inside the booth, the harness activated with the same pneumatic click he had heard on the night at the railway.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 13

      Unearthed Records

      

    
    
      By morning the sound had become less certain in Lukas’s memory. A pneumatic valve, a boot settling on packed snow, a click heard through fear: none of these could establish what had happened at the railway. He had written the resemblance in his notebook before leaving Korpkall, then drawn a line beneath it. Not evidence.

      Now, outside the municipal library, he wished uncertainty were something he could put down as easily.

      The library occupied the older wing of the technical college, where a covered passage joined pale brick to concrete. Snow had accumulated against the glass until the lower windows resembled tanks filled with milk. Above them, darkness reflected the lamps over the entrance. It was nearly noon.

      Dr. Hedström had sent her message while he was eating breakfast.

      Reading room. Twelve fifteen. Bring someone who checks your conclusions.

      He had asked Freja.

      She arrived carrying a laptop under one arm and a sandwich wrapped in paper under the other. Her orange work jacket had a black repair patch across its cuff.

      “Is this about the old drawings?”

      “Related to them.”

      “Does related mean you know, or you hope?”

      “She hasn’t told me.”

      “Good. We can begin with one honest answer.”

      She held the door while he stamped snow from his boots. Warm air carried the smell of wet wool, paper, and overheated dust. Somewhere behind the circulation desk a printer fed out pages with a soft, repetitive scrape.

      Lukas had slept four hours. His hands no longer trembled, but a dull ache remained between his shoulders from the harness calibration. He had told Ingrid about the police arriving and about staying inside until the access road was clear. She had listened without interrupting, which had been worse than questions. Before leaving for work she had made him promise to keep his phone charged and answer when she called.

      He touched the phone through his pocket.

      Near the local-history shelves, the college director stood with a broad, elderly man in a charcoal overcoat. Lukas recognized the second man from municipal notices: Stellan Larsson, chair of the local development committee. Emil’s father.

      Their resemblance lay less in their features than in the way they occupied the passage, leaving other people to negotiate the remaining space.

      The director saw Freja first.

      “Shouldn’t you both be in the workshop?”

      “Independent study until one,” she said. “Andersson approved our indexing work.”

      He had approved an hour to organize engineering sources. Lukas wondered how broadly that permission could stretch.

      Larsson looked at him.

      “Lindstrom. Your mother is with the geothermal project.”

      “Yes.”

      “A difficult time to arrive. We’ve had enough misunderstandings recently.”

      Lukas could hear the printer behind the desk. Three sheets, a pause, then another.

      “The police have my statement,” he said.

      “I’m speaking about the town.”

      “So am I.”

      The answer escaped before he had made it safe. Larsson’s gaze rested on the scar on his cheek, then moved to Freja’s laptop.

      The director folded his hands. “Historical material can be misleading without appropriate context. If this concerns college property, or municipal infrastructure, bring it through the proper channels.”

      “We’re meeting Dr. Hedström,” Freja said.

      Something changed in Larsson’s face, too small for Lukas to name.

      “She’s at the back,” the director said.

      Neither man moved until Freja stepped toward the narrow gap between them.

      Lukas followed her into the reading room, feeling the exposed strip of skin above his collar as though someone had touched it.

      Marta sat beneath an unlit pendant lamp, her coat folded over the next chair. Without her medical coat she seemed smaller, although her upright posture made the chair look temporary. On the table lay a flat grey case, two envelopes, and a pair of reading glasses.

      “You’re late,” she said.

      “It’s twelve fourteen.”

      “Then sit down before you become late.”

      Freja placed her sandwich beside the laptop.

      “Freja Nilssen.”

      “I remember you. You once argued that the clinic’s backup generator exercise was too short.”

      “It was.”

      “Yes. We changed it.”

      Marta turned toward Lukas. “Were you followed?”

      “Not that I noticed. Larsson and the director are outside.”

      “They were here when I arrived.”

      “Are we doing something we shouldn’t?” he asked.

      “We’re consulting records in a public library. That depends on whom you ask.”

      Her dry voice did not ease the pressure in his chest.

      She opened the grey case. Inside were two small reels in transparent archival containers and a folded certificate. Each container bore a numbered seal. Marta kept her fingers on the case for a moment before pushing it toward him.

      “These are certified duplicate microfilms of records preserved after the 1989 incident. Engineering correspondence, maintenance sheets, extracts from the inquiry, and the deposit register. No patient charts.”

      Lukas looked up.

      “You kept them?”

      “I kept the acknowledgment showing where they were lodged. The duplicates were released to me yesterday after a request I should have made years ago.”

      “Why now?”

      “Because your mother’s engineering extract describes people preparing to rely on a route that was misrepresented before. And because someone brought fuel to a house where a man cannot safely walk into the street.”

      Freja’s hands became still beside the keyboard.

      “Those are two different reasons,” she said.

      “They are,” Marta replied. “You should keep them separate.”

      She lifted the certificate.

      “The originals were deposited with a regional solicitor during a compensation dispute. When the practice closed, its retained archive went into supervised storage. These copies were made under the archive’s procedure. The certificate identifies the source rolls and the frame ranges. It does not certify that every statement photographed on them is true.”

      Freja nodded. “That part we have to test.”

      “That part you have to read.”

      At the end of the room stood a microfilm reader with a cream-colored housing, its edges yellowed by age. A librarian came to unlock its cabinet. Marta signed the equipment register while Lukas carried the grey case, conscious of Larsson’s voice drifting faintly from beyond the shelves.

      The reader’s lamp warmed with a smell like a hot cupboard. Freja found its digital capture connection beneath a hinged panel.

      “No network,” she said, checking the settings. “Local files only, if the library permits.”

      The librarian supplied a clean storage drive and asked them not to photograph other readers. There were no other readers.

      Marta broke the first numbered seal in front of them, placed the detached strip inside the case, and entered the number on a blank sheet. Lukas watched her thread the film through the rollers.

      The first image appeared upside down.

      Freja leaned over. “A promising start for institutional truth.”

      Marta reversed the reel without comment.

      A title page settled on the screen: an engineering deposit concerning the Malmvik experimental biosynthesis installation. Below the date was a solicitor’s stamp and a list of annexes.

      Lukas had seen the failed seal on the Korpkall drawings. He knew the reduced passage area, the substituted assumptions, the pressure that had sought an escape through an inadequate route. He had imagined that seeing the paperwork would feel like finding the missing component on a bench.

      Instead it felt like approaching a room where someone had been hurt.

      They began with the register.

      Freja made a table: frame number, document date, author, recipient, assertion, corroborating source. She refused to let him call the first memorandum a warning until they had read its final paragraph.

      “It might be a design query.”

      “It says the bypass cannot carry the specified discharge.”

      “And asks for confirmation of the revised operating limit. Record what it says. We can describe the pattern after we have one.”

      Marta watched them over her glasses.

      The memorandum was followed by a calculation sheet. The next frame held a purchase authorization for a cheaper seal assembly. After that came a maintenance instruction permitting operation pending replacement, subject to inspection and two signatures.

      One signature was a short, angular mark above the printed words Maintenance Chief.

      Stellan Larsson.

      Lukas moved closer to the screen.

      The second signature belonged to the independent pressure inspector. Beside it was a time and date, written with an oddly careful slant.

      “Could he really have been chief then?”

      “Acting maintenance chief,” Marta said. “A young appointment. He stayed in management afterward.”

      Lukas thought of Emil saying his father’s crews would laugh at their measurements. He had heard it as ordinary boasting. Now there was a name beneath the boast, and a date.

      Freja entered it without speaking.

      The next document was a letter from the inspector’s office disputing the inspection entry.

      Lukas read the first sentence twice.

      The inspector had been outside Sweden on the date recorded. He had neither attended the installation nor authorized a substitute to sign in his name.

      “An allegation,” Freja said quietly.

      Marta advanced the film.

      A travel record. A signed deposition. Then a typed statement made by Larsson during the compensation proceedings, initialed on each page.

      Lukas felt his mouth grow dry.

      Larsson acknowledged entering both approvals on the maintenance sheet. He said he had done so under verbal instruction to avoid postponing a scheduled production trial. He had understood that formal inspection would follow. The statement ended with a denial that he had foreseen any injury.

      For several seconds the only sound was the reader’s fan.

      “He forged it,” Lukas said.

      “He admits entering another person’s approval without authorization,” Freja said. “Yes. That is much stronger than matching handwriting.”

      “Then why wasn’t—”

      He stopped. He had too many endings for the question.

      Marta looked at the pale rectangle of light.

      “The dispute ended in a settlement. Some claims were withdrawn. Some findings remained preliminary. People who needed wages were advised to consider what a closed installation would mean for the town.”

      “Were you advised?”

      “Yes.”

      Her answer left no space in which he could pretend she meant someone else.

      They read on.

      A distribution list showed that the disputed maintenance sheet had reached the installation manager before the trial. A later internal memorandum recommended that the public explanation focus on “unauthorized deviation by the biomedical lead.”

      The phrase sat in quotation marks on Freja’s table. Lukas watched her type it exactly.

      The biomedical lead had submitted a stop request two days before the failure.

      Its receipt stamp was visible in the corner.

      He had asked for the pressure trial to be suspended until the independent inspection and replacement of the seal assembly. Beneath the request was a routing note: defer pending production review.

      Lukas leaned back, suddenly aware of how hot the reader’s lamp had made his face.

      “They had his warning.”

      “Yes,” Marta said.

      “And afterward they said he caused it.”

      “Read the incident summary.”

      The summary was three frames farther on. Its language was smooth, almost restful. A senior scientist had allegedly continued an experimental procedure outside approved limits. An unforeseeable release had followed. The company regretted the injuries and pledged cooperation with the authorities.

      There was no mention of the stop request.

      Freja saved the frame and entered the omission beside the relevant documents.

      “Not just an omission,” Lukas said.

      “No. But we show it before we name it.”

      He rubbed his eyes. The characters floated briefly against his closed lids.

      When he opened them, a name stood at the bottom of the next page.

      Dr. Magnus Crane.

      He knew it without knowing where he had learned it. A photograph in an old science book, perhaps, or a reference beneath a diagram of artificial circulation. He read the words above it.

      Principal injured party.

      Below were professional qualifications, a research appointment, and a summary of losses sustained in the incident. Much of the medical detail had been covered before filming. What remained referred to extensive tissue damage and permanent disability.

      “Crane,” Freja said. She had stopped typing. “The biomedical engineer?”

      Marta adjusted the focus.

      “He was a physician as well.”

      “The adaptive circulation work?”

      “Yes.”

      Lukas looked from one to the other. “You know him?”

      “I know the papers,” Freja said. “We had a section on closed-loop physiological control last year. His early work was in the reading list. I thought he died.”

      “The summaries weren’t particularly careful,” Marta said.

      On the screen, Magnus Crane’s name remained sharp while the edges of the page blurred.

      Hesperus. The damaged systems that no longer regulated themselves. A man behind a screen who spoke of the disaster with the precision of someone describing the arrangement of his own furniture.

      Lukas pressed his palms against his knees.

      “Did he survive?”

      Marta looked directly at him.

      “The record says he survived.”

      “Where did he go?”

      “That is not a question this archive can answer.”

      He could have asked it another way. He could have said Korpkall and watched her expression. The temptation was so strong that it felt physical, a hand pushing between his shoulder blades.

      Marta lowered her voice.

      “Someone’s medical circumstances do not become public property because his work once was.”

      Freja glanced at Lukas, then back at the page.

      “We can establish that the named scientist was injured and blamed,” she said. “We can’t establish where he lives from a compensation record.”

      “I know.”

      But knowing the boundary did not stop the thought from crossing it.

      A shadow fell across the reader.

      The director stood at the end of the table. Larsson remained a few paces behind him, one hand resting on the back of an empty chair.

      “Dr. Hedström,” the director said. “We need to clarify what material is being reproduced on college equipment.”

      “Municipal equipment,” the librarian called from the desk.

      The director’s mouth tightened.

      “Equipment in a shared educational building.”

      “Records lawfully released from an archive,” Marta said. “The certificate is beside you.”

      Larsson did not look at it.

      “These matters were concluded a long time ago.”

      Freja’s cursor blinked in the middle of her unfinished entry.

      Lukas could see Larsson reflected in the reader’s dark border. He wondered whether the man recognized the page before them. Then Larsson moved a little to the left, and there was no need to wonder.

      “You’re showing young people documents from a contested private dispute,” he said.

      “We’ve noted the nature of the proceedings,” Freja replied.

      “I wasn’t asking you.”

      “She is doing the indexing,” Marta said. “You may address her.”

      The silence that followed seemed to draw the room closer around the table.

      Lukas wanted to turn the image away. He hated that he wanted it. The old habit had arrived before any conscious decision: make the thing less visible, leave a route by which the powerful person could retreat without choosing a victim.

      Instead he put his hand beside the certificate.

      “Is there a document here you believe is false?”

      Larsson regarded him with an expression almost like patience.

      “Your mother has a difficult job. People need to trust the staff keeping their houses warm.”

      “She didn’t bring us these.”

      “I would hate to see her professional standing complicated by irresponsible accusations.”

      Lukas heard Freja’s chair shift.

      “Please don’t involve his mother,” she said.

      The director raised one hand. “Nobody is threatening anybody. We’re asking for discretion.”

      Marta removed her glasses.

      “Then practice it. These two students have made no public accusation. You have approached them during lawful research and introduced a parent’s employment. I suggest we all remember the sequence accurately.”

      The librarian had come halfway across the room. She carried no books.

      “Do you need assistance, Dr. Hedström?”

      “No. Thank you.”

      Larsson looked at Lukas once more, then released the chair.

      “Check all your dates,” he said.

      “We are,” Freja replied.

      They left without touching the certificate.

      For a while Lukas could not read the page. The letters were clear, but they refused to become words.

      Marta reached past him and switched off the reader lamp.

      “Five minutes.”

      “I’m all right.”

      “You don’t have to earn a break by becoming unwell.”

      Freja unwrapped her sandwich and divided it with a small, decisive tear of paper. She put half in front of him.

      He ate because refusing would have required speech.

      Beyond the windows, a snow-clearing vehicle passed with its amber beacon turning. Light traveled across the ceiling, vanished, returned. The library had continued around them: books being scanned, a child asking where the animal shelves were, someone coughing into a sleeve.

      “Does he know everything that’s on these?” Lukas asked.

      “Not necessarily,” Marta said. “He knows what he signed.”

      “Why give them to me?”

      “I’m asking you to hold them while I prepare a formal submission. The sealed duplicates should not remain in my clinic, where access is shared and their presence would raise questions about patient records. You already have the engineering extracts that explain their relevance.”

      “I’m nineteen.”

      “I had noticed.”

      “That isn’t an answer.”

      “No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

      Her hands lay on the table, small and dry, the nails cut short.

      “I should have spoken clearly when the first account was circulated. I told myself my patients needed me more than the truth needed another witness. That became easier to say each year.”

      Lukas looked at the case.

      “I’m not asking you to publish anything,” she continued. “Or to confront him. Keep the material secure. If you cannot, tell me now, and I will make another arrangement.”

      Freja pushed the laptop slightly toward him.

      “We finish the index. We make a working copy with the certificate attached. Then you can decide whether you can carry two little reels without turning them into a personal crusade.”

      He almost smiled.

      “What about you?”

      “I can hold the index. Not someone else’s medical history.”

      Marta nodded approval.

      They returned to work.

      The second reel contained correspondence about the settlement and the disposition of evidence. Freja marked each source as public, deposited private correspondence, or restricted extract. When a passage referred to injuries without adding anything to the engineering question, she recorded its existence but did not capture the page.

      Lukas found the stop request again and checked its date against the trial authorization. This time his attention held. The order was unmistakable: request received, trial approved, false inspection accepted, containment failed.

      The documentary sequence did not tell him what every person had intended. It told him enough about what they had done.

      By the time they finished, the weak midday blue had drained from the high windows.

      Marta rewound both reels. Lukas held the containers while she fitted new numbered security strips, recorded the numbers, and signed across the folded custody sheet. Freja witnessed the entry. The broken original seals went into a separate envelope with the archive certificate.

      Then Marta placed the grey case in Lukas’s hands.

      “Do not leave it in a locker.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Tell me before it changes hands.”

      He signed beneath her name. The pen caught briefly in a grain of the paper.

      Freja disconnected the storage drive. At Marta’s request, the librarian locked it in a records envelope for collection with the formal submission. Freja retained only the index, without the medical extracts, and sent Lukas a copy.

      There was now more than memory outside the case. Dates, frame numbers, a route back to the source. Larsson could object to their interpretation; he could no longer make the documents disappear simply by making Lukas afraid.

      Marta went out through the main entrance to her waiting taxi. Freja stayed at the desk to collect the equipment receipt.

      “Workshop?” she asked.

      “My tools are there.”

      “I’ll catch up. Don’t explain this to anyone in the corridor.”

      Lukas tucked the case into his bag and took the covered passage.

      Beyond the glass, the college yard lay under a blue-white security lamp. The workshop’s rear wall blocked the wind, and snow had collected in a deep, smooth shelf along its base. He slowed near the passage door, still thinking of the name on the screen.

      Magnus Crane. The vanished scientist from Freja’s reading list. The man condemned by a report written around his own unanswered warning.

      It could be him.

      That was all Lukas could honestly say, and it was enough to make the familiar route to the workshop feel altered.

      A movement beyond the corner stopped him.

      Emil stood behind the workshop beside a low utility sled. His hood was down. In the security light Lukas saw two fuel canisters upright on the sled and another hanging from Emil’s gloved hand. He recognized the rectangular shape, the molded handles, the dark caps.

      Emil turned toward someone hidden by the wall.

      Lukas stepped back from the glass. Slowly, without taking his eyes from the corner, he opened his bag, lifted out the case, and slipped the microfilms deep inside his jacket.
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      Lukas closed his jacket over the flat weight of the case. Through the glass, Emil lowered the third canister onto the sled. The plastic struck the metal bed with a hollow knock.

      He could stay behind the door. He could wait for Freja, take a photograph, report what he had seen. All of those were sensible choices. None explained what he should do if Emil pulled the sled away before anyone answered.

      Lukas opened the door but kept one hand on its edge.

      “Where are you taking those?”

      Emil turned. For a moment his expression was almost blank; then recognition tightened it.

      “Workshop supplies.”

      “The stores entrance is on the other side.”

      “Put in a complaint.”

      Someone beyond the corner laughed. Lukas could not see who it was. He stayed on the threshold, with the lit passage behind him and the door still within reach.

      “I saw the canisters at Korpkall. The police have the report.”

      Emil let go of the sled handle.

      “You see a lot, don’t you?”

      The cold found the damp collar of Lukas’s shirt. He wanted to look behind him for Freja but did not turn.

      “If you’re planning to take fuel up there again, they’ll be told.”

      “Planning?” Emil spread his hands. “You’re the one who damaged electrical equipment.”

      Lukas felt the accusation land where it belonged. He had helped put out those floodlights. Fear had made the decision seem clean at the time.

      “That doesn’t make this safe.”

      Emil stepped nearer. Lukas’s fingers tightened on the door.

      “You should worry about your own house,” Emil said. “They’re calling everyone out tonight. Ask your mother.”

      A second door opened farther down the passage.

      “Lukas?”

      Freja’s voice carried clearly through the yard. Emil looked past him, picked up the handle, and pulled. The runners grated over packed snow. A boot appeared beyond the corner, then another figure’s shoulder, but neither face came into view.

      Lukas took out his phone. By the time he had cleared his glove from the lens, the sled was passing behind the service garage. He caught only its rear runner and one bright rectangle of plastic.

      Freja reached him as he shut the door.

      “Tell me exactly what happened.”

      He did, including what Emil had said about the electrical equipment. She listened without interrupting, then looked through the glass.

      “No following.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “You were leaning.”

      He stepped back.

      They called the police from the passage. Lukas described the canisters without claiming to know their contents, gave the direction of travel, and repeated Emil’s words. The dispatcher added it to the existing report and asked whether anyone had made a direct threat of immediate violence.

      “Not in those words,” Lukas said.

      He hated how small that sounded. Freja took the phone only to confirm what she herself had seen: the departing sled, Emil at the handle, Lukas standing at the doorway. Nothing more.

      When the call ended, a weather alert filled his screen.

      The front had advanced faster than forecast. Travel restrictions would begin before evening.

      His mother had called twice.

      ***

      By the time they reached the Engineers’ Cabin, the wind had stripped the loose snow from the road and driven it into the spaces beneath parked cars. The house stood behind a low white ridge, its kitchen windows yellow through the airborne powder. Lukas had never been so relieved to see somewhere ordinary.

      Ingrid opened the door before he found his key.

      “Where were you?”

      “At college. I called back.”

      “I had no signal in the equipment room.”

      Her eyes moved from him to Freja, then to the toolbag hanging heavily from his hand.

      “Come inside.”

      The cabin smelled of coffee boiled too long. A weather map lay open on Ingrid’s laptop beside a paper network diagram. She had put a torch, batteries, and two packets of candles on the table, but the cupboard above the sink stood open and a tin of soup rested halfway out of a shopping bag.

      Lukas set his tools down.

      “What’s happened?”

      “The main has started cycling again.”

      “The same pressure oscillation?”

      “Larger amplitude. Different timing.”

      She spoke while pulling a woollen sweater over her base layer. Her hair caught in the collar; she freed it impatiently.

      “Borrhål-4 has lost a reliable position signal on one of the isolation valves. They need someone who knows the temporary routing.”

      “You.”

      “Yes.”

      Freja pulled the map closer without touching the laptop. “Have they reduced the load?”

      “As far as they can without losing supply to the eastern district.”

      Lukas heard Emil’s voice again. Ask your mother.

      “He knew,” he said.

      Ingrid stopped with one hand inside her sweater cuff.

      “Who?”

      “Emil. He said they were calling everyone out tonight.”

      “That could be common knowledge.”

      “He was moving fuel canisters behind the workshop.”

      He told her about the yard, the earlier generators, the lights on the access road. This time he did not soften the account to keep her calm. He told her where he had stood and what he had feared. The kitchen seemed to contract around the things he had kept out of it.

      “You should have told me about the floodlights,” Ingrid said.

      “I know.”

      “And damaging a distribution box—Lukas, someone could have been hurt.”

      “I know that too.”

      She looked at him for a long moment. He could not tell whether she was searching his face for further omissions or trying to find enough time to be angry.

      Freja spoke quietly. “I was involved. It wasn’t only him.”

      Ingrid pressed her fingers against the table.

      “We will discuss that. Properly. Not while somebody is waiting beside an unstable main.”

      “Then don’t go,” Lukas said.

      It came out too quickly, almost childishly. He made himself continue.

      “The valve stops were altered before. There are canisters being moved, and Emil knew about the callout. You can’t treat all of it as separate.”

      “I’m not.”

      “But you’re still going.”

      “If the fault is deliberate, leaving it unattended won’t make it less dangerous.”

      The radiator beneath the window clicked. For a few seconds all three of them listened to the small domestic sound.

      Ingrid turned the laptop toward him. On the map, a purple band crossed the coast and broadened inland.

      “The emergency bulletin has just been revised. Sustained winds above twenty metres per second here, stronger gusts on the exposed ground. The forecast low is minus thirty, with drifting enough to close the access roads. They’re comparing it with the storm ten years ago.”

      “Comparing what?” Lukas asked.

      “Expected infrastructure damage.”

      He looked at the packets of candles.

      “How long if the plant stops?”

      His mother did not answer immediately.

      “Not until the houses become uninhabitable,” he said. “Until the heating stops.”

      “The usable buffer is already reduced. At this demand, less than three hours before we lose effective heat delivery across the network. Some branches much sooner.”

      Freja’s hand went still on the map.

      “The buried pipes won’t freeze in three hours,” Ingrid added. “But once circulation and temperature fall, we start losing vulnerable sections, exposed service runs, building entries. Then restoring supply becomes much harder. That’s why I have to go before we’re dealing with both faults and ice.”

      Lukas pictured the town not as streets but as rooms: children asleep above cooling pipes, the clinic’s waiting area, old men in flats whose windows never seemed to open. Less than three hours was not a number large enough to belong to a whole town.

      “What do we do here?” he asked.

      Some of the strain left Ingrid’s face.

      “We prepare for the house to cool.”

      ***

      They worked through the rooms without finishing the argument.

      Lukas filled the clean water containers and put them along the interior wall, away from the window. Freja checked the torch batteries and taped the spare sets together in the right pairs. Ingrid moved blankets from the bedroom cupboard onto the sofa, then marked the stop valve beneath the sink with a strip of red tape.

      “If a pipe bursts, this one. Don’t go hunting under the floor.”

      “I know where it is.”

      “I need to say it.”

      He nodded, and she showed him again.

      The back door had a draught beneath the frame. Lukas fetched the spare sealing strip from the shed while Ingrid called the duty engineer. In the narrow pool of his torch, his workbench looked abandoned in mid-thought: the soldering iron in its cradle, screws sorted into a jam-jar lid, a motor waiting with its end plate removed. He brought the iron inside as well as the seal. He could not justify leaving the tools to freeze, though he knew that was not the whole reason.

      From the shed door he could see the lower slope of Korpkall. The house itself had disappeared into windblown snow.

      The name from the library returned to him.

      A scientist injured in 1989. A man living behind screens in a former research building. The dates could fit. The knowledge could fit. Yet he had learned enough about misleading records that afternoon to distrust the comfort of a neat conclusion.

      Inside, he laid the sealing strip by the door and took the grey case from his jacket.

      Ingrid glanced at it.

      “What’s that?”

      “Certified copies of old records. Marta gave them to me to keep safe.”

      “About the incident?”

      “Yes.”

      He told her about the forged inspection entry and the missing stop request. He did not give her his uncertain identification of the man on the hill. Saying it aloud would make it sound more established than it was, and it was not his name to distribute.

      Ingrid sat down.

      For the first time since he had arrived, she looked less hurried than tired.

      “Does Marta have a submission arranged?”

      “She kept the copied images for it at the library. These are separate.”

      “Good.”

      “There’s something else,” Lukas said. “Warnings were sent about the current network. Before the trouble started.”

      Her gaze shifted to the diagram.

      “I received some.”

      “And?”

      “I filed them for review.”

      He waited.

      “They were anonymous. Parts of the material didn’t match the commissioning drawings. I asked for clarification through the project office, and there were six other things that were supposed to be urgent that week.”

      “The drawings were wrong.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      There was no defence in the word. It frightened him more than an argument would have.

      “I should have pursued the discrepancy. I’m pursuing it now.”

      Freja folded an empty battery wrapper into a small square. Lukas watched her hands because he could not quite look at his mother.

      He had imagined concealment as a deliberate door closing. Sometimes, apparently, it was a paper placed beneath another paper until the weather changed.

      Ingrid reached for the network diagram.

      “Show me the route he checked.”

      Lukas put the archival case away and used the engineering extract already stored on his phone. Together they traced the undersized bypass and the temporary buffer connection. Ingrid wrote two dimensions on the margin of her own diagram, circled them, and photographed the sheet.

      “I’ve sent the extract before,” Lukas said.

      “I know. This is for the crew at the valve chamber, with today’s isolation boundaries marked. They need something they can use in gloves.”

      She printed it, folded it into a transparent sleeve, and put it into her field bag.

      Lukas found a dry place for the grey case in the inner cupboard. Before he shut the door, he sent Marta a message giving its location and confirming that it had not changed hands.

      He could not protect evidence by carrying it into every danger.

      ***

      Freja’s phone rang while Lukas was fitting the draught strip. He heard her give her name, then her student number. Her voice became brisker.

      “Yes. The college relay room. No, not plant access.”

      She listened, looked at Ingrid, and requested that the instructions be sent in writing.

      When she ended the call, she held up the screen.

      “Andersson put my name forward for the emergency desk. Apparently I’ve become useful through a clerical error.”

      Despite everything, Lukas almost smiled.

      “Where?”

      “College communications room. It’s on the emergency supply, and the building is designated as a warm shelter. There’ll be a duty technician and a municipal coordinator.”

      Ingrid took the phone and read the message.

      “What access?”

      “Read-only pressure feed from the district instruments. Logging, scheduled VHF checks, passing messages. No control permissions.”

      “Good.”

      “I asked specifically.”

      Lukas pressed the sealing strip firmly into the corner of the frame.

      “Can you see Borrhål-4 from there?”

      “Not see it. Receive its instrument feed, if the link stays up. Those are different things.”

      “I meant the readings.”

      “I know. I’m establishing a habit before everyone gets tired.”

      She drew a chair to the table and copied the check-in schedule onto paper. Ingrid found the cabin’s issued emergency radio in the hall cupboard, still in its charging stand. The consortium had supplied it with the house; until now Lukas had treated it like a fire extinguisher, something whose presence meant he would probably never need it.

      Freja switched it on and waited for the channel to clear.

      The first test came back thin but intelligible. She read their location, requested a signal report, and wrote down the reply. Then she passed the radio to Lukas.

      “Your turn.”

      His mouth felt dry as he pressed the transmit button. He gave his name and location, released it, and heard the operator repeat both.

      Freja tapped the schedule.

      “Routine checks every fifteen minutes, unless the channel is busy with an incident. If you miss one, listen before you transmit again. Keep messages short. Give the time with every reading.”

      “And if the data connection fails?”

      “I say it failed. I don’t keep reading the last number as though it’s current.”

      Ingrid wrote her field call sign beneath the schedule.

      “No personal conversations on the working channel,” she said. “If you need me, ask the desk to pass a message. Don’t tie up a crew call.”

      Lukas wanted to ask her to promise she would answer anyway. Instead he copied the call sign onto the small notebook he carried in his coat.

      “What about Korpkall?”

      Freja looked at him directly.

      “What about it?”

      “They have independent equipment. Historical plans. If the plant needs something checked—”

      “Then information goes through the duty engineer,” Ingrid said. “No one alters a live system because somebody on a hill says a line ought to be open.”

      “He wouldn’t ask that.”

      “I’m not accusing him. I’m telling you the boundary.”

      Lukas set the notebook down.

      “I can ask what supplies he needs. Make sure his heating will hold.”

      His mother’s expression changed.

      “You’re not going up there alone in this.”

      “Not now. By radio first.”

      “Does he have a radio?”

      “Yes.”

      That much he knew from the workshop equipment. Whether the man would answer a municipal channel was another question.

      Ingrid rubbed the place between her eyebrows.

      “You stay out of the open until we know the road conditions. And you tell someone before you move. Not after.”

      It was not permission, exactly. It was a rule she could still give him.

      “I will.”

      Her phone rang again.

      This time she did not sit down.

      ***

      The field vehicle arrived with its headlights swinging pale circles across the kitchen ceiling. Ingrid fastened her boots while speaking to the driver through the open door.

      “Has anyone entered the chamber?”

      A distorted reply came back through the wind.

      “Then keep them outside until the gas check is complete.”

      Lukas held out the insulated flask he had filled. She took it, looked surprised, and tucked it into her bag.

      “Thank you.”

      He followed her to the porch.

      Snow moved horizontally beyond the handrail. Across the road, a neighbour was tying something over a damaged shed window; another person held the torch, its beam trembling in the gusts.

      “Stay away from the primary purge valves,” Lukas said.

      His mother faced him.

      “The warning from the drawings?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s on the crew briefing.”

      “But you—”

      “I will not go there alone, and I will not stand over a pressurised assembly to save five minutes.”

      He nodded, though it did not settle what was moving inside his chest.

      She touched the small scar on his cheek with one warm finger, a gesture so brief he might once have shrugged it away.

      “Tell me when you’re frightened,” she said. “You don’t have to turn it into a technical question first.”

      He looked at the waiting vehicle.

      “I’m frightened.”

      “I am too.”

      The admission steadied him in a way reassurance would not have done. She was not going because she had failed to imagine the danger. She had imagined it and was taking her bag anyway.

      “Come back,” he said.

      “I’ll take every reasonable precaution to do that.”

      It was the sort of promise she could honestly make. He let her go.

      Freja left with her, accepting a lift to the college rather than walking. From the porch she turned back.

      “First check at the quarter hour.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “And eat something.”

      The vehicle doors closed. Red tail lamps blurred at the bend, then vanished.

      Lukas locked the porch and stood with his hand still on the bolt.

      He had secured the door. Filled the containers. Found the blankets. None of it could keep his mother out of a valve chamber. None could prevent a canister being carried uphill.

      He went back to the kitchen and ate a piece of bread standing up.

      ***

      The first scheduled check reached him through a wash of static. Freja identified the college desk, confirmed that the eastern branch remained in circulation, and gave the timestamp of the latest pressure set. She did not offer reassurance beyond the measurements.

      Lukas reported the cabin occupied by one person, heat still on, no damage.

      Afterward he used his phone to call Korpkall.

      It rang long enough for him to begin imagining that the man could not reach it. Then the familiar voice answered.

      “Are you indoors?”

      “Yes. At home.”

      “Remain there.”

      Lukas told him about Emil and the sled. He gave the police report first, so the man would know he had not saved the warning for a private conversation.

      “I have checked the external cameras,” the man said. “Visibility is deteriorating.”

      “Are the workshop doors secured?”

      “Yes.”

      “Backup heat?”

      A pause.

      “Yes, Lukas.”

      He heard the gentleness beneath the impatience and nearly lost the thread of what he had called to say.

      “My mother’s gone to Borrhål-4. The main’s fluctuating again. There’s less than three hours of usable heat if the plant goes down.”

      “Under the present load, that is credible.”

      “I don’t want to sit here until someone tells me it has happened.”

      “Going outside will not improve the reserve.”

      “I know.”

      He looked toward the cupboard holding the records.

      “We found more documents. At the library.”

      The line remained quiet.

      “There was a stop request. Before the accident. And an inspection entry that wasn’t genuine.”

      “Then preserve the records.”

      “Marta’s arranging that.”

      He could ask the name. The question pressed against his teeth. But it would be a demand made at the very moment he needed the man to trust him, and the answer would not secure a single door tonight.

      “Were you there?” he asked instead.

      “Yes.”

      The word gave him no face, no title, no certainty about the name. Only a place in a disaster.

      “Did you know the person who tried to stop it?”

      “I knew the work,” the man said. “That will have to suffice.”

      Lukas closed his eyes.

      “All right.”

      Outside, something struck the side of the cabin: a small hard rattle, ice or grit lifted by the wind.

      “I’m not asking you to tell me who you are,” he said. “I’m asking what we can do now.”

      For several seconds he heard only the line’s faint hiss.

      “Keep your tools packed. Charge the radio. Do not leave without an agreed destination and a confirmed route. If there is an alarm here, you call emergency services before you call me.”

      “I will.”

      “And if the municipal engineers request the archived specifications, I can provide them.”

      “Through the desk,” Lukas said.

      “Precisely.”

      It was not an adventure offered to him, nor a promise that they could save everyone. It was work with conditions. He could do that.

      He put the insulated tools into his bag, added the notebook, and moved it beside his boots. The radio stood charged on the table. He checked the clock and waited for the next call, no longer hoping someone would release him from having to choose.

      The kitchen lamp dimmed, recovered, and dimmed again. Beyond the window the streetlights flickered together. Then the lamp went out, and every light in Malmvik vanished into total darkness.
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      The radio’s green indicator remained lit. Lukas reached for it before his eyes had adjusted to the dark, striking his knuckles against the edge of the table.

      “Freja. Do you still have power?”

      A click, then her voice beneath a wash of interference.

      “Battery supply. The municipal desk has emergency lighting. Stay off the road until they know which feeders are down.”

      The cabin had lost more than light. Without the refrigerator’s vibration or the pump beneath the floor, the storm seemed to have entered every room. He heard a loose fastening tapping against the outer wall.

      His phone vibrated beside the radio.

      For one foolish instant he expected Ingrid.

      “Lukas.” The man’s filtered voice was clipped. “There is a fire at the western service wall. I have contacted dispatch.”

      Lukas stood so quickly that the chair scraped backward.

      “Inside?”

      “Outside. Two impacts against the shutters. The generator enclosure is not yet involved.”

      A faint report came through the connection, followed by a brittle showering sound.

      “Three,” the man said.

      The room around Lukas became terribly distinct: the pale square of the window, his bag beside his boots, the cupboard where the grey case lay safe behind a stack of plates. He had reported the canisters. He had given names and places. Somewhere there should have been a point at which telling the truth made this stop.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No. Remain where you are.”

      “Your suppression system?”

      “The exterior circuit has failed to pressurize.”

      Lukas looked toward the hill, though nothing beyond the glass was visible.

      “The replacement valves?”

      “Not those. The supply pump starts and cuts out. I cannot inspect the service cabinet without leaving the protected section.”

      Another noise, lower this time, came through the phone.

      “The generator housing is insulated,” the man continued. “That affords time. It does not make it fireproof.”

      Lukas pressed the radio button with his other hand.

      “Freja, active fire at Korpkall. Dispatch already notified. Western service wall, generator enclosure threatened. Can you get the fire desk to confirm a route?”

      “Do not start walking.”

      “I’m asking for a route.”

      He could hear her speaking to someone beyond the radio. On the phone the man said his name, but Lukas interrupted.

      “I know the cabinet. You showed me the winter-drain circuit. If it’s drawing air—”

      “You do not know that it is.”

      “No. But I can check it.”

      Silence held for two breaths.

      Then the man said, “Only by a confirmed approach. Not the access road.”

      Freja returned. A municipal maintenance crawler was passing the cabin on its way to inspect the upper feeder. The fire engine had been stopped by a fallen lighting column below the bend. The crawler could carry Lukas and portable extinguishers to the eastern service path, provided the operator accepted him.

      “Dispatch knows you’re going to the service cabinet,” she said. “Not inside a burning building. Do you understand the difference?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then say where you’ll stop if the path is blocked.”

      “The eastern retaining wall. I wait for instructions.”

      He put on his boots with the phone trapped between shoulder and ear. Before leaving, he sent Marta a short message: the records remained in the cabin cupboard; there was a fire at Korpkall. He did not move the case. Carrying it toward the people trying to burn the hill would have been madness.

      At the door he paused long enough to report his departure and destination over the radio.

      Then he stepped into the wind.

      The crawler’s cab smelled of wet gloves and heated rubber. Its operator checked Lukas’s name with dispatch before letting him climb aboard. Two extinguishers lay strapped across the rear shelf. Lukas held them steady while the tracks ground over snow that had already swallowed the road markings.

      Malmvik had vanished except for isolated emergency lamps. Their small yellow pools exposed pieces of the town without joining them together: a doorway, a bus shelter, the silver side of an abandoned car. Farther down the slope, an apartment window flashed with the movement of a torch.

      The radio crackled against Lukas’s chest.

      “Field team at Borrhål-4 reports auxiliary supply,” Freja said. “Pressure still unstable. Your mother has checked in. No injury reported.”

      He bent over the handset to shield it from the cab’s rattling.

      “Tell her where I am.”

      “She knows. She says keep your radio inside your coat.”

      That practical instruction nearly undid him. He tucked the unit beneath the wool and held it there with his palm.

      Beyond the windscreen, orange light opened in the snow.

      It did not look like the fire he had imagined. There was no clean column of flame. Wind tore it sideways along the concrete, folding it into gaps beneath the shutters. Smoke crossed the crawler’s lamps in dense brown veils. Something burned on the ground below the western wall, where falling snow hissed and vanished.

      The operator stopped behind the eastern retaining wall.

      “No farther in this,” he said. “I’m keeping the cab here for withdrawal. Take one cylinder. Leave the other at the door.”

      Lukas acknowledged him, clipped his bag shut, and climbed down.

      The house stood above him in disconnected slabs. Its shutters held, black and wet beneath the reflected fire. A bottle broke somewhere beyond the corner. Flame spread across a lower panel with a soft, rushing sound.

      He flinched so hard that the extinguisher struck his knee.

      This was the place where he had learned to measure a pressure difference properly, where someone had listened when he could no longer carry his father’s death alone. Emil had brought fuel here as though those things were merely rubbish behind a wall.

      “Eastern door,” Lukas said into the radio. His voice sounded unlike his own.

      The latch released.

      He entered, set the cylinder down, and closed the outer door before touching the inner control. Amber light revealed a narrow utility passage and the man waiting at its far end.

      He wore a dark robe gathered close over the rigid outline of the harness. An opaque visor covered his face. At one shoulder the cloth lifted with a small mechanical correction, then settled. He looked neither invulnerable nor safely indoors. He looked prepared for something that preparation could not make safe.

      “You came with transport?”

      “It’s holding below the wall.”

      “Good. No exterior lights.”

      “The driver knows.”

      The man turned toward the service cabinet. His movements were precise, but Lukas noticed the pause before he stooped to release the lower catch.

      “Do not touch the cabinet until I isolate it.”

      A switch opened with a heavy clack. Outside, someone shouted, the words stripped apart by the storm.

      The man stepped aside.

      Inside the cabinet, the pump controller displayed a fault beside a falling pressure reading. Lukas put down his bag and crouched. He could smell scorched sealant through the wall.

      “Automatic retry?” he asked.

      “Disabled after the third cycle.”

      “Reservoir level?”

      “Normal.”

      He traced the suction line to its low point. A short clear section should have been full. Instead, fluid shuddered beneath a crescent of air.

      His fingers stopped on the drain assembly.

      “The winter drain is open.”

      “It was closed at the last inspection.”

      The small locking clip lay below it, snapped cleanly through.

      For a moment Lukas could do nothing but stare. Someone had been here before the bottles, before the blackout, and made sure the system intended to keep the house alive would fail when needed.

      He held up the broken clip.

      The man’s gloved hand closed around it.

      “Set the valve to its marked position,” he said.

      No anger reached his voice. That frightened Lukas more than shouting would have done.

      He closed the drain, checked the other accessible fittings, then fitted the manual priming handle. The fluid was a winter-rated brine, viscous enough that each stroke resisted his wrist. He worked until the clear section filled without bubbles.

      “Ready.”

      The man restored the circuit.

      The pump started. Pressure climbed, hesitated, then settled inside the green band.

      Beyond the wall came a hard rattling rush. Through a narrow, shielded service display, Lukas saw liquid strike the shutters and break into windblown sheets.

      The flames did not disappear. They flattened and recoiled in places, then sprang up again where fuel had gathered beneath the wall.

      “The brine protects the surfaces,” the man said. “It will not extinguish a pool of burning fuel.”

      “The generator?”

      “Separate circuit. We must open the branch locally.”

      Lukas looked up.

      “Outside?”

      “In the covered recess. You will stay behind me.”

      They moved through a second door into a low passage that smelled of cold concrete. The man carried a compact control unit against his chest. Lukas took the extinguisher, its weight dragging at his shoulder.

      At the final threshold, the man stopped.

      “If I tell you to withdraw, you withdraw. You do not remain to see why.”

      Lukas nodded.

      “I need an answer.”

      “Yes.”

      The door opened onto noise and bitter cold.

      The recess lay between the house and generator shed, protected overhead by a reinforced slab. Snow blew through it in hard, ankle-high streams. To the left, fire crawled along a strip of fuel on the paving. Beyond it stood three figures.

      One held a canister. Another bent beside a crate. Emil stood nearest the western shutters, his platinum hair hidden beneath a hood, the broken gear on his neck briefly visible when he turned.

      He saw Lukas.

      “There you are.”

      The familiarity of his voice, out here among flames, made Lukas feel sick.

      The man moved between them. The robe shifted over the harness, exposing a dull metal brace at his wrist before the cloth fell back.

      “Leave the canisters,” he said. “Move downhill. Emergency services have been notified.”

      Emil laughed, but the sound ended too soon.

      “Still giving orders.”

      Lukas edged toward the branch control beneath its protective hood. The valve indicator stood crosswise to the pipe.

      “Don’t touch that,” Emil snapped.

      The man did not turn.

      “Lukas. Continue.”

      A bottle flew.

      Lukas saw only the bright rag at its neck before it hit the overhead slab. Glass burst against concrete. Burning liquid scattered in a fan, spattering the man’s shoulder and falling across the edge of the recess.

      Lukas recoiled into the wall.

      The man swept the outer fold of cloth away from his body. For an instant it flashed silver underneath. He stamped on the fallen burning strip, then dragged it clear with his boot.

      “Valve,” he said.

      Lukas’s hand found the lever. It would not move.

      He tried again, bracing himself. Ice had built around the spindle beneath the hood.

      Behind him came the scrape of metal against concrete.

      He looked back just long enough to see the man raise the compact unit. Its front was turned away from Lukas, toward the open approach.

      “Remain behind the door line.”

      There was no thunderous weapon report. A harsh, pulsing vibration seemed to pass through the recess, more pressure than sound. Lukas’s stomach tightened. He had the sudden, unpleasant impression that the ground had tilted, though his boots had not moved.

      The effect on the men beyond the recess was worse.

      The one beside the crate staggered sideways and went down on a knee. The canister fell from another’s hand. Emil caught at the wall, missed, and struck it shoulder-first.

      The pulse stopped.

      Lukas gripped the valve hood until his balance settled.

      He had worked on equipment in this house without knowing what all of it did. He had felt something at the railway that memory would still not arrange into a reliable sequence. The resemblance frightened him, but there was no time to turn it into an answer.

      “Are they hurt?”

      “Disoriented. Not incapacitated. Finish.”

      Lukas took a blunt tool from his bag and broke the ice away from the spindle housing, keeping its point clear of the seal. His gloves slipped. He pressed his forearm against the hood, pulled steadily, and felt the lever give.

      Brine struck the generator shed with a metallic roar.

      A burning patch beneath its door shrank under the spray. Another continued along the paving, beyond the nozzles’ reach.

      “Branch open,” Lukas said.

      The man lowered the unit. A small warning light glowed at its side.

      Across the recess Emil had regained his feet.

      “You think spraying salt on it fixes anything?” he shouted.

      “No,” Lukas said.

      He had not meant to answer. The word came out with more force than he expected.

      Emil stared at him.

      Lukas pulled the extinguisher pin.

      “You’ve tried to burn someone alive.”

      “Someone.” Emil wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “You don’t even know what’s in there.”

      “Leave,” the man said.

      Emil took a step back, then stopped as if retreat itself had offended him.

      “My father knows what you took from the library.”

      The extinguisher hose trembled in Lukas’s grip.

      There it was: not just the hatred of someone strange, not merely anger at a boy who would no longer keep quiet. The crate, the fuel, the opened drain had all followed the grey case out of the library.

      “You were watching us,” Lukas said.

      “You had no right to those files.”

      “They’re records.”

      “They’re copies of things people buried for a reason.”

      The man beside Lukas stood very still.

      Emil’s companions were backing away. One called his name. Emil ignored him.

      “You put that out, and they shut down my father’s contracts. Every crew. Everything. For something that happened before we were born.”

      “So you burn the house?” Lukas could barely hear himself over the spray. “That makes the inspection genuine?”

      Emil’s face changed.

      Not much. Only a tightening around the mouth, a quick glance toward the man’s covered face. But Lukas saw that he had understood.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “I know what the documents say.”

      The man’s hand touched Lukas’s sleeve.

      “Enough. The fire first.”

      It was not forgiveness. It was a task that mattered more than making Emil listen.

      Lukas turned the hose toward the nearest burning edge and discharged a short burst of powder. White dust blew back across his boots. He shifted closer to the sheltering wall, aimed low, and swept again.

      The flame vanished beneath the powder, then reappeared at the far end of the fuel trail.

      “Upwind side,” the man said. “Do not follow it past the corner.”

      Lukas repositioned. The cold had found the sweat beneath his scarf. Each breath tasted of smoke and mineral dust.

      Behind him, the man raised the projector once more.

      The second pulse was brief. Lukas felt only a flutter in his chest this time, shielded by the concrete return. Someone beyond the recess cried out, followed by the clatter of the crate being overturned.

      Then running feet retreated through snow.

      “Two withdrawing,” the man said. “One remains behind the western buttress.”

      Emil.

      Lukas kept the extinguisher moving. He wanted to turn, wanted to make certain the man was watching the corner, but a thin yellow line still burned beside the generator threshold.

      The cylinder weakened in his hands.

      “Nearly empty.”

      “Withdraw when it ceases.”

      He gave the last of it to the threshold. Powder billowed, caught in the brine spray, and became a dirty slurry beneath the door.

      No flame returned there.

      The man caught the sleeve of Lukas’s coat and guided him back beneath the covered passage. His grip was firm, but a faint tremor passed through it before he released him.

      Lukas looked at the control unit. The warning light had changed from amber to red.

      “Is that the battery?”

      “Thermal protection. The output stage must cool.”

      Outside, a canister scraped over paving.

      The man turned his visor toward the sound.

      “Inside. Now.”

      They retreated through the door. As it closed, something struck the outer panel with a heavy splash.

      A moment later came a low, concussive bang.

      The door jolted against its frame. Lukas ducked, hands over his head, and the passage light blinked once. From beyond it came the roaring sound of fire finding fresh fuel.

      His first thought was that the generator had exploded.

      The man had one hand against the wall.

      “Stay down.”

      He checked a small display beside the latch. Lukas watched numbers without understanding them until the man spoke.

      “Generator temperature stable. No internal alarm.”

      “What was it?”

      “Fuel vapour igniting outside. We will not open that door.”

      Lukas’s ears rang. He could see a bright thread beneath the threshold, then a wash of brine obscured it.

      He pressed the radio.

      “Korpkall service recess. More fuel thrown against the door. External ignition. We’re inside, both uninjured. Generator not involved.”

      Freja answered almost immediately.

      “Received. Fire crew are approaching the lower wall on foot. Crawler operator has extinguishers with him. Stay inside.”

      Lukas closed his eyes for half a second.

      “And Borrhål-4?”

      “Still on auxiliary supply. Pressure has not settled. I’ll tell you when there’s a confirmed change.”

      Not reassurance invented to keep him obedient. He was grateful for that even now.

      The man’s breathing was audible through the filter. Not loud, but deeper than before.

      “You need to sit down,” Lukas said.

      “I need to verify the shed.”

      “You can do that from here.”

      A pause. Then the man moved to the wall display.

      Lukas crouched beside the interior supply junction. The pressure held. The reservoir was falling, but slowly enough to leave them time. He read the level aloud, then the temperature from the return sensor.

      “Continue the western circuit,” the man said. “Reduce the upper wall flow. We need the lower surfaces wet.”

      Lukas made the adjustment under his direction.

      For several minutes the siege became a series of things that could be checked. A pump current. A tank level. A door temperature. Someone outside struck metal twice, and Lukas nearly dropped the radio before the firefighter identified himself through it.

      Only then did they admit the first crew member through the eastern passage.

      The firefighter’s helmet lamp was white.

      “Light off,” Lukas said sharply. “Medical restriction.”

      The man had already turned away, one gloved hand raised over the visor’s edge.

      The beam vanished.

      “Sorry. Any exposure?”

      “No,” the man said. “Use the amber utility lighting. The burning fuel is confined to the western paving and recess.”

      The firefighter listened, asked about the generator supply and stored materials, then relayed the information to his colleague. He did not ask why the man wore a visor. Lukas loved him briefly for that.

      They brought in the second extinguisher and a foam unit from the crawler. Through the shielded display, Lukas watched two shapes work along the western wall. Their movements were slow and deliberate. The foam spread over the remaining fuel in a pale, uneven blanket.

      The last visible flame withdrew into a gap beside the gutter.

      One firefighter knelt, directed the nozzle, and stayed there.

      At length he stood.

      “Fire knocked down,” came the report. “Checking for spread.”

      Lukas braced both hands on the cabinet.

      His arms had begun to shake in earnest.

      The man lowered himself onto the passage bench, carefully, as though negotiating each joint separately. Beneath the robe, an actuator gave a faint exhausted hiss. One blackened fold hung loose from his shoulder.

      Lukas stared at it.

      “You were burning.”

      “The sacrificial outer layer was burning.”

      “You were inside it.”

      “Yes.”

      There was no useful reply to that.

      Beyond the wall, the crew checked the shed’s interior and the timber above the shutters. The generator continued running. Its vibration passed into Lukas’s palms through the cabinet, steady and ordinary.

      The house had not gone dark.

      A firefighter reported no internal spread. The western shutter seals were damaged; the door coating had blistered. Broken bottles lay beneath the foam. He asked whether anyone had seen the attackers.

      “Emil Larsson,” Lukas said into the radio. “And two others I couldn’t positively identify. He said they wanted the historical records destroyed.”

      “Received. Police advised.”

      Lukas looked toward the seated man. The visor gave him nothing back, but the hand resting on the bench had relaxed.

      The records were still safe in the cabin. Marta had copies elsewhere. Emil could burn a wall, perhaps even a house, and still fail to erase what had happened. Yet he had nearly killed someone trying.

      Lukas felt no triumph. His anger had outlasted the flames.

      A shout came from outside.

      One of the firefighters had turned toward the western buttress.

      Lukas went to the shielded display. Through thinning smoke he saw Emil beyond the edge of the foam, half concealed by blowing snow. He held no bottle now. His hood had fallen back, and his face was white with cold.

      “You hear me?” Emil shouted.

      Lukas could hear him through the wall.

      Emil backed toward the downhill maintenance track, the one that curved east toward the geothermal plant. A firefighter called for him to stop.

      Instead he turned and ran.

      His voice came back through the storm, raw and unmistakable.

      “If I go down, Malmvik freezes with me!”
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      Lukas pressed the transmit key so hard that its rim hurt his thumb.

      “Threat to the geothermal plant. Emil Larsson has left Korpkall by the eastern maintenance track. He threatened to freeze the town.”

      The acknowledgment broke into separate syllables. He repeated the location, then the threat, keeping his voice slower than his breathing. Outside, a firefighter’s lamp swept across the track and disappeared behind a moving wall of snow.

      The man on the bench lifted his head.

      “Contact your mother.”

      Lukas changed channels. His glove caught on the selector; he had to look down and make certain of the setting.

      “Ingrid, this is Lukas. Do you receive?”

      Only the harsh, intimate rasp of interference answered.

      He tried her field call sign. He tried again with the unit held higher, although he knew that another half meter inside a concrete enclosure would accomplish very little. His hands were shaking too much to keep it still.

      The man stood.

      It was not the effortless rising Lukas remembered from their first encounters. One hand remained on the bench until his knees had straightened. Something beneath his clothing clicked twice, followed by a short pneumatic sigh.

      “You need to sit down.”

      “I need the lower equipment locker.”

      “You’ve just been in a fire.”

      “And the locker remains downstairs.”

      Lukas wanted to argue, but the man was already moving toward the inner passage. He followed him through the shielded door, out of the smoke smell and into warm air that made his cheeks ache. The ordinary warmth frightened him. It revealed how cold he had become.

      At the foot of the stairs, the man stopped beside a recessed cabinet.

      “Open the left compartment. No powered lights.”

      Lukas used the amber strip along the floor. Inside lay a folded oversuit, two insulated pouches, a coil of flat webbing, and a compact shovel with a telescoping shaft. He brought everything out.

      “Freja,” he called on the agreed channel. “Are you receiving?”

      “Receiving. Say your location.”

      “Inside Korpkall. The fire is contained. Emil’s heading toward the plant. Have you heard from my mother?”

      “Not since her field team reported at the north valve chamber. I’m trying their channel through the municipal relay.”

      “Was that before the blackout?”

      “After. Twenty-three minutes ago. Don’t turn no new message into a confirmed injury.”

      He closed his eyes briefly. “I’m trying not to.”

      “I know. Give me the exact threat.”

      He did. While he spoke, the man eased his scorched outer layer off one shoulder. Beneath it the harness showed through openings in the dark fabric: narrow structural members, insulated hoses, a small display near his ribs. A blistered patch had curled away from one joint.

      Lukas looked at the damaged area and felt an unpleasant hollowness beneath his breastbone.

      “Is that a pressure line?”

      “Protective sleeve. The line beneath remains intact.”

      “Remains intact isn’t the same as tested.”

      “No. Assist me.”

      The instruction steadied him more than reassurance could have done. He held the sleeve clear while the man flexed his arm. The joint traveled through a shortened arc. No hiss persisted after the movement stopped. A gauge on the small display settled.

      “Acceptable,” the man said.

      “For what?”

      “For walking.”

      Lukas looked at the shovel, the webbing, the oversuit.

      “You’re going to the plant.”

      “Yes.”

      “The firefighters can take us.”

      “Their vehicle must remain with their equipment until the fire officer releases it. Ask how long.”

      Lukas went back to the service intercom. The answer came through the wall in a breathless voice: they were checking the timber cavities, keeping a line charged, and waiting for transport to bring another crew. No one could promise a departure time. Police had been advised. The plant had been warned through dispatch.

      Advised. Warned. The words described actions, not safety.

      When Lukas returned, the man had drawn the fresh oversuit over his damaged clothing. The hood lay against his chest. Its inner surface shone dully, like the reverse of a thermal blanket.

      “Then I’m coming.”

      “You have no obligation—”

      “My mother is there.”

      The man stopped fastening the suit.

      “Yes,” he said. “She is.”

      He did not suggest that this made Lukas irrational, or tell him to stay where it was warm. Instead he handed him the webbing.

      “Across your chest, not around your neck. We shall remain connected where visibility fails. Enough distance to move independently. Not enough to lose one another.”

      Freja came back before Lukas had finished securing the strap.

      “The plant duty operator confirms a local control discrepancy at Borehole Four. That is all he could give me before the link dropped. Dispatch has your report. The main access road is blocked by a disabled service truck.”

      “Can we use the maintenance track?”

      “Not safely on the vehicle information I have. On foot, I can give you the surveyed route. I cannot tell you what’s blown across it.”

      The man held out a gloved hand for the radio.

      “Does your map include the old heating-main service cut?”

      A pause. Keys clicked faintly behind Freja’s breathing.

      “The one below the eastern retaining wall?”

      “Correct.”

      “It joins the plant’s western approach. Shorter, but there’s a steep section.”

      “The road embankment should shelter the lower half.”

      “Should,” Freja repeated. “I’ll mark the junctions. Who am I speaking to?”

      “A person who knows the cut.”

      Lukas watched the blank visor. He expected Freja to challenge the answer.

      Instead she said, “Then tell Lukas to stop whenever I say I need a position check. Knowing a path in summer isn’t the same as knowing where you are in this.”

      “I shall.”

      The man returned the unit. His glove trembled once before his hand dropped.

      Lukas pretended not to notice. Then he wished he had not pretended.

      They took warm water from the workshop flask and wrapped the insulated pouches beneath the man’s outer belt. One held medical supplies; the other enclosed the harness’s energy store. There was no spare battery in the cabinet. Lukas looked a second time, hoping the shallow space might contain something he had missed.

      “The reserve was used during the fire response,” the man said.

      “What does that leave?”

      “Forty-one percent of nominal charge.”

      “Ninety minutes at full load from a full battery.”

      “In the reference conditions.”

      Lukas knew what that qualification meant. “And out there?”

      “The damaged insulation will increase the heating demand. Internal resistance will also rise if the cells cool.”

      “How much?”

      The man lowered his visor.

      “We will measure it.”

      ***

      At the outer door, the wind pushed snow across the threshold in a dense white skin.

      Lukas stepped into it and lost the breath he had just drawn. Cold seized the damp fabric at his mouth. The house, the firefighters, the foam-darkened ground all vanished beyond an arm’s length, then reappeared as a gust thinned. A lamp glimmered somewhere above him, useless as a star seen through water.

      The man touched his shoulder and pointed downhill.

      They did not follow Emil’s footprints. There were none left to follow.

      For the first stretch they kept a hand against the retaining wall. Its concrete surface gave Lukas something that did not shift. Snow scraped along it with a dry whisper beneath the wind’s much larger noise. His boots found hard patches where the gusts had scoured the slope and soft pockets that swallowed him to the knee without warning.

      After twenty paces, the man stopped.

      Lukas nearly walked into him.

      A drift had filled the gap between the wall and the utility shed, rising above Lukas’s head. Its windward face was hard enough to hold a crust, but grains streamed from the crest. The old passage through it had disappeared.

      “We go over?” Lukas asked.

      “Not on that face.”

      The man unfolded the shovel and tested the lower edge. A slab broke loose and slid against their boots.

      “Stand left.”

      He did not punch through the bank or hurl it aside. He cut a low notch, drove the blade beneath a block, and shifted his weight against the shaft. The harness gave a deep, strained hiss. The block rolled out, heavy and angular, and broke on the ground.

      Lukas took it by the edges and dragged the pieces clear.

      They worked sideways into the drift, removing enough material to make a sloping step rather than a tunnel. Lukas’s fingers hurt inside his gloves. He was grateful for the pain; he could still locate each fingertip.

      On the third lift, the man stopped with the shovel buried.

      For several seconds nothing moved except the snow.

      “What is it?”

      “Pressure recovery.”

      His voice had become flatter through the filter.

      Lukas waited beside him, hearing each inhalation. It was intolerable to stand still while Emil traveled toward the plant. It was equally intolerable to imagine the man collapsing here, within sight of his own door.

      The shovel moved again. The last block tipped clear.

      “Your turn. On your knees where necessary.”

      Lukas climbed. At the crest, the wind struck him broadside. He flattened himself against the snow and felt the webbing tighten gently across his chest.

      Below, the man braced with both feet. He waited until Lukas had lowered himself down the far side before following.

      They had traveled less than fifty meters.

      Lukas checked the time and wished he had not.

      “Freja. At the utility shed below the east wall. First obstruction cleared.”

      “Received. Stay on the wall until the fence turns downhill. Plant relay reports an unauthorized access alarm at a service entrance. No visual confirmation of who triggered it.”

      “Can they secure it?”

      “I passed the warning. I’m not in their control room.”

      There was an edge in her voice, and Lukas recognized what it cost her to keep saying what she could not do.

      “Understood.”

      “Two clicks if speech becomes impossible. I’ll repeat the last instruction. Three means stop and check position. No guessing what silence means.”

      He acknowledged, then tucked the radio beneath his scarf.

      At the fence turn, the man leaned against a post.

      Lukas saw the display when the edge of his oversuit lifted.

      “Thirty-four?”

      “The estimate has adjusted under load.”

      “That’s seven percent.”

      “Some of it is temperature correction.”

      “How much is consumption?”

      “Enough that we should avoid unnecessary lifting.”

      Lukas stared at him. The hand against the post had stiffened into a clawlike grip.

      “Tell me properly.”

      The visor turned toward him.

      “At this temperature, with the insulation damaged and the heaters compensating, heavy assistance is drawing close to three times the reference rate. The display cannot distinguish all temporarily unavailable capacity from exhausted capacity. We must treat both as unavailable.”

      “How long?”

      “Not a meaningful number without a load profile.”

      “Then we don’t use it unless we have to.”

      “That was my intention.”

      “And you tell me when you need to stop.”

      A gust shook the fence. Its mesh sang with a high, thin note.

      “Yes,” the man said.

      They turned downhill together.

      ***

      Below the retaining wall, the wind came in pulses.

      Between them, Lukas could hear the crunch of his own boots, the small clack of a loose fitting at the man’s hip, and far below, an industrial vibration that seemed to reach him through the soles of his feet. Then the next gust would arrive and erase everything.

      They learned to move during the lulls.

      The man raised one hand when the loose snow on the ground began to run in long, straight threads. Lukas crouched behind him. The broad back took the first force of the gust; the webbing kept them from separating. When the pressure eased, they made another ten or fifteen paces.

      Once Lukas stumbled into a hollow beside a buried drain. His leg went down to the thigh. He tried to wrench it free and felt the snow close around his knee.

      “Do not twist.”

      The man knelt, cleared space around the boot with his hands, and let Lukas pull himself out against the shovel shaft.

      “You’ll lose heat.”

      “So will you if we damage your knee.”

      There was no rebuke in it, which made Lukas feel worse.

      He brushed the snow from the man’s sleeves. Under one cuff a narrow patch of exposed skin looked almost colorless in the amber light of the shielded torch. A fine tremor moved through it.

      “Your hand.”

      “Peripheral circulation.”

      “Can you feel it?”

      “Not adequately.”

      Lukas took one of the chemical warming pads from the emergency pouch attached to the shovel case. He activated it and held it between his palms until warmth began to spread.

      “Inside your glove. Not against bare skin.”

      The man accepted it without argument.

      That frightened Lukas more than refusal would have.

      Freja called while they were standing beneath a bank of rock.

      “I have a route correction. Maintenance crew says the upper culvert is blocked. Don’t take the narrow bridge after the marker posts. Continue down to the pipeline crossing.”

      “How much farther?”

      “About two hundred meters added. I’m sorry.”

      “That isn’t your fault.”

      “No. But it’s still two hundred meters.”

      Lukas looked into the dark. Snow turned the torch beam into a short, solid cone.

      “Anything from Ingrid?”

      “Nothing new. Her team’s last acknowledgment remains the one I gave you. The duty operator is asking field crews to report. I’ve put her call sign at the top of the relay sheet.”

      He imagined Freja at the emergency desk, writing the name with deliberate care while people around her demanded other names, other answers. He had not asked whether she was warm.

      “Are you all right?”

      A brief silence.

      “I have power, a roof, and a kettle that tastes of cable insulation. Keep moving.”

      The transmission ended.

      They reached the marker posts one at a time. At the second, Lukas scraped frost away from a reflector and found the number beneath. He gave it to Freja. She confirmed the turn.

      Beyond it, the service cut narrowed between the embankment and exposed granite. Here the snow had accumulated in a second great barrier, deeper than the first. The upper surface curled outward in a pale lip. There was no room to go around without climbing onto the open slope.

      The man studied it.

      “We cannot undercut that.”

      Lukas aimed the torch upward, then shielded it again when scattered light struck the visor.

      “Sorry.”

      “The shield is intact. Keep the beam below my face.”

      They stood listening. From inside the drift came a faint settling sound.

      Lukas remembered the shovel biting into blocks at the house. Here the same method would take too long and risk bringing the lip down on them.

      “Could we bring the top off from the side?”

      “With what purchase?”

      He looked back along the cut. A snow fence lay partly flattened against the bank, its timber slats tied between two posts. One end had broken loose. The panel was almost buried, but its edge made a straight ridge beneath the surface.

      “That.”

      The man followed the torch beam.

      “Not above us,” Lukas added. “We stand back. Use it to break the overhang from the end.”

      They dug out the loose panel together. It was awkward rather than impossibly heavy, the slats packed with ice. Lukas cleared the hinge of snow around its remaining tie while the man supported the weight. When it came free, they carried it to the side of the drift and set its long edge against the projecting lip.

      The man positioned the shovel shaft as a prop.

      “Behind the rock. Take the line.”

      Lukas moved back with the webbing slack in his hands.

      The harness hissed. Timber creaked. For a moment the panel merely bent.

      Then a crack ran across the drift with the sharp sound of a board splitting.

      “Back.”

      The man stepped away before the overhang fell. Snow struck the ground in a heavy, muffled rush, throwing powder across their legs. The panel disappeared beneath it.

      When the cloud thinned, the steep face had become a broken slope.

      Lukas felt a ridiculous urge to laugh. They had moved a wall by making it fall where they needed it.

      The man did not move.

      One knee had sunk into the snow. His hand pressed against his chest, not theatrically, but with the careful economy of someone trying to conceal an involuntary movement.

      Lukas was beside him at once.

      “Pain?”

      “Constriction. Allow me a moment.”

      “Do we call for medical help?”

      “We should report the delay.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked.”

      “I know.”

      Lukas keyed the radio. He gave their position and said his companion needed a rest. Freja asked about consciousness, breathing, chest pain. He repeated her questions. The man answered each one precisely and declined to make the answers sound reassuring.

      Freja said she was notifying the emergency coordinator.

      “No fast movements,” she told Lukas. “And don’t let him decide being useful makes him medically indestructible.”

      “I can hear you,” the man said.

      “Good.”

      Lukas crouched close enough to shelter the filter from blowing powder. He could do almost nothing else. The helplessness brought back a wet road he had not seen, a telephone call he could still hear, the grotesque hope that if he arranged the sequence differently in his mind, its ending might change.

      He put that away.

      “Tell me what helps.”

      “Stillness. Warmth. A little water.”

      Lukas opened the flask.

      The man lifted the lower seal only within the shelter of his hood. Lukas looked down, keeping the torch against his own knee. He saw a pale wrist, the dark opening of the filter, nothing that answered his old questions.

      They no longer seemed the urgent questions.

      After a minute, the man lowered the seal and extended his hand for the flask cap. His breathing had slowed.

      “You should go back,” Lukas said.

      “Can you reopen the service route alone if it is obstructed again?”

      “No.”

      “Then we proceed carefully.”

      “They’ve sent help.”

      “They have sent help to several places.”

      Lukas hated the accuracy of that.

      “The people down there,” he said, then stopped.

      “What of them?”

      Some had laughed at the hill. Some had repeated stories until they sounded like evidence. Some would have stood at a window and watched the house burn before admitting that a person lived inside it.

      “You don’t owe them this.”

      The man remained still for another breath.

      “No,” he said. “But they are cold.”

      ***

      They crossed the fallen drift slowly, testing every step.

      Beyond it, the embankment gave them the shelter Freja’s map had promised. The wind passed overhead, lifting a continuous veil of snow from the crest. Lukas could stand almost upright. He took the shovel and both pouches when the man allowed it, carrying the weight close to his body.

      The harness display showed nineteen percent.

      He did not ask for a time estimate again.

      At the pipeline crossing they found a metal handrail protruding from the snow. Lukas cleared the route number with his sleeve and reported it. Freja’s answer arrived broken. He clicked twice, waited, and heard her repeat the instruction: follow the rail to the western approach, stop at the plant boundary, do not enter an unassessed steam release.

      He repeated it back.

      “Correct,” she said. “Emergency crews are approaching from the south. I have no arrival time. Lukas, the pressure trend is rising at Four. That’s a confirmed instrument reading, not a diagnosis.”

      “Has the operator isolated it?”

      “I don’t have confirmation.”

      A pause, then: “Your mother’s team still hasn’t answered.”

      He gripped the rail until his glove creaked.

      The man stood beside him, bent a little at the waist. Ice had gathered along the bottom of his hood. One shoulder was lower than the other, and the shortened movement of his arm had become more pronounced.

      Lukas could not repay what this journey was costing him. He could only stop wasting seconds on the wish that someone else might make the choices.

      “We follow the rail,” he said. “No powered lifting unless there’s no alternative. At the boundary we report before we move.”

      The visor inclined.

      “Agreed.”

      Lukas went first where the handrail offered a secure grip. When a gust spilled over the bank, the man came alongside and put his body between Lukas and the wind. Neither spoke. Their progress had become an exchange of small necessities: a warning tap, a held strap, a pause long enough for breath.

      Then the rail turned, and the embankment fell away.

      A red light spread through the blowing snow ahead.

      Lukas stopped. The man reached his side, and together they looked down toward Borehole Four, where the steam stacks vomited uncontrolled red flames against the black sky.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 17

      Borrohål-4 in Danger

      

    
    
      The flames bent sideways above the separator house. For a moment Lukas thought the steam itself was burning. Then the wind tore a gap through the white plume, exposing a lower, dirtier fire along the roof of a generator enclosure. Its light climbed the vapor and made the entire release look incandescent.

      He could distinguish those things. He could not distinguish a human figure anywhere near the north valve chamber.

      “Western boundary,” he said into the radio. “We’re at the rail. Fire beside the separator building. Steam release above it.”

      Freja answered through a rattling wash of interference. “Stay there. I’m calling the duty operator.”

      He wanted to climb the fence. The gate stood twenty meters away, half concealed by snow, and beyond it lay the buildings where his mother had stopped answering. Every second he remained outside seemed an act he would have to explain to her afterward, if there was an afterward.

      Beside him, the man lowered himself against the concrete base of a fence post.

      Lukas crouched. “Your leg?”

      “Circulation. Not structural failure.”

      His voice had lost some of its resonance. The breathing filter clicked twice before the next inhalation. Beneath the edge of his sleeve, the harness indicator glowed eighteen percent.

      “There’s a maintenance entrance,” Lukas said. “Freja’s map showed it.”

      “A map cannot tell us where the steam is going.”

      Lukas looked again. Snow flew toward the buildings at ground level. Above the roofs, the plume rolled west, then vanished into the storm. Between those layers, air moved in ways he could not read.

      He pressed his glove over the radio to keep it warm.

      At last Freja returned. “Operator says the western cable gallery is clear as far as the auxiliary room. Evacuation is south through the turbine hall. Don’t use the north yard. There’s a suspected steam-line failure.”

      “Where’s my mother?”

      “He last saw her going into auxiliary control with the valve technician. That was before the local repeater failed.”

      “Give us the gallery entrance.”

      She did. Lukas repeated the directions, including the warning about the north yard. He wanted certainty from her, a promise that the operator had seen Ingrid alive a minute ago rather than ten, but Freja had already given him everything she knew.

      They moved along the fence.

      At the gate, a rotating amber beacon swept the snow. The man stopped short of its arc, turning his covered face away. Lukas put himself between him and the lamp without thinking, though his body could hardly shield more than a narrow strip.

      “Keep behind the cabinet,” he said.

      He reached the latch alone. Ice had formed around the keeper, but the gate was unlocked. Beyond it, several staff in reflective coats hurried toward a vehicle on the southern road. One looked back at the fire. None looked toward the cable gallery.

      Lukas held the gate while the man passed. He had wanted to arrive unnoticed, to spare him frightened questions and someone’s well-meant flashlight. Now the emptiness frightened Lukas more than discovery would have.

      The gallery door stood beneath a concrete hood. Its emergency light was red.

      Inside, the noise changed completely.

      The storm became a muffled hammering on steel. Under it came a deeper vibration, carried through the floor and into Lukas’s knees. Somewhere ahead a motor wound down, rose again, and stopped with a thump. Warm air touched the wet wool over his mouth, bringing a smell of hot dust and scorched insulation.

      He shut the outer door.

      The man leaned against the wall while Lukas read the evacuation diagram. A strip of emergency lighting marked the passage. Cable trays ran overhead, and the floor sloped toward a drain carrying a thin, steady stream of water.

      “Lukas.”

      He turned.

      “Do not run beyond what you can see.”

      He nodded, though he had already taken two hurried steps.

      They followed the gallery around a bend. At the next junction, a yellow arrow pointed toward the turbine hall. Someone had dropped a glove beneath it. The empty fingers lay spread in the water.

      Lukas called his mother’s field sign.

      Nothing answered.

      He called again, louder, as though volume might mend the failed repeater.

      “Try the local channel,” the man said.

      Lukas changed the setting with a thumbnail that had begun to ache as it warmed. He transmitted his name and location. The reply came so suddenly that he almost missed it.

      “Lukas?”

      His mother’s voice was hoarse and very close beneath the static.

      He caught the wall with his free hand.

      “I’m in the western gallery. Where are you?”

      “Auxiliary control. Don’t come through the north entrance.”

      “I know. We’re coming from the west.”

      “Who’s with you?”

      He looked at the dark figure beside the cable trays.

      “Someone who can help.”

      A short silence followed. Then Ingrid said, “The bridge outside this room has dropped. There’s hot condensate below it. Stay in the gallery until I tell you what’s clear.”

      The instruction was so recognizably hers that for an instant he could imagine her standing in their kitchen, explaining why he should not touch a pan.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “My ankle’s caught. I can breathe.”

      The second sentence was worse than the first.

      “What do you mean, you can breathe?”

      “Steam is getting through a failed service seal. Not a direct jet. The room’s warming. Lukas, listen carefully. There’s a door on your right before the gallery steps. It opens onto the back of the control room.”

      He found it thirty meters farther on.

      The handle turned, but the door moved barely a finger’s width before striking something solid. Through the opening came damp heat and a low, continuous hiss.

      “Mother?”

      “Here.”

      He put his eye to the gap.

      The auxiliary control room lay beyond a fallen bank of metal shelving. Loose binders had spilled across the floor. On the far side, Ingrid sat beneath a desk, one leg extended into shadow. Her hair had come loose from its bun, and her face shone with sweat. A folded coat covered her mouth.

      Between them, water ran beneath the shelving toward a buckled floor grille.

      Lukas pushed the door.

      The shelving scraped, then caught.

      He pushed harder.

      “Stop,” said the man.

      “She’s right there.”

      “And you are moving the obstruction toward her.”

      Lukas took his shoulder off the steel. Through the gap he could see that the far end of the shelving lay across the desk’s lower frame.

      Across his mother’s leg.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “You stopped,” she answered. “Now let’s get it off.”

      The man came beside him but did not look through the opening. White ceiling lights still burned inside.

      “Can the room lighting be extinguished?”

      Ingrid’s eyes shifted toward the dark visor visible behind Lukas.

      “Yes. The switch is beside this door, inside on the left.”

      Lukas reached through. The switch clicked, and the room fell into the dull glow of instrument displays and a red emergency strip. Only then did the man lower his head to the gap.

      “Do you have a fracture?”

      “I don’t think so. The boot is pinned against a crossmember. I haven’t tried pulling it out.”

      “Good.”

      He examined the door, its hinges, the angle of the fallen shelving. Lukas watched the small movements of his shoulders and saw how carefully he avoided using his injured arm.

      “We cannot lift that from here,” the man said. “We can remove the door.”

      Lukas found a maintenance cupboard across the passage. Inside were a hammer, drift punches, a pry bar, and a portable work lamp. He left the lamp where it was.

      The hinge pins resisted until the man showed him where to put the punch. Lukas struck too hard at first, flattening the tool against the hinge barrel. He stopped, reset it, and tried again. The second pin came free under three measured blows.

      With the man steadying its weight, he tilted the door outward and lowered it against the gallery wall.

      The opening gave them room to see, but not yet to enter.

      A burst of coughing bent Ingrid over the coat.

      Lukas reached for the shelving again.

      “Not yet,” she said when she could speak. “There’s a technician below the main stairs. He got clear before the bridge fell. He went south for help.”

      “How long ago?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He heard what she had not said: long enough that she had stopped expecting the door to open.

      The man set the pry bar against a low concrete sill. “We raise this end only. You place a support. No hands beneath it.”

      Lukas fetched a hardwood cable-drum chock from the gallery. He tested where it would sit, scraped loose paper away, and knelt outside the shelving’s fall line.

      “Ready.”

      The man loaded the bar with his weight.

      Metal complained. A shelf edge rose perhaps three centimeters. His breathing sharpened, and a faint hiss came from beneath his coat.

      Lukas slid the chock into place with the hammer handle.

      “Supported.”

      The man eased back. The shelving settled onto the wood.

      Seventeen percent.

      They repeated the movement with a second block. Then Lukas could squeeze through, stepping onto a clear strip beside the fallen shelves rather than over the wet grille.

      Heat closed around him.

      His mother reached toward his wrist, then stopped herself and pointed instead.

      “Here. The upright is holding the desk frame down.”

      He crouched beside her. The boot was trapped, but the shelving had spared her shin by landing on the steel footrest. He could see a narrow space above the sole.

      He needed to lift the desk, not the shelving.

      For a moment that simple distinction cleared everything else from his mind.

      He positioned the bar, used a folded rubber mat to protect the fulcrum, and asked Ingrid to move only when he told her. The man stayed at the doorway, watching the unstable shelving.

      Lukas leaned onto the bar.

      “Now.”

      Ingrid drew her foot free with a short, involuntary cry.

      He held the lift until she was clear, then lowered it slowly. When he turned back, she had pressed her forehead against her knees.

      “Can you stand?”

      “Give me a moment.”

      He wanted to hold her. Instead he stayed crouched beside her, keeping his hand where she could take it.

      When she did, her fingers were hot.

      They got her into the gallery with her arm across Lukas’s shoulders. She put almost no weight on the injured foot. The man retrieved her radio and field notebook, then stepped out of the room and rested one hand against the wall.

      Ingrid looked at him fully for the first time.

      “Thank you.”

      He inclined his head.

      She did not ask him to uncover his face.

      Lukas reported their position to Freja. He had to repeat the message twice before she understood that Ingrid was out.

      “Received. Ingrid recovered from auxiliary control. Is she mobile?”

      “With assistance,” Ingrid said into Lukas’s radio. “Probable ankle injury. We need the duty engineer.”

      “I have him on the desk line. The repeater link to your side is down. I can relay.”

      “Tell him the primary purge valve did not open on local demand. The actuator moved, but the stem stopped short.”

      Freja repeated the words back exactly.

      Lukas looked through the empty doorway. On the remaining lit display, a pressure trace climbed in small steps.

      “What happened to the bridge?”

      “Secondary drain line let go beneath it,” Ingrid said. “The supports were already corroded. We were on this side when it dropped. The shelving came down when the wall brackets pulled loose.”

      “And the purge valve?”

      Her expression changed.

      She opened her notebook with a hand that was still trembling.

      “We found a steel service pin through the manual quadrant. Not in its storage hole. Across the closing stop.”

      The man straightened a little.

      “Blocking opening travel?”

      “Yes. The motor tried to drive against it. The torque protection tripped. The control screen still showed the last valid indication.”

      “Could someone have left it there during maintenance?” Lukas asked.

      Ingrid looked at him, then down at the notebook.

      “Emil was on the upper landing when we arrived.”

      The name seemed to alter the temperature of the gallery.

      “He had a bar in his hand,” she continued. “Our technician told him to come down. Emil said the valve was under control. Then the drive stalled, and he ran toward the boiler platform.”

      “Did you see him put the pin in?”

      “No.”

      Lukas made himself keep listening.

      “But he told us what he’d done,” Ingrid said. “He said we’d see how long the new geophysicist kept her job when the town lost its heat.”

      The man’s gloved hand closed slowly against the wall.

      Ingrid swallowed.

      “He said the instruments would show I’d opened the wrong bypass. He’d changed something in the local cabinet. I don’t know what.”

      Lukas remembered Emil outside the college workshop, certain that an audience would make whatever he did acceptable. Here there had been only a technician and a tired woman with a notebook. He had spoken anyway.

      “Freja,” Lukas said. “Can you record a statement at the emergency desk?”

      “Already logging. Give me what was directly observed.”

      He let Ingrid tell it herself.

      Freja asked two questions: whether Ingrid had seen the pin, and whether she could distinguish Emil’s own words from her interpretation. Ingrid answered both. Neither of them used the silence afterward to make the account larger.

      “I’ve passed the location and threat to police coordination,” Freja said. “Nobody approaches him alone. Now the engineer says your section is still gaining pressure.”

      “Tell him why,” Ingrid said.

      “I have. He’s checking the alternate relief path.”

      The pipework beyond the gallery wall gave a hollow knock.

      Lukas felt it through his boot.

      He turned toward the sound, and the man did too.

      “That is not the valve opening,” the man said.

      “No,” Ingrid answered.

      The three of them listened.

      Another knock followed, then a shudder that rattled the loose door against the wall.

      Freja came back. “Confirmed south evacuation route is still open: gallery junction, turbine-hall corridor, lower exit. No one uses the upper external walkway. The engineer wants all remaining personnel out.”

      Ingrid shifted her weight.

      Lukas tightened his arm around her.

      “We’re going,” he said.

      They had gone only as far as the next recess when the man stopped. He was bent forward, his good hand braced above one knee.

      Lukas eased Ingrid onto a low cable cover.

      “How long can you keep walking?”

      “I can walk.”

      “That wasn’t the question.”

      The visor turned toward him.

      For a moment Lukas expected a reprimand. Instead the man reached beneath his coat and reduced a setting on the harness.

      “Assistance is now restricted to balance correction. We retain the remainder for a necessary load.”

      The indicator showed sixteen percent. Lukas could not tell how much of that represented usable energy or how much might vanish when the damaged system was asked to work.

      He took the folded shovel from his bag and set it beside the maintenance cupboard. They would not need it inside. The small reduction in weight felt absurd, but he did it anyway.

      Freja’s voice crackled.

      “The engineer needs a local reading. The north pressure transmitter may be unreliable.”

      “Where?”

      “Mechanical gauge at the gallery junction. Don’t go into the separator hall.”

      Lukas could see the gauge from where he stood. He moved close enough to read it without putting his face over the glass.

      He gave the number, then the units.

      “Read it again in ten seconds,” Freja said.

      He watched the thin black pointer creep upward.

      The next number was higher.

      Ingrid closed her eyes briefly.

      “The alternate route won’t carry it,” she said. “Not with that restriction.”

      Lukas knew the restriction. He had measured its consequences on paper weeks earlier, sitting in warmth, with a pencil and the luxury of checking his arithmetic. Less than a quarter of the expected cross-sectional area. Length, fittings, roughness. He had sent the figures to his mother.

      Now the result shook the pipe behind him.

      “Has the heat input been cut?” he asked.

      Freja relayed. The wait stretched.

      “Electrical boiler heaters are off. Auxiliary fuel supply isolated. Production wells commanded shut. Four’s local isolation isn’t confirming. There’s stored heat and continuing inflow.”

      “So evacuation doesn’t stop the pressure.”

      “No,” Freja said. “It gets people away from it.”

      The man lifted his head. “Ask whether there is manual access to the central accumulator relief gate.”

      Ingrid looked up sharply.

      “The central boiler?” Lukas asked.

      “That is its plant designation,” she said. “It’s the steam buffer vessel. The old manual gate is above the distribution manifold.”

      Freja was already relaying the question.

      Lukas unfolded the damp plant diagram tucked inside Ingrid’s notebook. His hands had stopped shaking. He traced the line from Borehole Four through the separator to the vessel that everyone here called the boiler. The primary purge branch ran from its upper header. The alternate branch narrowed before joining the discharge duct.

      Another route left the vessel below that junction.

      He put his finger on it.

      “Emergency containment discharge.”

      “To the quench chamber,” Ingrid said. “Normally shut.”

      “Could that take the load?”

      “If the duct is intact.”

      Freja returned before Lukas could ask anything else.

      “The engineer confirms manual access from the west service stair. He does not confirm it’s safe. The upper actuator supply has failed, and there’s a fault on the containment discharge pressure switch. He can’t authorize entry without a local assessment.”

      Lukas looked toward the stairwell door.

      He could not see the boiler from here. He could not know whether the duct was torn, whether the gate would move, or where Emil had gone. There was no useful courage in pretending otherwise.

      “What can we assess from the lower landing?” he asked.

      Ingrid reached for the diagram. Together they found the inspection window, the protected pipe chase, the two branch isolators. She named each component, and Lukas repeated it until the route lay clearly in his mind.

      The man listened without interruption.

      At the south junction, an emergency horn sounded three uneven notes and failed halfway through the fourth.

      Lukas keyed the radio.

      “Freja, log this. We’re at the west service stair. Mother is out of the control room. We’re checking the manual discharge route from the protected lower landing. No one has opened anything.”

      “I’ll relay. Keep this channel clear afterward. And Lukas?”

      “Yes.”

      “A falling remote trace won’t prove you’ve made it safe. We need a real local reading.”

      “Understood.”

      He helped Ingrid to the stair recess. Behind its concrete return wall stood a small refuge with a steel door, a bench, and an emergency telephone. She tested the telephone and got no line.

      The stairwell itself was dry.

      Through a wired-glass inspection panel, Lukas could see the lower run of the containment duct. Condensation trembled along its insulation jacket. Farther up, a loose retaining band struck metal with each vibration.

      No white jet crossed the stairs. No water ran down them. That established only those things.

      He checked the wall thermometer and told Ingrid the reading.

      She nodded. “Lower landing is accessible. Nothing beyond that yet.”

      On the wall beside her, a shadow board held two long-handled shutoff wrenches. Lukas took one down. Its weight settled across both palms.

      For the first time since hearing her voice, he looked directly at her without searching for an injury.

      “I can stay here,” she said.

      “You can stay behind the wall.”

      “Lukas—”

      “I’m not going to touch a pressure boundary without checking it. I’m not going to turn a wheel because I want it to work. I’ll tell you what I see, and you’ll tell Freja.”

      His mother studied him. He waited, no longer trying to hurry her agreement.

      At last she nodded.

      He handed Ingrid the shutoff wrench, closed her fingers around its shaft, and pointed to the shelter behind the concrete return.

      “Take shelter there. I’m climbing to the central boiler.”

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 18

      The Shadow in the Machine Room

      

    
    
      The first flight trembled beneath Lukas’s boots. He kept one hand on the rail, testing each tread before committing his weight. Above him, something struck a pipe at irregular intervals: three blows, a pause, then another. He stopped where the concrete stair enclosure opened onto the lower landing.

      The blows stopped too.

      Through the doorway, the machine room extended beneath a roof obscured by vapor. Emergency lamps marked the columns with a dull red light. Pipes crossed overhead, their insulation split in places where hanging strips of foil shivered. Beyond them stood the central steam separator, a vertical cylinder large enough to contain their kitchen. Its discharge line rose through a steel frame toward the roof.

      A figure moved beside the frame.

      “Stay there.”

      Emil’s voice reached him plainly between two throbs of machinery.

      Lukas remained inside the doorway. A drilling bar lay across Emil’s hands, its sharpened end resting on the grating. There was a pale smear along one side of his face. Meltwater dripped from his jacket, and the broken gear on his neck showed above a collar pulled askew.

      Behind him, the manual relief station stood beneath a rectangular instrument hood.

      Lukas could see its wheel.

      He could also see that reaching it would take him within the bar’s sweep.

      “People are still inside,” Lukas said.

      “Then they should get out.”

      “Some can’t.”

      Emil shifted the bar. Its point scraped across the floor with a harsh sound that Lukas felt in his teeth.

      Below the landing, the stair door closed softly. His companion had remained behind to check the approach; Lukas had heard him tell Ingrid that much. There had been no promise of immediate help, no assurance that the harness could survive another demand.

      Lukas pressed his thumb against the seam of his glove.

      “Put it down,” he said.

      Emil gave a short, breathless laugh.

      “Listen to you.”

      A vibration passed through the separator supports. Lukas felt it through his boots before a loose panel began to chatter. Emil glanced toward the cylinder, then back.

      “You don’t know what you’ve done,” Lukas said.

      “I know exactly.”

      “Then tell me what happens next.”

      The bar lifted a little.

      “You come closer, you find out.”

      Lukas stepped back into the stair enclosure. Concrete hid him from Emil’s direct line of approach. He took the radio from beneath his scarf and pressed the transmit switch.

      “Upper landing obstructed. Emil Larsson has a drilling bar. I’m behind cover.”

      Static broke over the last word.

      Freja’s answer came thinly. “Stay out of reach. I’m relaying to police. Duty engineer asks whether you can see the local pressure gauge.”

      “Not from here.”

      “Don’t use the remote value as a substitute.”

      “I won’t.”

      He released the switch before Emil could hear more.

      The instrument hood stood to the left of the valve wheel. Between the doorway and its underside ran a narrow passage protected by a chest-high motor housing. Lukas had not seen it at first because steam had filled the space beyond. Now the vapor thinned, revealing a strip of yellow-painted floor and the backs of two electrical cabinets.

      It offered cover, not access. The last two meters remained open.

      He looked down the stairs.

      His companion stood four steps below, one gloved hand on the rail. Under the dark hood, the face shield returned only a faint red reflection. His shoulders moved with a deliberate breath.

      “Do not enter his reach,” the man said.

      “There’s a protected passage on the left. I could see the gauge from the end.”

      “And retreat?”

      “Same route. No branching doors.”

      The man climbed one step. A faint mechanical click sounded beneath his coat, followed by a pause long enough to make Lukas look at his knee.

      “Do you need to stop?”

      “I need you to describe the room.”

      Lukas did. He named the cabinets, the separator, the relief station, the overhead line. When he mentioned the white vapor around the upper pipe supports, the man asked whether it issued from a defined point.

      “I can’t tell. It’s drifting from the roof side.”

      “Then do not walk through it.”

      Something struck the grating outside.

      “I can hear you,” Emil called.

      Lukas looked toward the doorway. The corner of the motor housing remained clear.

      “We need the valve,” he said quietly.

      “Yes.”

      “And we can’t wait for him to agree.”

      “No.”

      The man’s right hand settled briefly on Lukas’s shoulder. Even through the coat, its weight seemed less steady than it had at Korpkall.

      “Observation first,” he said. “You are not obliged to approach him merely because he demands an audience.”

      Lukas nodded and crouched.

      He moved through the doorway with his left shoulder nearly touching the concrete, then slipped behind the motor housing. Its metal skin was warm through his coat. He kept low until he reached the first cabinet, where he could see the instrument hood through a gap between two conduit bundles.

      Emil swore.

      “Come out.”

      Lukas did not answer. The gauge face lay almost edge-on, but the needle was visible. He waited through a tremor of the cabinet until he could distinguish the scale.

      Two point seven megapascals.

      A smaller gauge beside it read just above atmospheric pressure. Lukas followed its sensing line with his eyes. It connected to the discharge side, beyond the gate. That did not prove the duct was intact. It showed only that the downstream section was not presently holding the same pressure as the separator.

      He reported both readings.

      Freja repeated them back, digits separated carefully. Another voice sounded behind hers, too faint to understand.

      “The engineer says don’t open against an unverified discharge route. There should be an inspection camera feed at local station.”

      “The station has no display power.”

      “Then visual inspection only where protected. Do not remove a cover.”

      Lukas leaned enough to see the lower bend of the containment duct. It was not a ventilation trunk, though its broad outer jacket made it resemble one. Beneath the insulation lay the pressure-bearing pipe; brackets carried its weight to the frame. One bracket had twisted, leaving a diagonal brace bowed toward the platform.

      He remembered the retaining band he had seen through the wired glass below. Here, closer, the movement was uglier. The jacket beat against a support whenever the building shuddered.

      Still, he saw no concentrated jet.

      “Outer jacket loose at the lower elbow,” he said into the radio. “One support displaced. I can’t see the pipe beneath it.”

      Freja relayed. He heard her refusing an interruption at the other end, her voice briefly sharp, then she returned.

      “Can you see the expansion joint?”

      “No.”

      “Then we don’t have an assessment of the whole route.”

      “No,” he agreed.

      There was relief in saying it plainly. He did not have to make uncertainty disappear to be useful.

      Emil’s boots sounded on the grating.

      Lukas drew back. The drilling bar came down on the motor housing with a metallic crash. He flinched so hard his shoulder struck the cabinet.

      “Radio’s not going to help you.”

      The bar scraped along the housing’s top.

      Lukas could see Emil’s boots through the space beneath it. One lace had come loose. A small ordinary thing, almost unbearable amid the heat and noise.

      “The duty engineer knows I’m here,” Lukas said. “So do the police.”

      “Your mother tell them that?”

      “My mother is alive.”

      The boots stopped.

      Lukas had not intended it as an accusation. Once spoken, it could be nothing else.

      “She shouldn’t have been in there,” Emil said.

      “She was trying to keep the plant running.”

      “She was poking around things that weren’t hers.”

      Lukas tasted the damp wool of his scarf. His mouth had pressed into it without his noticing.

      “This room isn’t yours either.”

      The bar struck again, lower this time. A cabinet door dented inward beside his head.

      He retreated on his hands and feet, scraping one knee. Beyond the motor housing, the hooded man had reached the doorway. He stood against the concrete jamb, outside the direct arc of the bar.

      “Step away from the machinery,” he said.

      Emil turned.

      For a moment Lukas saw the change in his face more clearly than anything else in the room. The anger remained, but his mouth opened as though he had forgotten what it was meant to do.

      “You.”

      The man did not move forward.

      “Set the bar on the floor.”

      “You followed me.”

      “You have obstructed an emergency operation.”

      “Don’t talk like that.”

      The words cracked. Emil tightened both hands around the shaft.

      Lukas stayed crouched behind the housing. He could see a way farther left now: a maintenance gap between the cabinets and the wall, leading beneath the relief station. Emil had been standing directly over its exit. With his attention fixed on the doorway, that exit lay momentarily unguarded.

      The man’s shield turned a fraction toward Lukas, then back.

      “Stay behind the cabinets,” he said.

      Lukas obeyed, but moved along them.

      At the final cabinet, the instrument hood was close enough to read. The relief gate had a powered actuator with a manual declutch lever below it. A heavy stop bracket surrounded the lever. Through that bracket someone had driven a bolt where a captive locking pin should have been.

      Bright metal showed around its battered head.

      The earlier blows had not come from the pipe.

      Lukas crouched lower and looked for a label. A small instruction plate explained the sequence: isolate actuator supply, confirm disengagement, withdraw transport lock, engage manual drive. The bolt crossed the withdrawal path. Even if power returned, the mechanism could not complete its travel.

      He pictured Emil hammering it into place while pressure rose behind the gate.

      Then he made himself stop picturing and look.

      A lockable local isolator sat beneath the hood. Its handle was already at OFF, but the indicator alone was not sufficient. A voltage tester hung inside a transparent maintenance pouch on the cabinet side. Beside it, a tool rack held a socket handle and two sizes of ring spanner.

      Lukas keyed the radio, shielding it with his body.

      “I’ve reached the local station from behind the cabinets. Manual declutch is obstructed by a substituted bolt. No movement attempted.”

      Freja’s response broke apart. He caught “repeat” and gave the message again.

      Across the room, Emil was speaking rapidly.

      “You think you can just walk in here? My father knows everyone in this place.”

      “Then he will know whom to contact for your legal representation.”

      “You don’t get to say that.”

      “You may put the bar down at any time.”

      Lukas looked through the gap. The man still held the doorway. He had not raised either hand. Under the coat, the outline of one shoulder seemed uneven, as if he were keeping weight off it.

      The radio cleared.

      “Engineer authorizes preparation of manual drive only,” Freja said. “No opening until the downstream route is assessed. Electrical isolation must be verified.”

      “Understood.”

      Lukas took the tester. His gloves were too thick for the recessed controls, and he had to pull one off with his teeth. The exposed fingers immediately felt slick with condensation. He checked the tester on its proving unit, then followed the marked points inside the small test flap.

      No voltage.

      He proved the tester again.

      Only then did he reach for the spanner.

      The bolt’s nut had been tightened against the bracket, but the threads projecting beyond it were damaged. He could loosen the nut only as far as the crushed portion. He tried a quarter turn, supporting the bolt head with the socket handle.

      The resistance yielded reluctantly.

      A small movement. Real.

      The radio crackled against his chest.

      He stopped to listen.

      “—pressure trend still rising. Local reading when possible.”

      He looked up.

      Two point eight.

      The needle did not leap. It advanced with an almost courteous slowness, crossing a painted division while the machine room shook around it.

      Lukas gave the value.

      Emil heard him.

      His boots rang against the platform.

      “What are you doing?”

      Lukas pulled his hand back as the bar struck the cabinet edge. The spanner fell from his fingers and bounced beneath the station.

      Emil stood at the mouth of the maintenance gap. Behind him, the hooded man left the doorway.

      “Nothing opens,” Emil said.

      “You’ve locked the manual disengagement,” Lukas answered. His voice sounded oddly calm to his own ears. “It isn’t going to stop the pressure.”

      “It’ll stop you.”

      For the first time, Lukas saw how little of this depended on a plan. Emil was breathing through his mouth. His eyes moved from Lukas to the man and back, never settling on the instruments.

      “You wanted the heat to fail,” Lukas said. “It has. You’ve done that. Now we need to stop the rest.”

      Emil’s jaw worked.

      “Don’t tell me what I wanted.”

      “Then help me take the bolt out.”

      The point of the bar rose toward Lukas’s chest.

      He backed until the cabinet caught his shoulder blades. To his left lay a narrow void crowded with live cable trays; to his right, the machine-room wall. Neither offered passage.

      The man stopped several paces away.

      “Lower the point.”

      “Stay back.”

      “I have stopped.”

      “Stay back!”

      Lukas saw the drilling bar shake. Its point described a small, bright circle in the red light.

      He could not reach it safely. He had no sudden understanding of how to take it away, no stored skill that fear might unlock. His hands were empty, and he kept them where Emil could see them.

      “I’m not coming toward you,” he said.

      “You always do that.”

      “What?”

      “Talk like you’re better.”

      A deep thump passed through the separator. Somewhere above, a support gave a short, tearing complaint. Emil ducked involuntarily. Lukas flattened himself against the cabinet.

      The vapor overhead rolled sideways.

      For a few seconds the upper discharge line became visible. The expansion joint lay inside a protective cage, its corrugated section partly hidden by insulation. A loose service panel swung beneath it. Lukas could see the fixed end, but not the sliding support beyond.

      The man looked up too.

      “We have very little time,” he said.

      Emil turned the bar toward him.

      “Then go. Go away.”

      “You are standing between him and the manual controls.”

      “Good.”

      “No one here is going to bargain with you using the town’s lives.”

      The sentence was quiet. It seemed to reach Lukas without passing through the machinery.

      Emil lunged.

      Not at the man. At the bracket behind Lukas.

      Lukas twisted away as the bar slammed into the local station. The impact crushed the thin instruction plate and drove the point between the bracket and its mounting face. Emil heaved, trying to bend the assembly.

      The bolt shifted.

      Lukas saw its head lift clear by a few millimeters.

      He dropped to one knee, reached beneath the bar, and caught the loosened nut with his bare fingers. It burned from friction or heat; he could not distinguish which. He turned it once, twice. The damaged threads resisted, then broke free with a gritty snap.

      Emil looked down.

      Lukas pulled his arm back just before the bar swept across the gap.

      The nut struck the grating and vanished through it.

      For an instant, all three of them watched the empty bolt.

      Then the man seized the far end of the bar.

      The sound beneath his sleeve was brief and harsh, more like a compressed breath than a motor. Emil’s arms jerked straight. The bar stopped above Lukas’s shoulder.

      “Move,” the man said.

      Lukas crawled beneath the edge of the instrument hood and out onto the platform’s inner side. His coat caught on a projecting latch; he dragged it free and stumbled behind the frame column.

      The man did not wrench Emil forward. He held the steel level until Lukas was clear, then forced its point downward against the grating.

      A number glowed at his wrist.

      Twelve percent.

      His stance altered. One knee locked, and his free hand pressed against the support rail.

      Emil saw it.

      “You’re broken.”

      The man released the bar and stepped back before Emil could use his weight against him.

      Lukas stood beside the gate mechanism. The loosened bolt projected from the bracket, still caught by its own weight. He grasped the cooler end through his glove and pulled.

      Nothing.

      He shifted it sideways, aligned it with the distorted hole, and pulled again.

      It came free so suddenly that he struck his elbow against the wheel housing.

      He held the bolt for one astonished second. Then he set it in the shallow tool tray, where it could not roll beneath anyone’s feet.

      The declutch lever was clear.

      He spoke into the radio.

      “Obstruction removed. Manual drive not yet engaged.”

      Only static answered.

      Emil’s head snapped toward him.

      “You little—”

      He started across the platform.

      The hooded man moved between them.

      Lukas reached for the manual wheel. Its rim was hot, but bearable through the glove. He tried the declutch lever first, following the surviving portion of the instruction plate. It traveled halfway and stopped.

      He did not force it.

      “Manual disengagement is binding,” he said.

      “Leave it,” the man replied.

      Behind him, Emil lifted the bar above his shoulder.

      Lukas let go of the lever and retreated behind the frame. The bar hit the rail where his forearm had been. A section of paint burst away.

      “There’s nowhere to hide,” Emil said.

      The words had lost their old satisfaction. They came out as a plea for the room to become simple again.

      Lukas’s chest hurt. He had been breathing too fast.

      There had been nights when he had imagined standing up to Emil and discovering that the right words could end it. Now the right words had all been spoken. His mother was behind concrete below them. The bolt lay in a tray. Pressure continued to rise.

      He looked at the hooded man.

      Condensation had formed along the lower edge of the shield. One glove trembled against the rail. Whatever had brought him here had not abolished exhaustion or pain.

      “You can stand behind the column,” Lukas told him. “You don’t have to hold him.”

      The shield turned toward him.

      “No,” the man said. “I do not.”

      He reached inside his coat.

      Emil took a step back.

      The movement was so immediate that Lukas felt the railway return in fragments: white snow without a horizon, a pressure in his head, boots losing their certainty on the ground. He could not join those fragments into an explanation. He could only see Emil recognizing something he himself still could not name.

      “Don’t,” Emil whispered.

      The man brought out a compact dark instrument and held it low, angled away from Lukas.

      “Put the bar down.”

      Emil swallowed.

      “You did it before.”

      The man gave no answer.

      “You threw him.”

      “You are not being asked to fight,” the man said. “You are being asked to stop.”

      For a moment Lukas thought he would. The drilling bar lowered until its point almost touched the floor.

      Then a burst of static came from Lukas’s radio. Emil flinched and raised the bar again, as though the sound had struck him.

      “You’ve told everyone.”

      “Yes,” Lukas said.

      He would not take it back. He would not promise silence, not even to make the next few seconds safer.

      “They know where we are.”

      Emil stared at him.

      The man shifted half a step, placing his own body between Lukas and the raised steel.

      “No further,” he said.

      Emil swung.

      Lukas saw the start of it, the tightening across Emil’s shoulders, and ducked behind the column. There was a dry click. A faint disturbance pressed against one ear and vanished.

      The bar never completed its arc.

      Emil’s boots slid apart. His expression emptied into bewilderment, and his free hand groped for the rail without finding it. The hooded man caught the shaft near its point and guided it down, diverting its weight away from Lukas, then opened his hand rather than pull Emil after it.

      “Let go,” he said. “No one will strike you.”

      Emil looked up at him with his mouth trembling. Then he dropped to his knees on the grating, released the bar, and covered his ears, sobbing.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 19

      The Last Turn of the Wrench

      

    
    
      The drilling bar lay across the grating, one end beneath the rail. Lukas stepped over it without touching it and returned to the valve station. His knees felt unreliable. Each breath scraped the back of his throat, and the air he drew through his scarf tasted of hot metal and extinguishing powder.

      “Freja. The obstruction is out. I’m engaging the manual drive.”

      Static broke around her reply.

      “Wait for the duty engineer’s confirmation. He’s isolating the motor feed. Don’t put your hands in yet.”

      Lukas held them clear. Beyond the column, Emil remained on his knees. The hooded man nudged the bar farther away with his boot, then leaned against the concrete. His dark instrument disappeared inside his coat. The movement looked deliberate rather than easy.

      The valve assembly shuddered against its mounting. Lukas watched the gauge.

      Two point nine megapascals.

      There was still space between the needle and the red stroke someone had painted across the dial. He wished he had not seen how little.

      “Motor isolated,” Freja said. “Local lockout confirmed by the operator. Read me the selector position.”

      “Powered.”

      “Move to manual. Tell me when the engagement indicator seats.”

      He pulled the declutch lever. It resisted, moved a few centimeters, and stopped. For one sick instant he thought another obstruction remained inside. Then he remembered the instruction beneath the diagram: rotate the handwheel slightly to align the dogs.

      He took the wheel in both hands and tried to rock it.

      Nothing moved.

      Not a degree. Not even the small yielding motion of a shaft taking up clearance.

      He braced a boot against the plinth and tried again. Pain tightened under his ribs. The casting was warm through his gloves, rough with old paint and rust. His fingers slid along the rim.

      “Wheel won’t move,” he said.

      “Don’t force the selector.”

      “I’m not.”

      He had answered too sharply. Freja let it pass.

      “Engineer says unload the teeth with a slight turn either way. There may be corrosion at the external bearing. Can you see the spindle?”

      Lukas bent close enough to examine the housing without putting his head above the pipework. Brown scales had collected beneath the shaft collar. Water had traveled down the casing and evaporated there, leaving a pale crust over older rust. When he pushed the rim, the whole assembly seemed to answer with a dull vibration rather than movement.

      He described what he saw.

      “Copy. He says use the manual wrench on the approved drive flats. Not the wheel spokes. The casting can break.”

      The shutoff wrench lay where Lukas had set it against the cabinet. He lifted it, nearly dropped it, and caught the lower end against his thigh. His hands had begun to tremble.

      Behind him, a dragging step sounded.

      The man had left the column.

      “Tell me the direction.”

      “Counterclockwise to open. I have to free it before the selector will seat.”

      “Then we shall free it.”

      Lukas looked at the glove resting on the wrench. Condensation ran from the man’s cuff. Beneath it, the wrist display showed eleven percent.

      “No sudden load,” Lukas said. “The mounting—”

      “I am aware.”

      “I meant both of us.”

      The shield tilted toward him. Then the man moved to the other side of the drive.

      Together they fitted the wrench onto the square beneath the wheel. Lukas checked that its jaws sat fully against the flats. He took the outer end while the man held nearer the shaft, keeping the tool level.

      “Only a little,” Lukas said.

      They pressed.

      Something hissed under the man’s coat. The wrench loaded against Lukas’s palms, and the shaft gave a tiny click.

      He stopped at once.

      “Hold there.”

      He worked the selector with his free hand. The lever moved farther, almost to the manual notch, then halted again.

      “Back a fraction.”

      The man eased his pressure. Lukas rocked the wrench through the minute clearance they had gained. This time the selector dropped into place with a hard metallic knock.

      A yellow tab emerged beside the word MANUAL.

      “Engaged,” he told Freja.

      “Confirmed. Open slowly. Watch the local dial as well as the position scale.”

      Lukas took a breath that would not quite fill his chest.

      They pressed again.

      The wrench did not move.

      The click had been alignment, not release. Somewhere beyond that small movement, the spindle remained seized.

      For several seconds neither of them spoke. Beneath the grating, the plant’s deep mechanical note wavered. Lukas felt the change through his boots before he heard it: a slow pulse beating against another pulse, making the floor seem to swell and settle.

      Freja returned.

      “Upstream transmitter is three point zero four. That’s the live value, not the frozen overview screen. Timestamp advancing. Operator is reducing the well feed, but the inlet actuator isn’t reaching commanded position.”

      “What’s the limit?”

      A pause followed. He heard another voice behind hers, indistinct.

      “Three point two is the limit for the weakened header section. Don’t treat the relief setting as permission to go higher.”

      Three point two.

      Lukas stared at the space remaining on the dial. The number had acquired a weight he could almost feel on the back of his neck.

      “We’re trying,” he said.

      “Tell me what’s happening.”

      “Manual engaged. Spindle seized.”

      “All right. Stay with me.”

      He could hear keys, then paper moving. She was looking for something useful rather than telling him it would be all right.

      The hooded man adjusted his feet. One heel scraped outward until it met the plinth.

      “Keep the wrench seated.”

      The servos beneath his coat began their low, compressed exhalation.

      Lukas bore down. The wrench pressed into the webbing between his thumb and forefinger. A flake of paint fell from the housing, bright on one side and brown on the other. He thought he saw the shaft turn, but it might have been his own vision swimming.

      The man’s breathing changed.

      A broken tone sounded at his wrist.

      Then the pressure vanished from the wrench.

      Lukas lurched forward and struck his shoulder against the cabinet. The man folded at the knees, catching himself against the plinth with a noise that might have been pain forced back behind his filter.

      The display at his wrist flashed, went dark, and lit again with a small amber symbol.

      “Stop,” Lukas said.

      He lowered the wrench before it could slip off the drive.

      For a moment the man did not answer. His left hand remained clamped to the edge of the plinth. The other lay flat against his thigh.

      “Load cutoff,” he said at last.

      “Is the battery empty?”

      “Unable to supply the required current.”

      “Can it recover?”

      “Not for this.”

      Lukas glanced at the gauge. Three point zero eight, perhaps a little more. He could not make the needle stay sharp.

      He had watched the harness lift steel and move snow heavier than either of them. Without its quiet assistance, the man could scarcely straighten. The difference was so complete that Lukas felt ashamed of how much he had expected from him.

      “Can you disengage it?”

      “The powered assistance, yes. The passive structure remains.”

      “Do that.”

      The shield lifted.

      “Lukas—”

      “You’ll hurt yourself trying again.”

      A small click came from beneath the coat. The man drew his leg back in stages, bracing with both arms. No hidden reserve answered him.

      Lukas keyed the radio.

      “Harness is down. We have ordinary manual force only.”

      “Understood.” Freja did not ask what harness. “Engineer says don’t strike the wheel and don’t heat the casing. The valve can still move if the spindle hasn’t distorted. What lever length do you have?”

      “About eighty centimeters.”

      “Any approved extension?”

      He looked toward the maintenance cupboard. The open door showed sockets, punches, a grease gun, and the dark ends of several steel tubes.

      “Checking.”

      He left the wrench supported on the plinth and crossed the few steps. His left foot caught once on the grating. He steadied himself against the cupboard and made himself look rather than grab.

      Two tubes were thin conduit. Another had a flattened end and a split along its seam. Behind them lay a heavier tubular handle, its end painted orange, with a transverse locking hole.

      He carried it back.

      The wrench had a matching socket and pin.

      For the first time since the battery had failed, he felt something other than the pressure’s advance.

      “There’s a matching extension. Pinned handle.”

      He read the stamped markings aloud. Freja relayed them. The answer came with a scrape of static.

      “Approved combination. No additional pipe beyond that. Both feet clear of the sweep. If the spindle releases, don’t follow the handle into the rail.”

      Lukas inserted the extension and pushed the captive pin through until its retaining ball emerged. He pulled it once to check.

      The handle reached almost to the next column.

      He could see the geometry now: the shaft, the long arm, the space beneath it. Not strength appearing from nowhere. Distance bought at the price of movement. If the shaft needed more turning force than their hands could provide at the rim, they could push farther out. But the longer handle would travel farther too, and any sudden release would take it toward their knees.

      He set it just above waist height.

      “We need room below it,” he told the man. “Can you stand here?”

      The man moved to the place he indicated. His right leg dragged slightly. Lukas wanted to offer his arm, but the wrench was not yet secure, and he could not do both things at once.

      The man found the rail.

      “Yes.”

      “Not pulling with the harness. Just your weight. We lower ourselves onto the end, together.”

      “I understand.”

      “If it moves, let your knees bend. Don’t drop.”

      A breath rasped through the filter.

      “That qualification is welcome.”

      Lukas almost smiled. The impulse hurt his face.

      “Freja, we’re using the extension.”

      “Copy. Upstream three point one two. Still rising.”

      “What rate?”

      “Roughly two hundredths a minute over the last interval. It isn’t steady.”

      He had been trying to estimate time from the needle. Now he stopped. A rate could change, and a damaged pipe would not wait for a tidy calculation.

      The man positioned both hands on the handle. Lukas stood beside him, close enough that their sleeves touched.

      “One,” Lukas said.

      They settled their weight onto the steel.

      The handle flexed a little. Lukas felt it in his wrists, a springiness he had to resist mistaking for progress. The valve position pointer stayed at zero.

      They eased off.

      Again.

      This time a dry crack came from the shaft collar.

      Lukas froze.

      “Did you see it?”

      “Corrosion,” the man said. “At the collar. Not the tool.”

      A thin crescent of brown dust had appeared beneath the shaft. Lukas checked the wrench’s seating. Still square. The extension pin had not shifted.

      He reported the sound, keeping his voice level with effort.

      “Repeat the gradual load,” Freja said, after consulting the engineer. “No bouncing.”

      Emil made a small sound behind them.

      Lukas turned his head. The other boy had crawled back against a cabinet and sat with his hands pressed to the grating, staring at the floor. His face was grey beneath the dirt. The drilling bar remained out of reach.

      “Stay there,” Lukas said. “Keep clear of the pipe.”

      Emil did not look up, but he drew his feet closer.

      Lukas turned back. He could not afford to watch him, and he could not pretend he was no longer there. He left the column between Emil and their working space.

      “Again.”

      They leaned down together.

      His thighs shook. He had thought his arms were exhausted; now he discovered how many other muscles had been spending themselves without his notice. His back pulled painfully beneath the shoulder blades. The man’s glove slipped half a centimeter along the steel and stopped.

      Nothing.

      They rose just enough to take the load away.

      Lukas wanted to hit the handle. Every part of him wanted one violent, decisive act. The fact that it would be wrong did not make the desire weaker.

      Instead he put his forehead briefly against his own sleeve.

      Cold wool. Salt. A smell of smoke carried all the way from Korpkall.

      “Talk to me,” Freja said.

      “Still seized.”

      “Three point one six. The engineer has someone checking the discharge receiver. He wants confirmation the path stays clear when you open.”

      “It’s clear on the diagram.”

      “He’s checking the actual valve lineup.”

      Lukas closed his eyes for one second.

      “Right.”

      Her insistence steadied him more than reassurance could have done. The drawing was not the plant. A command was not a position. Hope was not flow.

      He looked along the outlet pipe. Its insulation vanished through a reinforced partition toward the flash receiver. A small drain beneath the valve dripped into a steel funnel. Each drop struck with an absurdly distinct tick beneath the machinery.

      The man lowered himself onto one knee.

      “You need to sit,” Lukas said.

      “I need a better purchase.”

      He placed his boot against the base of the plinth and shifted his hands.

      “No,” Lukas said, seeing what he intended. “If you pull from there and it frees, you’ll fall backward.”

      The shield remained turned toward the handle.

      Then the man changed position.

      Lukas felt a brief, fierce gratitude. Not because he had obeyed, but because he had listened.

      The radio crackled.

      “Discharge route verified open. Receiver capacity available. Three point one seven. Lukas, repeat that.”

      “Route open. Capacity available. Three point one seven.”

      “Good. The local gauge may lag slightly. Watch both—”

      Her voice broke into a coarse rattling sound.

      “Freja?”

      A burst of carrier hiss answered.

      He shifted the radio higher on his shoulder and tried again.

      “Freja, say again.”

      Nothing intelligible came through. He waited for the channel to clear, then gave his position and status once. The little transmit light glowed. It proved only that the unit had tried.

      He could no longer hear the emergency desk.

      The gauge needle moved.

      He lowered his hand.

      “We have the route confirmation,” he said. “We have the instructions.”

      The man nodded once.

      Lukas checked the handle again, its pin, the square drive, the clear floor beneath their boots. There was no new tool to find. No hidden capacity left in the harness. They had the force of two bodies, a longer arm, and a shaft that had begun to shed its rust.

      He shifted the handle a little higher within the available clearance so they could use more of their downward movement.

      “On three,” he said. “Steady all the way.”

      He counted slowly enough for their breathing.

      They leaned.

      At first the resistance was identical to before. Then he felt a minute displacement, not in the handle but deep inside the housing, a grinding movement transmitted through the wrench into his bones.

      “Keep it,” he said.

      The man made no answer. His shoulder pressed against Lukas’s.

      The handle descended another finger’s breadth.

      Lukas bent his knees. He kept his elbows close and let his body follow, refusing the urge to jerk. A sharp pain crossed his palm. The spindle ground again.

      Then it turned.

      The release was only a few degrees, but it felt enormous. Lukas checked his fall against the column with his shoulder, holding the handle as it dropped. The man staggered, caught the rail, and remained upright.

      A low rushing sound began beyond the partition.

      They both stood motionless.

      The pointer had lifted off its stop.

      Not far enough.

      Lukas heard his own breath coming in short, useless pulls.

      “It’s moving.”

      “Yes.”

      “We have to keep going.”

      “Yes.”

      There was no triumph in the man’s voice. He was saving breath too.

      Lukas reset his feet and lowered the lever through the rest of its safe arc. The shaft resisted throughout, rough rather than locked now. At the bottom he supported the wrench while the man helped reposition it on the drive.

      His hands were clumsy. Twice he failed to seat it fully.

      “Wait,” he said, though the man had not moved.

      He lifted, aligned the jaws, and pushed them home.

      They loaded the handle again.

      The rushing became a heavy, continuous roar. Something struck the outlet pipe from within, making Lukas flinch away, but the vibration settled rather than repeating. Condensate finding its way out, perhaps; he could not be certain.

      He watched the local pressure gauge.

      The needle still rose.

      For a moment he thought they had opened the wrong valve.

      He looked at the number stamped on the body, then at the tag dangling beneath the selector. The same designation. The outlet ran in the direction shown on the diagram. The position pointer had advanced.

      He forced himself to look again instead of letting panic choose an answer.

      The valve had only just begun to pass steam. It needed a larger opening.

      “Another stroke,” he said.

      The man’s arm shook visibly now.

      “Use me for balance,” Lukas told him. “Not the wrench until we’re ready.”

      “I may be heavier than you expect.”

      “Then that’s useful.”

      They reset together.

      The gauge stood a needle’s width below the red stroke.

      Lukas could not hear the radio at all over the discharge. He could barely hear himself count. He raised three fingers, folded one, then another, and gripped the handle.

      They lowered their weight.

      The valve moved more smoothly this time. Steam thundered toward the receiver with a force that seemed to occupy the whole building. Lukas felt heat against his cheek from the housing, not a jet but the fierce radiation of metal carrying fluid far hotter than boiling water at room pressure.

      He kept his face away.

      At the bottom of the stroke the man sagged against him. Lukas locked his knees for a moment, supporting both of them until the man reached the rail.

      The needle touched the red paint.

      Lukas stared.

      It did not stop.

      It traveled onto the thickness of the stroke.

      He wanted someone to tell him what that meant. He wanted Freja’s voice, the duty engineer’s judgment, any distance between himself and the consequence. Instead he had a wrench to reposition, and the man beside him could no longer lift his end without help.

      He took the weight of the tool and reset it.

      “One more,” he said.

      He did not mean it as a promise.

      The man placed his hands beside Lukas’s. His breathing sounded wet inside the filter.

      Together they bore down.

      Halfway through the stroke, resistance increased. Lukas thought of the pipe’s weakened section, of his mother behind concrete, of rooms throughout Malmvik losing their warmth one wall at a time. Then thought thinned to the handle beneath his hands.

      He pressed with everything he could sustain.

      The spindle turned.

      The pointer reached the engineer’s marked opening. Lukas stopped there, holding the handle while the man steadied himself. More was not automatically better. He would not drive the mechanism against an end stop because he was frightened.

      The gauge needle quivered.

      He waited.

      It remained over the red mark long enough for him to believe they had failed.

      Then a pale sliver of dial appeared between the needle and the paint.

      He blinked hard.

      The gap widened.

      Pressure was falling.

      Lukas lowered the wrench until it rested safely against the plinth. He checked the selector remained seated and the pointer held its position. Only then did he take his hands away.

      The radio gave a ragged chirp.

      “—ukas. Receiving?”

      He fumbled for it.

      “Receiving. Valve open to the marked position. Local pressure falling.”

      “Hold position.” Freja’s voice vanished beneath static, returned. “Don’t adjust. I’m checking the trend.”

      He stood with his shoulder against the cabinet. The hooded man leaned beside the column, head bowed. Neither of them spoke.

      “Upstream three point zero six,” Freja said. “Next sample lower. Receiver within limits.”

      Lukas tried to answer and found he had no breath for it. He pressed the transmit button twice, then managed, “Understood.”

      Another interval passed.

      “Two point nine one. Second transmitter agrees. The operator confirms feed reduction now taking effect. Hold the valve where it is.”

      The confirmation reached him slowly. They had not merely moved a needle in front of their faces. Somewhere beyond this room, another instrument had measured the same change.

      He turned toward the man.

      “It worked.”

      The shield rose a little.

      “Yes,” the man said.

      Lukas slid down against the cabinet until he was sitting on the grating. His palms throbbed. He held them open on his knees and watched them shake.

      Beside him, the man eased himself onto the low concrete base. No servo helped him. Lukas reached out, and for the last few centimeters the man accepted his arm.

      They sat beneath the continuing discharge while Freja read the falling values. The violent note in the pipework diminished. Gradually the steam’s roar thinned into a long harmonic whistle, steady enough that Lukas could hear separate breaths again.

      Across the panel, the gauges settled into their green bands.

      The emergency lights flickered once overhead, then glowed steadily.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 20

      Holding Back the Dawn

      

    
    
      A pale rectangle appeared high above the pipe racks.

      Lukas saw it before he understood what it meant. One of the ventilation louvers had shifted against its frame, admitting a strip of sky that was no longer black. The storm had thinned without his noticing. Somewhere beyond the mountain, the sun was approaching a horizon it would not cross, and its scattered light had reached the snow.

      He pushed himself off the grating.

      “We have to move.”

      The man lifted his head. Beneath his sleeve, the small display had gone dark except for a red zero.

      “Do not attempt to lift me by the arms.”

      The words came evenly, but there was a gap between each one. Lukas crouched beside him and looked for the catches he had used during the harness work. His fingers were too clumsy. He pressed a buckle, found it was not a buckle, and stopped.

      Above them, metal knocked against metal.

      The pale rectangle widened.

      Lukas snatched up the radio. “Freja. The upper vents are opening. We need a dark route out of the machine room. He can’t tolerate the light.”

      A burst of interference filled the pause.

      “Which vents?”

      “East wall. Above the racks.”

      “Stay below the concrete gallery. I’ll ask control.”

      He looked toward the gallery. Its underside stood perhaps six meters away, beyond a low cable tray. Six meters had become a distance requiring calculation.

      The man followed his gaze.

      “My left leg will bear weight if the joint is released. The right will require assistance.”

      “Tell me how.”

      “Behind the knee. A recessed lever. Pull outward, then down.”

      Lukas reached beneath the coat without lifting its edge farther than necessary. The metal was warm in places and cold in others. He found the lever by touch and drew it outward. It resisted, released, and clicked down. The man’s foot moved a few centimeters.

      “That is sufficient.”

      Lukas put one of the man’s hands on his shoulder. Together they rose, not smoothly. Pain drew a hiss through the breathing filter. Lukas braced his boots and waited until the weight stopped shifting.

      The louver struck its housing again.

      They crossed the floor in short, uneven stages. At the cable tray, Lukas wanted to hurry, and nearly brought them both down. He stopped, turned sideways, and helped the man place one foot over before moving the other. The sky above the racks had acquired a faint blue-grey depth.

      They reached the concrete shadow just as a second louver opened.

      Lukas eased his companion against the wall. The hood remained in place, the visor lowered. He could see no exposed skin, but the coat had been torn during the night. He remembered the strain at the shoulder, the awkwardness of the man’s injured side.

      “Is anything getting through?”

      “Not at present.”

      “At present isn’t enough.”

      “No,” the man said. “It is not.”

      The radio crackled.

      “The filter controls have lost their auxiliary supply,” Freja said. “Emergency bus is powering the instruments, not the air-handling cabinet. The louvers are spring-return. Control says the smoke-purge release is still active.”

      “Can they close them?”

      “Not remotely. They’re checking a local isolation. Don’t go up there.”

      Lukas had already looked at the ladder bolted to the wall. It rose through exposed light toward a platform slick with condensation.

      “How long?”

      “No estimate.”

      He swallowed his anger. Freja had given him the answer she had, not the one he needed.

      “Medical assistance,” he said. “We need Dr. Hedström. Tell her it’s the Korpkall patient. Complete light protection.”

      “She’s on the plant medical channel. I’m passing it.”

      Lukas lowered the radio. The immediate pressure crisis had ended; he could hear it in the building. The violent hammering was gone. Pumps ran with an exhausted, irregular steadiness, and somewhere a loose panel buzzed. Yet the machinery that had almost killed them was now admitting something harmless to almost everyone else.

      He moved into the narrow opening between the wall and his companion.

      “You need not stand in front of me,” the man said.

      “I’m checking the angle.”

      “With your body?”

      “For now.”

      The man made no answer. Lukas kept his shoulder where it was.

      A lamp beam swept across the far doorway.

      “No white lights!” Lukas shouted.

      The beam vanished so quickly that the darkness seemed to snap shut after it.

      “Lukas?”

      His mother’s voice.

      He had heard her over the radio since leaving her, but the sound without interference struck him differently. He turned and saw her outlined against the passage, one hand gripping the doorframe. A plant worker stood beside her with a folded chair and a canvas medical bag. Her left boot had been loosened around the ankle.

      “Don’t come through the middle,” Lukas said. “Follow the wall. Under the gallery.”

      She looked up once, understood enough to shield the worker’s lamp with her hand, and came toward him with an uneven gait.

      “You should be sitting,” he said.

      “So should you.”

      Then she saw the man.

      Her gaze moved from his bowed head to the rigid position of his legs, then to Lukas’s hand clamped around the radio. Whatever she had meant to say changed.

      “How long has he been like this?”

      “Since we opened the valve. The battery’s finished. He can move a little, but not fast enough.”

      Ingrid set her bag down. “Dr. Hedström is coming in from the south access. She asked us to collect the shielding sheets from radiography.”

      “The lead ones?”

      “Yes. Encapsulated. They’re bringing a trolley.”

      Lukas looked toward the high wall. Light now showed along several narrow seams.

      “They need to hurry.”

      “I know.”

      She said it without soothing him. He was grateful for that.

      The worker opened the chair. Ingrid sat only after Lukas reached for her elbow, and then with visible reluctance. She gave the worker a set of instructions: clear the route to the south service door, keep lamps pointed at the floor, tell incoming crews there was a patient with an extreme light sensitivity. No photographs. No open vehicle doors until the doctor said so.

      The worker glanced at the hooded figure, then back at her.

      “Understood.”

      He left without asking who the patient was.

      That small omission nearly undid Lukas. He had become so accustomed to expecting the question, the joke, the glance exchanged over his shoulder.

      Ingrid held out her hand to the man.

      “I’m Ingrid Lindstrom.”

      After a pause, a gloved hand moved toward hers.

      “I am aware.”

      “Then you’ll know I’m not going to thank you properly while you’re sitting under a broken ventilation system.”

      His grip lasted only a moment.

      “Your ankle requires assessment.”

      “It’s getting one. Yours is the more urgent problem.”

      Lukas watched them, wanting this exchange to continue because ordinary words made the danger feel containable. Then another knock sounded overhead, and he looked up.

      A narrow stripe of grey had reached the opposite railing.

      “Mother.”

      “I see it.”

      She took the radio from him, asked for the medical channel, and held the unit close enough that she would not need to raise her voice. Her questions were precise. Which entrance? How many sheets? Had the ambulance’s side windows been covered as well as its rear windows? Was the cab partition opaque?

      Lukas crouched again.

      “Does the visor block all of it?”

      “When intact.”

      “Is it intact?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the coat?”

      “The outer layer is damaged. I cannot verify the inner layer at the shoulder.”

      That was the answer he had feared.

      He pulled off his own coat.

      “Do not make yourself hypothermic.”

      “We’re indoors.”

      “In a partially ventilated industrial hall.”

      Lukas folded the coat so that its padded back lay over the man’s shoulder and upper arm, leaving the filter clear. He did not pretend it was a tested barrier. It was another layer while they waited.

      The man let him arrange it.

      “Better?” Lukas asked.

      “Better.”

      He sat back on his heels. His hands were shaking again, but less violently now that they had something to do.

      “What happens first?” he asked quietly. “If the light reaches you.”

      “Pain is not a reliable warning. My retinas may be injured before I perceive a useful signal.”

      Lukas looked away from the brightening seam.

      “So we don’t wait for you to say it hurts.”

      “Correct.”

      The answer settled something. He would not watch the man’s face for permission to be afraid. He would watch the barriers.

      Bootsteps approached from the passage, followed by the rumble of hard wheels over a threshold.

      Marta arrived carrying a red-lensed inspection lamp. Frost whitened the shoulders of her coat; her medical bag hung across her body. Behind her, two responders guided a low trolley stacked with folded dark material.

      She stopped at the edge of the gallery shadow.

      “Lukas. Has he lost consciousness?”

      “No.”

      “Chest pain? New breathlessness?”

      The man answered before Lukas could.

      “No chest pain. Exertional breathlessness. Right-sided pain unchanged. Assistance is depleted.”

      “Of course it is,” Marta said. “You never bring anything home half-used.”

      Her tone was dry, but she was already kneeling beside him.

      She checked his wrist beneath the shield of Lukas’s coat, keeping her lamp low. She asked short questions and waited for complete answers. Lukas caught the words circulation, temperature, fluid loss. When she reached for the visor, he caught her sleeve.

      “Not here.”

      She looked at his hand, then at him.

      “I was checking the seal.”

      He released her at once. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize for watching. Tell me what you’re watching.”

      “The shoulder lining may be torn. The vents are opening in stages. That stripe on the railing was narrower a minute ago.”

      Marta glanced up.

      “Good. Keep doing that.”

      She turned to Ingrid. “We make a tunnel to the stretcher, not a blanket over his face. I need access to his breathing circuit.”

      The folded sheets proved smaller than Lukas had imagined, heavy rectangular panels with reinforced edges and loops. A responder explained that they were portable shielding sections from the plant’s inspection room. Their lead-filled cores made them cumbersome, but their sealed skins were opaque.

      “Not all the weight over him,” Marta said. “Support them from the outside.”

      They worked beneath the gallery, where there was still room to arrange things safely. The responders locked the trolley’s wheels and raised two handles to serve as supports. Ingrid, seated with her injured foot clear, helped unfold a panel across them. Lukas overlapped the next section until Marta could no longer see the inspection lamp through the join.

      The man watched in silence.

      “Lead is not the requirement,” he said at last. “Continuity is.”

      “Then check our continuity,” Marta replied.

      He did. His voice remained low, but the instructions were clear. No edge pulled tight enough to separate when a corner turned. No slit at head height. An overlap at the feet as well as the head, because snow reflected light upward. The outer surface could be wet; the inner surface must remain dry and intact.

      Lukas tucked a hanging loop beneath a strap.

      “Not that one,” the man said. “It will draw the two edges apart when lifted.”

      He changed it.

      For the first time since the valve opened, they had a plan that did not depend on the man standing.

      The radio sounded against Ingrid’s palm.

      She listened, asked for a repeat, then looked at Lukas.

      “Control has isolated the damaged section. Two operators have checked the local valve position. Borehole Four is holding with reduced feed.”

      “And the town?”

      “District pumps are running. They’re bringing the loops back gradually.”

      Lukas heard the words without yet feeling their meaning.

      “Not normal operation,” she added. “A controlled restart. Nobody is increasing load until the duty engineer signs off.”

      He nodded. That he could understand. Safe did not mean finished. It meant there was time to do the next thing correctly.

      Marta rose.

      “We transfer now.”

      The hooded man tried to plant his feet.

      “No,” she said.

      “I can assist.”

      “You can tell us where not to pull. That is your assistance.”

      One responder took position at the man’s shoulders; the other brought a transfer sling beneath his hips. Lukas supported the injured leg exactly as directed. The harness made him awkward to move, not impossible. Its rigid members had to stay aligned, and one joint caught briefly against the concrete base.

      “Stop,” Lukas said.

      Everyone stopped.

      He eased the coat away from the snag, found the projecting bracket, and guided it clear. Only then did they lift again.

      The man’s breath caught behind the filter. His gloved fingers closed hard around Lukas’s forearm.

      Lukas stayed still until they loosened.

      They lowered him onto the trolley, checked his posture, and brought the panels across the supports. Marta kept a small protected opening at the side for her hand and tubing, then covered it with a separate flap.

      The high louvers rattled together.

      Light spilled onto the floor where Lukas had been sitting.

      His stomach contracted. There was his damp handprint on the cabinet, the discarded rag, the scuff where the man’s boot had dragged. All of it lay in a colourless wash that would have seemed beautiful on another morning.

      “Ready,” Marta said.

      They moved.

      Lukas walked at the head, one hand on the trolley and the other holding the overlapping edges steady. He could not see the man now. That was the point, yet the concealment frightened him. He listened for the faint filtered breathing beneath the wheels’ vibration.

      At the gallery door they stopped to measure the clearance.

      The trolley fitted. The shielding frame did not.

      “Fold the right support inward,” the responder said.

      “It’ll open the seam,” Lukas answered.

      “We can hold it.”

      “We need the second layer first.”

      His voice came out sharper than he intended. He waited for the reprimand that did not come.

      Marta passed him a loose panel. “Make your overlap.”

      He draped it from the fixed support before the responder lowered the other. Ingrid held the trailing edge while Lukas checked the corner with his hands. The passage beyond was dim, but a lamp shone at its far end and he would not trust the distinction between dim and safe.

      They passed through sideways, centimeters at a time.

      On the other side, Marta checked the patient.

      “Still with us?”

      “Regrettably attentive.”

      “Excellent. You can complain later.”

      Lukas let out a breath that almost became a laugh.

      They continued along the service passage. Behind them, workers called valve numbers to one another. A radio announced that the police had secured the boiler platform. Lukas heard Emil’s name and felt his shoulders tighten, but the trolley did not stop. There would be statements, questions, a room in which he would have to remember everything accurately. Not here. Not while his hands were keeping a seam closed.

      At the south access, the outer door shuddered in its frame.

      Snow blew beneath it in thin white threads.

      The ambulance waited beyond, but the loading space between building and vehicle was exposed.

      Marta had the responders halt well back.

      “No opening both doors,” she said. “We prepare the vehicle first.”

      One responder went out through the personnel exit. A burst of cold reached Lukas’s ankles, and then the door closed again. He looked at his mother. Her face had gone grey with fatigue; she was leaning against the wall, her foot lifted.

      “You can’t walk out there.”

      “I’m not planning to.”

      A second chair arrived from somewhere behind them. The plant worker who had accompanied her earlier set it down and helped her sit.

      “Your transport’s coming round,” he told her.

      “I’m going with them.”

      He looked at Marta.

      “So she is,” Marta said.

      The worker nodded and left to arrange it.

      Lukas bent over the sheltered opening.

      “We’re nearly outside.”

      “I heard.”

      “The ambulance is covered.”

      “It must be checked with the interior lights off and the exterior lights on.”

      “Marta’s checking.”

      A pause.

      “You have become rather exacting.”

      Lukas rubbed his thumb against the trolley rail. “I had a difficult teacher.”

      Beneath the panels, something shifted. Perhaps the man had turned his head; perhaps he had only settled against the mattress.

      “That is occasionally useful.”

      The reply steadied Lukas more than reassurance would have.

      The responder returned. They had backed the ambulance close to the entrance and switched off its automatic compartment lights. Opaque screens covered the windows; the partition to the cab was shut. Marta went out to inspect it herself.

      While they waited, Ingrid reached for Lukas’s hand.

      He realized only then that he had blood along one knuckle. Not much. He could not remember what had caused it.

      She turned his hand gently, looking at the broken skin.

      “I didn’t know,” she said.

      “About the light?”

      “About how much being here cost him.”

      Lukas looked down at the dark panels. “He knew before we left.”

      Ingrid closed her eyes for a moment.

      “He came anyway.”

      “Yes.”

      She drew him toward her. He resisted at first because the trolley was beside him and the door was ahead and he still had a job. Then she put both arms around his waist, carefully, as though he too might have hidden injuries.

      He bent into her embrace.

      Her sweater smelled of damp wool and the mineral dust of the plant. Beneath it was the familiar warmth he had known before Malmvik, before the accident, before he had learned to answer every question with enough truth to end the conversation.

      “You were frightened,” she said against his shoulder.

      He nodded.

      “And you stayed with him.”

      “I couldn’t leave him.”

      “I know.”

      She did not tell him he should never have come. She did not say that she would have managed alone. Her hand rested against the back of his head, and he let himself lean there until the tightness in his throat became painful.

      “I thought I was going to lose you,” he said.

      Her arms tightened.

      “I’m here.”

      He could not make those words protect the future. For once, he did not try. He held her because she was there, breathing against him, while someone beneath the shielding waited for him to let go.

      Marta returned.

      “Vehicle is ready. We keep the outer canopy in place until the rear doors are shut.”

      Lukas straightened and wiped his face with his sleeve.

      The final passage took less than a minute. It seemed longer than the walk from Korpkall. Wind shoved at the hanging panels as soon as they crossed the threshold. Lukas held the head overlap with both hands while the responders controlled the trolley. Snow hissed against the outer skin. Above the ambulance, the storm clouds had turned a luminous, dangerous blue.

      They reached the loading rails.

      The trolley rose, locked, and slid inward. Marta climbed in beside it. Lukas followed, bringing the loose shielding section with him. Behind him, the responders helped Ingrid into the seat by the partition.

      The doors closed.

      Marta waited. She checked the seams, the windows, the partition. Only then did she uncover the narrow red examination light and fold back the panel nearest the man’s head.

      His visor was still down.

      “Safe?” Lukas asked.

      “Safe to examine,” she said. “And safe to travel.”

      The man’s hand emerged from beneath the covering. Lukas took it without thinking.

      Outside, a responder knocked twice on the door. The driver’s voice came through the intercom: the route to Korpkall had been cleared enough for the ambulance; the house’s protected rooms were warm, its generator checked.

      Marta confirmed the destination.

      Ingrid drew a blanket around Lukas’s shoulders and tucked its edge beneath his shaking hands. He sat between her and the sheltered trolley while Marta checked the man’s pulse again. No light entered. No one asked him to let go.

      The engine deepened, and the sealed ambulance began to move toward Korpkall. Over the radio came the duty operator’s report: return temperatures were rising in the first district loop. Malmvik was beginning to regain its heat.

      Lukas closed his eyes. His mother’s arm remained around him, the man’s hand rested in his, and relief came at last, too large for him to hold back.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 21

      The Town’s Verdict

      

    
    
      The ambulance stopped twice on the climb to Korpkall, once while the driver waited for a plow to reverse and once where meltwater had frozen across the road. Each time, Lukas felt the hand in his grow heavier.

      At the house, the protected entrance had been cleared to its concrete sill. A firefighter stood beside the outer door with his lamp pointed at his boots. Beyond him, someone had hung opaque sheeting across the scorched service wall. It snapped in the wind without opening.

      Marta went ahead to check the inner room.

      They waited beneath the transport canopy until she returned. Only then did the responders roll the trolley through. Lukas followed as far as the second door, where familiar amber light lay across unfamiliar equipment: a warmed mattress, an infusion stand, a monitor whose screen had been covered with a red filter.

      “You can release his hand now,” Marta said.

      Lukas looked down. He had been holding it all the way uphill.

      The man moved his fingers once before Lukas let go.

      Inside, Marta and a paramedic worked with the economical quiet Lukas remembered from the earlier medical crisis. They removed the outer coverings behind a portable screen. Metal touched a padded tray. Without its power, the harness needed two people to support and disengage; nothing about the process suggested strength. The man made a small, involuntary sound that stopped Lukas at the doorway.

      “Is he—”

      “He is exhausted, cold, and injured,” Marta said. “I’m treating those things. Please don’t make me treat your imagination as well.”

      It was sharp enough to steady him.

      Ingrid sat on a chair beside the wall, her swollen ankle elevated on a folded blanket. Lukas brought her water. Through the screen came the hiss of a cuff inflating, then Marta asking questions and the man answering with increasing irritation. Lukas found himself grateful for the irritation.

      After half an hour, Marta emerged.

      “His circulation is improving. The wounds have been cleaned and dressed. No further exertion, and no visitors unless I approve them.”

      “Will he recover?”

      “From tonight? I expect so. That is not the same as recovering from everything.”

      She let him stand at the screen’s edge for a moment.

      The man lay beneath a blanket, his face still shielded. One bare hand rested on top of the fabric. Without the coat, Lukas could see how thin his wrist was.

      “The plant?” he asked.

      Lukas took out the radio, keeping its display turned away from the bed. Freja had left a message with dispatch: the operator had authorized a staged restart; Borehole Four remained isolated; independent readings confirmed circulation in the first two district loops.

      “Not a full restart,” Lukas said. “They’re checking each section.”

      “Good.”

      “Freja is saving the reports.”

      A pause followed.

      “Save the originals.”

      “I will.”

      Marta touched Lukas’s elbow. This time he went when she asked.

      By the following evening, the technical college smelled of wet wool, coffee, and the diesel exhaust carried in on emergency workers’ clothes. Its assembly hall had been warmer when Lukas first registered there. Now people kept their coats on, and the radiators ticked as hot water returned reluctantly through the building.

      He stood outside the doors with a paper cup buckling between his palms.

      Inside, rows of stern adults faced a table beneath the college crest. He recognized contractors, instructors, the woman from registration, two miners from their apartment building. Faces turned toward every arrival. Some people had come straight from checking frozen pipes. Others wore jackets too clean to have been outside for long.

      At the front sat the mayor, a police investigator, a prosecutor who had arrived with the regional emergency convoy, and an independent pressure-systems engineer. A court clerk occupied a separate table. The preliminary legal session had ended twenty minutes earlier; the public municipal evidence meeting would begin when everyone had found a seat.

      Lukas had already given a statement to the investigator. Speaking into a recorder in a small room had been difficult enough. Through the open doors, the distance to the witness chair looked unreasonable.

      Freja appeared beside him carrying her laptop.

      “You’re crushing it.”

      He looked at her.

      “The cup. Unless that’s part of your testimony.”

      He loosened his hands. A little coffee had escaped through a crease.

      Freja handed him a tissue. Her braids were uneven, and there was a dark mark beneath one eye where her safety goggles had pressed during the night.

      “Do we have to answer everything?” he asked.

      “Everything relevant. Not everything someone wants.”

      She glanced into the hall.

      “My network access is relevant.”

      “You could let the server administrator explain that part.”

      “And let everyone discover afterward that I left out the inconvenient bit?”

      He said nothing.

      “I don’t want the logs thrown out because I was embarrassed,” she said. “I am embarrassed. That can happen in public.”

      Ingrid came slowly along the corridor on borrowed crutches. Her ankle had been examined and strapped; the doctor had forbidden weight-bearing until the swelling subsided. She had nevertheless insisted on bringing her own field notebook.

      “You don’t have to stay,” Lukas told her.

      “Neither do you.”

      He looked through the doors again.

      “Yes,” he said. “I do.”

      She did not praise him. She adjusted the collar caught beneath his scarf, then let him move ahead of her.

      Emil sat in the second row beside a lawyer, with a police officer near the aisle. His jacket had been replaced by a plain dark sweater. The broken gear on his neck showed above the collar. He looked at Lukas once and then down at his hands.

      Stellan Larsson sat several chairs away. He had arranged papers in a neat rectangle on his knees.

      Lukas chose a seat beside Freja, where he could see the doors.

      The mayor opened the meeting by distinguishing its purpose from the criminal investigation. No municipal vote could convict anyone. Witnesses were not to discuss private medical information, and the injured resident of Korpkall would not be identified or contacted through this meeting. The council would examine the heating emergency, failures in municipal oversight, and the records now in police custody.

      “Interruptions will be stopped,” she said. “Threats will be referred to the investigator.”

      Someone near the back gave a short, skeptical laugh. No one joined in.

      The engineer spoke first.

      She projected a schematic of Borehole Four, its separated fluid circuits marked in different colors. Lukas recognized the relief branch, the access gallery, the valve he had reached behind the cabinets. On the screen they looked clean and spacious. There was no steam, no ice beneath his knees, no sense of the machinery bearing down on him.

      She explained the difference between a defect that made a system vulnerable and an action that drove it toward failure.

      “The existing deficiencies mattered,” she said. “They reduced the margin available to the operators. They do not explain the foreign object recovered from the manual mechanism, the disabled local drive, or the interference with the control enclosure.”

      A man in a contractor’s fleece raised his hand.

      “Cold-weather seizure could account for the drive.”

      “It could contribute to a stalled drive. It cannot insert a bolt into a manual linkage.”

      There was a shifting of feet.

      Stellan stood without waiting.

      “With respect, we are discussing a complicated sequence reconstructed by students under extreme stress. Before reputations are destroyed, surely we should establish which instruments were reliable.”

      The prosecutor looked up.

      “That is precisely why the instruments, their records, and the witnesses are being examined separately.”

      Stellan remained standing another moment, then sat.

      Lukas felt the old impulse to look away before anyone noticed him looking. Instead, he watched the engineer put three timelines on the screen: automatic control events, radio traffic, and independently recorded pressure readings.

      There were gaps. She marked them plainly.

      That helped more than a flawless presentation would have done.

      Freja was called next.

      She set her laptop on the table but did not immediately connect it.

      “The first copies I obtained came from the college’s project server,” she said. “My normal account did not have permission to retrieve them. I used a service credential left in an old laboratory configuration.”

      Andersson, seated near the front, closed his eyes.

      “Did someone authorize you?” the prosecutor asked.

      “No.”

      “Did you change the plant controls?”

      “No. The college server held mirrored records. It did not provide a control path. But that doesn’t make my access authorized.”

      A murmur ran through the hall.

      Freja’s fingers tightened on the edge of the laptop.

      “I have given the investigator the credential, the commands I used, and the unedited files I copied. The college has suspended my network privileges pending its review.”

      “Were those copies the sole basis for last night’s safety decisions?”

      “No. I used them to identify a discrepancy and ask for verification. The duty operator made the plant decisions from local instruments and confirmed reports.”

      The investigator connected a sealed evidence drive instead of Freja’s laptop.

      Lukas watched her step aside while the server administrator described preserved access logs, archive backups, and matching file hashes. The unauthorized copies had given them a lead. Investigators had since obtained the corresponding records directly from both institutions. The values agreed. So did the missing intervals.

      Freja pointed to one gap.

      “Here, the remote indication remained almost constant. The local readings did not. I couldn’t tell whether that meant a frozen value, a transmission fault, or something being suppressed. That’s why I kept asking for a second source.”

      “You told dispatch the pressure was rising,” Stellan said.

      “After a local report confirmed it.”

      “You were guessing before that.”

      “I was identifying uncertainty. They’re different jobs.”

      A few heads turned toward him. Freja did not smile.

      She brought up the restart report.

      Each authorization had an operator’s name and time beside it. Below were supply and return temperatures, pressure checks, and the sequence in which district circulation had been restored. The final page listed buildings that still required inspection. Heat returning to a street did not mean every pipe within it had survived.

      Lukas found their apartment block on the list of confirmed buildings.

      Until then, he had not realized he had been waiting to see it.

      When Freja sat down, Andersson leaned across the empty chair between them.

      “We will discuss the access,” he said quietly.

      “I know.”

      “And your verification work.”

      She nodded, looking more tired than triumphant.

      Then Lukas heard his name.

      He stood too quickly. The chair legs scraped, and he had to stop to keep his balance. His palms were damp. As he walked forward, the hall seemed to draw away from the witness table.

      The investigator asked him to describe the obstruction at the valve.

      He began with what he had touched.

      “The access cover was open. There was a bolt where the linkage needed to move. I removed it with tools from the maintenance cupboard.”

      “Did you see who placed it?”

      “No.”

      The answer felt dangerously small.

      “Did you see Mr. Larsson at that station?”

      “Yes.”

      He described Emil blocking his access, the threats, the struggle. When he came to the hooded man’s intervention, he kept to what he could say without inventing certainty: Emil had been disarmed; Lukas had reached the mechanism; they had later turned the seized spindle with an extension handle.

      He did not try to explain the equipment he had not understood.

      The engineer asked about the pressure.

      “It was still rising after I removed the bolt. Removing it restored access. It didn’t open the valve.”

      “And the eventual reduction?”

      “The operator confirmed it on a second transmitter. Feed reduction was taking effect as well. We weren’t the only people working.”

      The engineer nodded and made a note.

      Lukas’s breathing eased.

      Stellan was allowed a question through the chair.

      “Had the resident of Korpkall instructed you to interfere with municipal equipment before this emergency?”

      Lukas looked at the mayor, then at the investigator.

      “I sent my mother a warning about the relief-path dimensions. She passed it to the plant.”

      “That was not my question.”

      “It’s the relevant thing I did before the emergency.”

      The mayor lifted a hand before Stellan could reply.

      “Continue, Mr. Lindstrom.”

      Lukas placed both feet flat on the floor.

      “The warning came from a comparison between drawings and specifications. It needed checking. It wasn’t a request to damage anything.”

      “Yet this person had access to old project documentation,” Stellan said. “Material whose ownership is far from clear.”

      “The provenance of that material is our next subject,” the investigator said.

      Marta’s flat grey case lay on the evidence table, now enclosed in a transparent bag. Lukas had retrieved it from the inner cupboard that afternoon under the investigator’s supervision. He had signed a receipt recording where it had been stored and who had handled it. Marta had supplied her own account of how the films had remained in her keeping.

      The originals would go to a regional archive for examination. What appeared on the screen were numbered scans, with medical details and identifying material withheld.

      Lukas recognized the frames he and Freja had indexed.

      He described the case, the storage, the library viewer. Freja confirmed which copies she had made. The investigator explained the distinction between establishing custody and proving every statement within a document.

      “These records will require further corroboration,” she said. “Some corroboration has already been located in municipal holdings.”

      A maintenance sheet appeared.

      Lukas did not look at the obscured names. He looked at the two approvals that should have represented two independent checks.

      The investigator displayed a later memorandum beside it, recording an acknowledgment that both entries had been made by the same person under instruction to avoid postponement.

      Stellan’s lawyer rose.

      “My client disputes the interpretation and the circumstances in which that memorandum was produced.”

      “That dispute is recorded,” the prosecutor said.

      The engineer leaned toward her microphone.

      “Whatever the eventual legal findings, these are not two independent approvals. The current infrastructure register treated them as if they were.”

      The hall grew very quiet.

      For thirty-five years, Lukas thought, a pair of signatures had kept becoming two people whenever someone needed them to.

      He was asked what the earlier records had meant to him.

      He could have spoken about the house, the rumor, the person behind the screens. He could have said that someone had carried the consequences while other people had kept their positions.

      Instead, he turned to the drawing.

      “This section was represented as adequate in the summary,” he said. “The underlying figures did not support that. We found the discrepancy because we stopped reading the conclusion and checked the dimensions.”

      “And you believe the same failure caused last night’s emergency?” Stellan asked.

      “No.”

      The word came clearly.

      “The old records show why the system deserved closer inspection. Last night’s evidence shows what happened last night. They don’t have to be the same failure for both to matter.”

      A woman in the third row lowered the hand she had been holding across her mouth.

      Stellan shuffled his papers.

      Ingrid was called after him. She moved to the table on her crutches, refusing help until she had to negotiate the last chair. Lukas stayed nearby while she sat.

      She confirmed Emil’s presence at auxiliary control and repeated the words she had heard him say. Then she opened her field notebook.

      “I also need to correct the impression that every warning was acted upon,” she said.

      Lukas looked at her.

      “I received anonymous technical warnings before the incident. I filed them for later review. I believed some were based on superseded configurations. I did not establish that promptly enough.”

      The contractor in the fleece leaned forward.

      “So the project team knew?”

      “I knew there were allegations requiring verification. Those are different statements. My failure was not resolving the uncertainty.”

      “Were you under pressure to maintain the startup schedule?” the prosecutor asked.

      “Yes.”

      “From whom?”

      Ingrid gave names and dates without changing her tone.

      One belonged to a man sitting beside Stellan. Another appeared on the municipal correspondence the investigator subsequently displayed. Lukas watched his mother turn a page with hands that no longer seemed quite steady.

      “I cannot tell you what would have happened if I had acted sooner,” she said. “I can tell you what I failed to do. The review should include it.”

      When she returned, Lukas moved her chair so she could stretch out her injured leg.

      “I should have told you,” she whispered.

      He knew she did not mean only the warnings.

      “We can talk at home,” he said.

      Across the aisle, Emil bent toward his lawyer. Their conversation went on while the prosecutor explained the next investigative steps: equipment examination, interviews, preservation of contractor records. The municipality was asked to suspend disposal of anything relating to the heating project or its predecessor systems.

      Then Emil stood.

      His lawyer stood with him and spoke first. Any statement would be voluntary; the criminal case remained separate from the assembly’s findings. There would be further interviews with counsel present.

      Emil stared at the witness table.

      “The bolt was mine,” he said.

      No one moved.

      “I put it in.”

      Stellan turned sharply.

      “Emil.”

      The mayor struck the table once with her palm.

      Emil’s mouth worked before sound came.

      “I interfered with the drive, too. I thought if it stopped, they’d have to shut everything down. I wanted her blamed.”

      Lukas felt Ingrid’s hand settle over his.

      “Who?” the prosecutor asked.

      “Lukas’s mother.”

      “And the fire at Korpkall?”

      His lawyer spoke quietly to him. Emil shook his head.

      “We took fuel up there. I knew what it was for.”

      The clerk wrote. Emil looked smaller standing than he had sitting, though his shoulders were still broad enough to block Lukas’s view of the row behind him.

      “I didn’t think the pressure would—”

      He stopped.

      The prosecutor waited.

      “I saw it going up,” Emil said. “I still tried to stop him.”

      He looked toward Lukas, but Lukas could find nothing to give him. No reassurance, no answer that would make the admission easier.

      The officer accompanied Emil and his lawyer out for the continuation of the formal interview.

      The prosecutor confirmed that Emil, twenty-one, was subject to adult criminal proceedings. At the preliminary court session, he had accepted an interim restitution arrangement through counsel; the court had ordered the agreed first payment into an administered account for documented emergency losses. It was not a sentence, a settlement of all claims, or protection from further charges. Restitution would remain subject to the criminal court’s decisions.

      The plain distinctions seemed to hold the room steadier than any declaration of victory could have done.

      Stellan did not follow his son immediately. He sat with his papers on his knees until the mayor asked whether he would voluntarily withdraw from decisions involving the investigation.

      His lawyer answered. He would.

      The council voted to appoint an independent safety review and preserve the relevant archives. Contractor access to the damaged plant would require authorization from the investigating team. Lukas watched hands rise, including hands belonging to people who had nodded when Stellan first stood.

      Then the mayor asked whether any witness wished to add something before the public questions.

      Lukas raised his hand.

      He had not planned to.

      At the front, the microphone smelled faintly of cleaning fluid. He adjusted it downward.

      “The resident of Korpkall isn’t here to answer questions,” he said. “That doesn’t make it all right to answer them for him.”

      Someone shifted in the back row.

      “He needs controlled lighting and medical care. He doesn’t need visitors demanding proof of what he is. Last night, people followed the safety instructions, and he got home alive.”

      He looked at the firefighter near the doors, then at the instructor beside Freja.

      “There were people helping all over town. At the plant. At the emergency desk. Clearing roads. Checking neighbors. You can thank them without deciding one person caused everything or saved everything.”

      His voice no longer seemed to come from somewhere ahead of him.

      “But he did help us. At considerable risk. And before anyone asks what he owes this town, I think we should consider what we’ve allowed people to do to him.”

      No one laughed.

      Lukas could hear the radiator behind the table, water moving through a pocket of air. A miner in the front row met his eyes and nodded once.

      He stayed at the microphone. He did not need to fill the silence.

      The mayor pushed back her chair and stood.

      “Then I request that this assembly authorize a formal public apology to the resident of Korpkall, on behalf of Malmvik.”

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 22

      Rebuilding on the Hill

      

    
    
      Chapter 22: Rebuilding on the Hill

      By the time Lukas reached Korpkall the following morning, someone had cleared the lower steps.

      He stopped where the shovel marks ended. Beyond them, the path narrowed between snowbanks stained with soot. The house rose above him, its shutters closed, one corner of the workshop wrapped in temporary sheeting. Wind pressed the fabric inward and released it with a sound like a sail filling. The fire had left a bitter smell that survived even in air cold enough to hurt his teeth.

      A wooden sled stood beside the service entrance. Two sealed cartons rested on it beneath a clinic transport blanket.

      Marta opened the door before he knocked.

      “Leave those outside until the engineer arrives,” she said. “They’re not medication. They can survive ten minutes without you worrying at them.”

      “How is he?”

      “Annoyed by his prescribed inactivity. That is not a reason to change it.”

      She stepped aside. Lukas entered the familiar enclosure, put his phone in the opaque drawer, and waited for the light above the inner door. He had brought clean socks, his notebook, and the small collection of tools he trusted. Looking at them now, he felt absurdly underprepared. There was a whole scorched building outside.

      Beyond the amber screen, a chair creaked.

      “You are early,” the man said.

      “The steps were cleared.”

      “Yes.”

      Lukas took off his gloves. “Who did that?”

      “A municipal employee with a shovel. I did not request his autobiography.”

      The voice still carried its metallic edge, but the pauses between phrases were longer. Lukas heard a faint catch of breath after the last word.

      Marta lifted a sheet from the bench.

      “The clinic supplied the final filters. The engineering brigade has the duct sections and prefilters. We need a clean intake before evening. At present, the temporary arrangement works, but it draws too little air.”

      Lukas looked toward the screen.

      “Can we do it from outside?”

      “Most of it,” the man answered.

      “Then no one needs to come through here.”

      Marta regarded him over her glasses.

      “That depends on what the work requires, not on what makes you comfortable.”

      He looked down at his gloves. He had meant what made the patient comfortable. At least, that was what he had thought he meant.

      Outside, an engine labored up the last bend.

      The engineering van stopped below the house rather than in front of the shuttered windows. Freja climbed out of the passenger side wearing orange work trousers and a green hat pulled down over her braids. Two technicians followed her, one carrying a roll of drawings in a plastic sleeve. There were no flashing beacons. The headlights went dark as soon as the driver set the brake.

      Lukas met them at the gate.

      “Nothing with an automatic inspection light,” he said. “No phones out near the entrance. And the workshop—”

      “Is not somewhere we enter without permission,” Freja finished. “Marta sent the requirements.”

      He knew one of the technicians by sight: a broad-faced woman who had worked at the plant. She introduced herself as Signe and held out the drawings rather than her hand.

      “We’ve brought a proposed arrangement. Proposed,” she repeated when Lukas began checking the first page. “The owner gets to object.”

      “He will,” Lukas said.

      “Good. Saves us installing something he’ll hate.”

      Freja unloaded a folding table. On it she placed a printed work plan, pencils, and a jar for used cable ties. Her own phone remained zipped inside her coat.

      “Independent review started at the plant this morning,” she told him. “External engineer, operator representative, someone who actually reads maintenance records before signing them.”

      “You’re not there?”

      “My access is still suspended. This is supervised practical work, not access to the college network. Different permission, obtained in writing. Revolutionary concept.”

      He almost smiled.

      Signe set a small lamp on the table and showed him its specifications. Amber light, no blue indicator, no white startup flash. It would remain outside regardless.

      “We can discuss the rest through the intercom,” she said. “Unless he prefers paper.”

      Lukas looked from the drawings to the closed house. He had expected to spend the morning translating the resident’s wishes to people who would find them unreasonable. Instead, everyone seemed prepared to wait.

      He took the drawings inside.

      The man studied them through the transfer arrangement while Lukas stood on the other side of the screen. Marta listened with her arms folded.

      “The straight replacement preserves the original access panel,” the man said. “It also places the new seal across heat-damaged timber.”

      “They’ve marked that for removal.”

      “Yes. Which requires opening the internal casing.”

      Lukas felt his shoulders tighten.

      “The other route uses the old stores entrance,” he said. “They wouldn’t need the workshop.”

      “It introduces two bends and a longer duct.”

      “So we use the larger section.”

      “Which they have not brought.”

      “We can ask them to get it.”

      “At the cost of another day on restricted ventilation.”

      The words were patient enough to make Lukas feel worse.

      Marta placed a fingertip on the drawing.

      “Is the original route medically safe if we isolate the corridor?”

      “With a temporary opaque partition and proper overlap at the door. Yes.”

      “Then that is an option,” she said.

      Lukas stared at the black line representing the workshop wall. Beyond it lay the bench, the drawers, the place where the man had once told him to sit down when his hands would not stop shaking. He did not want strangers measuring it, noticing the cups or the worn chair or the small concessions a solitary person made to being alive.

      “What do you want?” he asked at last.

      For several seconds there was only the low labor of the temporary fan.

      “The shorter route,” the man said. “Provided they accept the boundary.”

      Lukas carried that answer outside.

      They marked the boundary with tape on the floor of the stores entrance, but Signe refused to let the tape do all the work.

      “People step over lines when they’re carrying things,” she said. “We need a barrier they have to stop at.”

      They erected a temporary partition between the stores passage and the internal corridor. The outer facing was rigid board; behind it hung two staggered layers of opaque fabric. Marta checked the overlaps while the inner door remained shut. Only after the enclosure had been tested with a bright lamp on its empty outer side did she authorize opening the service panel within.

      Freja stood at the threshold, looking at the written sequence.

      “You’re the inside contact,” she told Lukas. “I’m outside with Signe. Nobody improvises a shortcut because they’re cold.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m saying it while we’re all warm. That’s when rules are easiest to agree with.”

      She handed him a pencil.

      At the bottom of the work sheet, beneath the names of the technicians, he wrote his own.

      The first problem was not electrical. Meltwater had entered the old intake casing and frozen behind a buckled flange. When Signe loosened the fasteners, a thin plate of ice came away with a layer of blackened insulation.

      Lukas watched through the small wired observation window in the temporary barrier. The sight disturbed him more than the scorched outer wall. Fire damage had seemed visible and therefore finished. Here was damage hidden behind apparently sound metal.

      “We’re not reusing that support,” Signe said.

      Through the intercom, the resident agreed.

      The technicians removed the assembly in sections, bagging the contaminated lining before carrying it downwind. Freja kept the clean cartons closed. Lukas checked the temporary fan’s differential gauge and read the value aloud at agreed intervals, not because each reading mattered on its own, but because a gradual change would.

      At half past ten, voices rose from the path.

      He looked out through the stores door and saw four students hauling a second sled. One carried split firewood in an old laundry basket. Another had a battery box secured with orange straps. The tallest boy, whose name Lukas thought was Oskar, stopped when he saw him.

      “We asked at the depot,” Oskar said. “They said you needed help.”

      Lukas recognized the girl beside him. She had been in the corridor when someone hissed at his back three weeks earlier. She had not joined in. She had smiled, which he remembered almost as clearly.

      “We don’t need people inside,” he said.

      “We weren’t asking to go inside.”

      Behind him, Freja came to the doorway.

      “Is the wood dry?”

      “Been in my grandfather’s shed since summer,” Oskar said.

      “And the batteries?”

      “Depot surplus. They’ve got test sheets.”

      Freja held out her hand for the papers.

      Lukas wanted to ask why they had come now. He wanted an answer large enough to account for every time they had looked away.

      Instead he said, “Stay below the marked line until we know where to put things.”

      The girl lowered the basket carefully. “All right.”

      Her name was Elin. He remembered it only when one of the others called to her.

      They waited without scattering into the grounds or peering at the windows. That restraint unsettled Lukas more than an argument would have done. He went inside to ask.

      “No,” the man said when Lukas described the batteries.

      Lukas felt an immediate, discreditable relief.

      “The batteries?”

      “Unverified storage cells must not be connected to this system.”

      “They have test sheets.”

      “Which establish condition under the depot’s test, not compatibility with my charging equipment. They can supply the exterior work lights if the brigade approves.”

      “And the wood?”

      A pause.

      “The old washhouse stove has a serviceable flue. The chimney was inspected last autumn. The building is outside the protected perimeter.”

      Lukas pictured the low stone outbuilding beside the lower gate. He had assumed it was abandoned.

      “You want them to light it?”

      “I want them to stop standing in twenty-three degrees below zero while you decide whether they deserve shelter.”

      Heat rose unpleasantly beneath Lukas’s collar.

      “I’m not deciding that.”

      “No?”

      The question was quiet. He could have defended himself against an accusation; he had no useful answer to this.

      “They laughed,” he said.

      The man did not ask who.

      “Then you need not be pleased to see them.”

      Lukas listened to the filter fan, to Marta washing something in the little basin beyond the screen.

      “May they help outside?”

      “Yes. Outside. Do not promise them a visit.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “I know,” the man said, with an emphasis Lukas could not quite bear.

      By midday the washhouse door stood open onto a cleared patch of ground. Its stove had been checked by the brigade technician, its hearth swept, its battered kettle filled from the clean supply they had brought. The first fire smoked stubbornly until the flue warmed. Then the draft caught, pulling flame upward through the split birch.

      Lukas helped stack the remaining wood beneath the lean-to. He chose the opposite end from Elin.

      She carried three pieces at a time, stopping to knock snow from each load.

      “My brother said you could hear people breathing from the road,” she said.

      Lukas set a log down too hard.

      “What?”

      “About him. That was one of the things people said.” She rubbed her mitten over the bark. “I thought it was stupid. I still laughed.”

      He waited.

      “I’m sorry.”

      The apology had no explanation attached. She did not say everyone had done it, or that he had misunderstood.

      “He has ears,” Lukas said. “They work normally, as far as I know.”

      “I know that now.”

      “You could have known it before.”

      “Yes.”

      The stove clicked inside the washhouse. Somewhere above them, Signe’s drill began, then stopped.

      Lukas picked up another log.

      “The dry pieces go on this side,” he said.

      Elin moved her next armful accordingly.

      After that they worked for a while without speaking. It was not forgiveness, not quite. But when she asked where to put the empty basket, he answered without making her ask twice.

      The police called while he was carrying a flask up to the house. He returned to the enclosure to retrieve his phone and spoke there, with the outer door shut against the wind.

      The officer wanted to arrange a further interview. Lukas would be asked to distinguish what he had directly observed at the plant from what he had learned afterward. Emil’s further interviews were being conducted with counsel present; Lukas was not to contact him about the case.

      “Has he tried to contact you?”

      “No.”

      “If that changes, preserve the message.”

      Lukas wrote down the appointment. When he put the phone away, his hand was steady. The call had not made the danger imaginary or the proceedings certain. It had simply given him a date, an address, and something he was expected to do.

      Outside, the students were clearing the old drainage channel under Signe’s direction. No one had heard the conversation. He found that he was glad.

      The new intake arrived at its opening in two sections. Freja and Signe held the exterior piece while the second technician guided it from within the temporary enclosure. Lukas stayed beyond the inner barrier with the manometer, reading the pressure difference across the temporary supply.

      Then the temporary fan note dipped.

      He looked up.

      The change was small: a softening of the higher mechanical whine, followed by a flutter at the flexible connector. The gauge slid toward the lower mark.

      “Stop,” Lukas said into the intercom.

      Hands froze on the other side of the partition.

      “Temporary supply’s dropping.”

      Signe ordered the new duct lowered onto its supports. Freja went to the temporary unit, but did not touch its controls.

      “Snow at the hood,” she reported. “Wind’s turned. Intake mesh is loading.”

      The resident’s voice came through the speaker beside Lukas.

      “Clear the exterior mesh. Do not increase fan speed against an unknown obstruction.”

      Lukas watched the gauge while Freja brushed away the fine, densely packed snow. The reading recovered, hesitated, then settled.

      “All right,” he said. “Back to the previous value.”

      Nobody told him he had worried unnecessarily. Signe waited for a full minute of stable readings before lifting the section again.

      Later, when the joint had been secured, Oskar approached the work table.

      “Could you put a little roof over it?” he asked, indicating the temporary intake.

      “Not close enough to restrict the opening,” Freja said.

      “What about that spare panel? Farther up.”

      They looked together. Lukas could see the proposed slope: enough to deflect drifting snow without enclosing the hood.

      Signe measured the available clearance.

      “That would help until we remove it,” she said. “Ask before you drill anything.”

      Oskar nodded. He did not look toward the house for praise.

      The final filters came out of their sealed bags in the protected enclosure. They were pale, pleated things, disappointingly ordinary after all the effort needed to bring them there. Lukas checked the arrows on their frames and passed them through without touching the media.

      The replacement system did not cure anything. Marta had made that plain. It would remove soot and fine particles, restore the designed airflow, and reduce the strain of keeping the rooms clean while the resident recovered. The opaque intake path and properly sealed inspection covers remained just as necessary as before.

      Still, when the permanent fan began turning, Lukas felt the difference in his face. The faint stale warmth of the corridor shifted. Air moved without the ragged vibration of the temporary duct.

      Beyond the screen, someone drew a slow breath.

      They waited through the checks. Signe recorded the measurements; the resident disputed one reading, then accepted it after Lukas checked the instrument zero. Freja entered the final values on paper and left a copy in the service enclosure.

      “Maintenance access stays from outside,” she said over the intercom. “No need to come knocking every time the prefilter needs changing.”

      “There will be a written schedule,” the man replied.

      “I suspected there might.”

      “And the snow clearance must not obstruct the lower exhaust.”

      “I’ve marked that.”

      “I shall examine the marking.”

      Freja looked at Lukas and lifted one eyebrow. He found himself smiling openly this time.

      Marta came out near the end of the afternoon carrying two empty transport sleeves and a list of supplies that were to remain untouched until her next visit.

      “He’s tired,” she told Lukas. “That includes tired of being asked whether he is tired.”

      “Should everyone go?”

      “Soon. Not in a panic.”

      She looked downhill, where the students stood around the washhouse door drinking from mismatched cups. One of the technicians was explaining something with a pencil on the back of a carton.

      “They can finish their tea.”

      Before leaving, Signe asked whether the brigade could return to replace the temporary weather covering after the fire investigators released the damaged wall. Lukas took the question inside.

      This time he did not rephrase it into a proposal that kept everyone farther away.

      The man asked for the dimensions, the likely noise, and the number of workers. Then he gave permission for a site visit by appointment. Lukas wrote the conditions down.

      At the gate, Oskar held out the work sheet.

      “Could he tell us if this is right?”

      It was a sketch of the washhouse stove and its flue. Beside it, Oskar had drawn the intake hood, with a question about wind pressure and the direction of the sheltered opening.

      Lukas glanced toward the closed windows.

      “He’s not well enough for a lesson.”

      “I wasn’t asking him to come out. Just whenever.”

      There was no demand in it, only a folded page held between dirty gloves.

      “I’ll ask,” Lukas said.

      He expected the paper to remain on the bench until tomorrow. Instead it returned through the hatch while he was hanging up his coat. A narrow line had been added beneath the hood, showing how air might recirculate behind too broad a shelter. Beside it were three sentences explaining the difference between keeping snow out and keeping air from getting in.

      At the bottom, in the same precise hand, was a question: Where would you measure the pressure?

      Lukas read it twice.

      “May I give him this?”

      “That is generally the purpose of a written reply.”

      “He might answer.”

      “I should hope so.”

      Outside, Oskar bent over the page beneath the approved lamp. Elin leaned close enough to read without taking it from him. They began arguing about measurement points, quietly at first, then with the absorbed disregard for cold that Lukas knew too well.

      He stayed long enough to remind them not to leave the paper in the snow.

      When the last van descended, the grounds looked neither restored nor invaded. Bags of fire debris waited in the designated collection area. The damaged wall remained covered. There were new boot prints everywhere, a neatly stacked reserve of birch, and a pencil tied to the washhouse doorframe with string.

      Lukas stood beside the empty sled.

      He had spent weeks wanting someone else to understand that there was a person in this house. Now that understanding had begun, imperfectly, he could not expect to control every path it took.

      He went inside and told the man that Oskar would bring back the drawing.

      “By arrangement,” he added.

      “Of course.”

      “And Elin asked whether the washhouse could stay available when the brigade comes.”

      “For breaks, yes. Not as an unannounced public meeting room.”

      “I told her we’d ask.”

      There was a small silence.

      “Thank you,” the man said.

      Lukas put away his tools. He did not know whether the thanks was for asking, for the work, or for letting the question travel between people without guarding it so fiercely. He left it unexamined.

      A little later, the man asked him to open the inner observatory curtain to its marked stop. The sealed outer filters and polarized layers remained in place. Only a narrow, dim view of the lower grounds appeared.

      The man sat well back from it, bandaged hand resting on the chair arm. Lukas stood beside him. Downhill, the washhouse stove was still burning the last of the students’ birch. Through the protected glass, they watched white smoke rise peacefully from the communal chimney.
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      The envelope lay on his side of the workbench the following morning, square with its edge, as though someone had measured the distance. Lukas expected another drawing for Oskar. Instead he found three pages of typed claims and a blank declaration.

      His name appeared halfway down the first page.

      Lukas Lindstrom, co-inventor.

      He set the paper down before his fingers could crease it.

      Behind the amber partition, a chair shifted. The new ventilation ran so quietly that he could hear the faint drag of fabric against its back.

      “There are errors,” the man said. “I would prefer that you found them before we sent anything to a patent adviser.”

      Lukas looked again. The title described a polar-compensated myoelectric interface for assisted mechanical loads. Beneath it were paragraphs about signal thresholds, temperature correction, and a safe transition between powered assistance and passive support.

      He knew those paragraphs. Some were his own notebook sentences, stripped of crossed-out words.

      “I think you’ve put me in the wrong section.”

      “Which section?”

      “The inventors.”

      A silence followed, long enough for Lukas to become aware of his wet boots. He had left snow in two dark crescents on the floor mat.

      “Read the claims,” the man said.

      “I have.”

      “You have read your name.”

      That was true, which made it worse. Lukas pulled out the stool and sat down.

      The morning’s plan had been simple: assemble the records for a proposed Arctic air-purification and thermal-stabilization system, describe its operating limits, and prepare material a qualified adviser could examine. The replacement intake had made the work urgent in a different way. Other buildings needed clean, reliably warmed air. The washhouse could become a monitored trial site, provided nobody mistook a useful prototype for an approved medical device.

      Lukas had expected diagrams. He had brought pencils.

      He read the claims.

      By the third paragraph he recognized the fault that had occupied them during the joint synchronization work: cooling changed the muscle-signal baseline while increasing resistance in the assisted mechanism. A controller could mistake one problem for the other and demand more force at precisely the wrong time.

      His solution had separated intent from the power available to fulfill it. The controller estimated the former from corrected signals, bounded it against independent movement measurements, and refused demands the latter could not safely supply.

      He had called it keeping the machine honest.

      On the page it sounded like something a stranger might have invented.

      “The harness existed before I came here,” he said.

      “Indeed.”

      “The electrodes. The actuators. Your entire control architecture.”

      “Not the revision described in claim one.”

      “You showed me the problem.”

      “Problems are not ownership certificates.”

      Lukas rubbed his thumb along the paper’s edge. “I thought I was helping you repair it.”

      “You were. Then you proposed a change I had not proposed, explained why my preferred correction was insufficient, and demonstrated that you were right.”

      The partition made the words oddly difficult to receive. With no face to watch, Lukas could not look for kindness masquerading as judgment.

      “You don’t owe me this,” he said.

      “No. I owe you an accurate record.”

      Outside the workshop wall, something tapped twice in the wind. A loose end of the temporary weather covering, probably. He could picture the brigade’s footprints hardened overnight, each depression filling slowly with blown grains.

      “Couldn’t I be acknowledged?”

      “You will be acknowledged for the work that warrants acknowledgment. Inventorship is a narrower question.”

      “And if the adviser says I’m not?”

      “Then we amend the document. We do not decide the facts according to your discomfort.”

      Lukas looked down again. There was nothing extravagant about his name in that ordinary typeface. He had written it on registration forms and police statements and the work sheet yesterday. Here, somehow, it looked less believable.

      He drew the pages toward him.

      “All right,” he said. “There’s an error in claim four.”

      “Good.”

      “The fallback isn’t passive in every failure mode. It still needs a mechanical release.”

      “Then do not allow me to claim otherwise.”

      By the time Freja arrived, Lukas had filled one margin and crossed out the word automatic in two places.

      She came into the outer project room carrying her laptop and a cloth bag that smelled of bread. Her goggles had left a shallow line across her forehead. The resident had approved this room for the day’s meeting; the passage beyond it remained closed, and the audio connection to the workshop was already active.

      Freja inspected the chairs, the transfer hatch, and the small amber status lamp beside the speaker.

      “Any new rules?”

      “No camera. Phone stays in the drawer. Same as before.”

      “Fine. My academic downfall won’t be improved by photography.”

      “Have they given you a review date?”

      “Tuesday. Apparently saving the heating system does not create a general exemption from access controls.” She took off her gloves. “Which is irritatingly reasonable.”

      He smiled, then pushed the declaration toward her.

      She read it without smiling back. Her eyes moved from the title to his name and then to the first claim.

      “This is the cold-baseline correction?”

      “And the force-limit handover.”

      “The one you argued about for forty minutes?”

      “Probably longer.”

      “Good. You kept the argument.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “No,” she said. “That is why there are several pages.”

      The speaker clicked softly.

      “Miss Nilssen, your test chronology is included in the supporting material. I should like you to verify both its accuracy and the description of your contribution.”

      Freja sat down.

      “Before I open anything: I won’t certify the whole apparatus. I have records from the controller tests, not independent knowledge of everything connected to it.”

      “Precisely the distinction required.”

      “And the plant emergency wasn’t a trial.”

      “Certainly not.”

      “Excellent. We might get through this without inventing a heroic clinical study.”

      Lukas brought her the printed chronology. Her name appeared beneath the heading for test design and independent analysis. It listed the reference loads she had specified, her comparison of raw and corrected signals, and her insistence that failed runs remain in the dataset.

      She read more slowly.

      “You’ve included the run where the temperature probe slipped.”

      “It belongs there,” Lukas said.

      “Yes. It does.”

      Her voice had changed just enough for him to notice.

      They spread the records across the table. Freja had brought an offline copy, with dates and checksums and a written explanation of which files came from authorized bench work. Nothing recovered from the restricted college server would be quietly folded into a new research project. Those records remained evidence, with their own custody trail.

      Through the speaker, the man asked a question about the reference load.

      Freja answered, then stopped.

      “You’ve called this validation.”

      “It is the heading in the draft,” Lukas said.

      “It’s too strong. We checked a limited operating range on a bench. We didn’t validate every user, every temperature, every electrode placement.”

      He changed it to preliminary verification.

      She leaned across to read his correction. “Less impressive. More useful.”

      It was almost noon when they reached the ownership table.

      Lukas had placed Freja’s name beside his beneath a heading that said New Interface Development. She looked at it, then drew a line through the heading rather than either name.

      “What did I invent here?”

      “You designed the comparison tests.”

      “That goes in the contribution statement.”

      “You caught the false stability in the filtered trace.”

      “Which is analysis. Important analysis. Don’t pay me with a claim I can’t defend.”

      He felt himself flush. “I wasn’t trying to pay you.”

      “I know.” She turned the paper so they could both read it. “But I want my actual work visible. If somebody asks why these results should be trusted, they should find my test protocol. Not a generous fog.”

      From the speaker came a low sound that might have been approval.

      They made a separate line: Freja Nilssen, test protocol design, data provenance, independent performance analysis.

      Freja studied it.

      “And limitations,” she said.

      Lukas added the word.

      She tapped the table once. “Now it’s mine.”

      He understood then that she had refused for the same reason he ought to accept. Neither of them was being offered a kindness. The document was meant to say what had happened.

      Still, when he returned to his own declaration, he left the pen lying beside it.

      The larger application occupied most of the afternoon.

      It was not, as Freja immediately observed, one invention merely because all the drawings fitted into one folder. The purification unit used staged filtration, a heat-recovery path, and temperature regulation intended to prevent frozen condensate from turning a clean-air system into a blocked pipe. Much of that belonged to established engineering practice. Some refinements came from the resident’s older work. Some were new responses to the conditions at Korpkall.

      The myoelectric interface was distinct.

      “Then why put it in this meeting?” Lukas asked.

      “Because we need to establish what we own before we decide what we may give,” the man said.

      On a clean sheet, Lukas drew three boxes: existing knowledge, documented earlier work, new contributions.

      The first filled quickly.

      The second required references, dates, and several admissions that an old drawing was not proof that nobody elsewhere had done the same thing.

      The third remained small.

      He found that reassuring.

      They prepared a disclosure package rather than pretending they could settle patent law around a workbench. A qualified adviser would examine novelty, prior publication, inventorship, and whether separate applications made sense. Nothing would be publicly released until that review protected them from accidentally destroying their own options.

      “And after that?” Freja asked.

      “An openly licensed reference design,” Lukas said.

      He had been thinking about it since the intake work. He wanted a technician in another isolated settlement to be able to replace a sensor without asking permission from a company that no longer stocked it.

      “Drawings, control code, service instructions. Not only the attractive parts.”

      “Define openly,” the man said.

      Lukas hesitated. He had expected agreement.

      “Free to use.”

      “For a household? A hospital? A manufacturer selling a sealed unit nobody can repair? A company removing the warnings and keeping our names?”

      Freja pushed the bread bag toward him. He had forgotten to eat.

      “Take a piece,” she said. “This is becoming a long definition.”

      He broke off a heel of bread and looked at the boxes.

      “Access to the plans and source files,” he said. “Permission to build and repair. Any changes must be identified, not passed off as our tested design.”

      “Good. What else?”

      “No promise that publication makes it safe.”

      “Essential.”

      “Independent certification where required,” Freja said. “And no claim that it treats a medical condition just because it supplies clean air.”

      Lukas wrote until a crumb caught beneath his wrist.

      The man said, “I once believed a correct device would compel correct conduct.”

      Lukas’s pencil stopped.

      “Did you?”

      “I believed the risks were sufficiently clear that nobody responsible would disregard them.”

      Beyond the speaker there was a small, irregular breath. Lukas did not reach for the old disaster, though its records lay somewhere behind every sentence in the room.

      “That isn’t the same as causing what happened,” he said.

      “No. It is an error I can nevertheless decline to repeat.”

      Freja shut the bread bag. For once she offered no quick answer.

      They added a requirement for an intelligible failure report: what stopped working, how it was detected, what the user should do next. The first page of the manual would carry the operating limits, not bury them after the diagrams.

      Lukas thought of the valve station, the extension handle, the terrible gap between needing force and having it. A reader should not have to be clever while frightened. The instructions ought to do some of that work beforehand.

      “What if someone removes the limits?” he asked.

      “Someone may,” the man said. “We can make removal evident. We can retain records. We can choose partners carefully. We cannot turn a license into a conscience.”

      “Then a patent doesn’t solve it.”

      “No.”

      Lukas leaned back. The room had become warm, and he pushed his sleeves above his wrists.

      “Why bother with one?”

      “To prevent an exclusive claimant from closing a route we intend to leave accessible, if the claims prove defensible. To establish responsibility. Possibly to support further work. But not because the word patent makes a machine benevolent.”

      The answer was disappointingly practical. Lukas liked it more after a moment.

      They drafted an instruction to the adviser: assess protective filing followed by nonexclusive licensing for the new interface, with affordable access and repairability as explicit objectives. The air-treatment project would receive its own assessment rather than borrowing novelty from a device attached to it.

      No one called the package finished.

      When Ingrid arrived, the light beyond the filtered windows had begun its brief change toward blue.

      Lukas heard her crutch before her voice. He went to the outer door and found her balancing a small flask against her coat.

      “You could have called.”

      “I did. You were discussing the difference between ownership and stewardship, according to Freja’s message. I decided the situation required coffee.”

      He took the flask while she negotiated the threshold. Her ankle was still strapped, her movements careful and irritable. Snow clung to the rubber tip of one crutch.

      “Have you been standing on it?”

      “Only when inconvenient architecture insists.”

      He brought her a chair with enough room to extend her foot. She thanked him, then took in the papers covering the table.

      “This looks serious.”

      “It might be,” he said.

      Freja handed her the contribution statement. “Your son is attempting to reject accurate authorship on grounds of being young.”

      “I’m not rejecting it.”

      “You’ve been negotiating with a blank signature line for three hours.”

      Ingrid read. Lukas watched her face, preparing himself for pride so large he would have to retreat from it.

      Instead she asked, “Can you explain what you changed?”

      He was grateful enough to answer too quickly.

      “When the muscle signal drifted in the cold, the old correction treated it as one offset. But the noise and the baseline weren’t moving together. And the mechanism’s resistance changed independently. So I separated the estimates and used the movement sensor as a check before allowing increased assistance.”

      Ingrid looked from him to the speaker.

      “Is that an accurate description?”

      “Yes,” the man said. “Incomplete, but accurate.”

      She returned the paper to Lukas.

      “Then I think you should read the declaration and decide whether it says that.”

      “It says more formally that—”

      “I didn’t ask whether it sounded like you.”

      Freja covered her mouth with her hand. Lukas could not tell whether she was hiding a smile, but he suspected it.

      He carried the declaration into the workshop while they remained with the project drawings. The inner door closed softly behind him.

      The resident sat beyond the amber screen, visible only as a dark, still shape. A cup stood within his reach. His bandaged hand rested beside it rather than around it.

      “You’re tired,” Lukas said.

      “Yes.”

      “We can stop.”

      “We can. Sit down first.”

      Lukas sat. Here, without three sets of papers demanding decisions, he could hear the ordinary machinery of the house: a circulating pump, a relay settling, air passing through the intake they had helped repair.

      “I don’t want to become someone who takes credit because he was nearby.”

      “Then maintain your records.”

      “What if I can’t do it again?”

      “Do what?”

      “Think of something that matters.”

      The man moved his unbandaged hand a little, as though setting aside an answer he had first considered.

      “You have mistaken inventorship for a prediction.”

      Lukas stared at the declaration.

      “It records a contribution,” the man continued. “It does not promise that you will be brilliant on demand for the remainder of your life.”

      “I’m not brilliant.”

      “That was not the condition.”

      For a while Lukas said nothing.

      His father had once let him spend an entire afternoon failing to mend a portable radio. They had eaten late because neither of them wanted to admit how long the repair was taking. The memory had returned in pieces lately: a screwdriver with a split handle, the smell of hot dust, his father putting the screws in a saucer.

      Not the telephone call. Not the road.

      “I used to think repairing things counted only if you got them back to how they were,” he said.

      “A restrictive profession.”

      “He didn’t think so. My father.” Lukas kept his eyes on the paper. “I think I made that part up afterward.”

      The man did not hurry him.

      “I asked him to come home early,” Lukas said.

      The sentence had been spoken before, but never here. It sounded small in a room built to contain so much machinery.

      “He died on the way.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “I know asking didn’t cause the accident.”

      “Knowing does not always dismiss a thought.”

      “No.”

      Beyond the wall, Freja said something Lukas could not distinguish. Ingrid laughed once, quietly. Their presence made the workshop feel less sealed from the world.

      He drew a slow breath.

      “At the plant, I kept thinking that if I got one thing wrong—”

      “You were responsible for the actions you took,” the man said. “Not for every danger that required them.”

      Lukas pressed his palm flat on the bench. The wood held the faint dents of years of work.

      “I want to do this,” he said at last. “Not just help here. Study it properly. Control systems. Devices people have to trust when they can’t afford a failure.”

      “Then you will need mathematics, patient colleagues, and a considerable tolerance for discovering that you are wrong.”

      “I have Freja for the last part.”

      “A sound beginning.”

      Lukas laughed, unexpectedly, and felt the laugh loosen something beneath his ribs.

      “Would it disappoint you if I worked on things other than yours?”

      “No.”

      The answer came immediately.

      “Your obligation is not to preserve my workshop unchanged,” the man said. “I should prefer that something learned here became useful where I cannot go.”

      Lukas looked toward the dark screen.

      “Is that enough?”

      “What?”

      “After everything. Someone else carrying it on.”

      The bandaged hand shifted on the chair arm.

      “It would be a substantial achievement.”

      He returned to the project room with the declaration held loosely now.

      Freja had arranged the test sheets in order. Ingrid was penciling a question beside the proposed washhouse trial: Who has authority to stop operation?

      “You do,” Lukas said, reading over her shoulder. “And the site operator. Either one, without needing our agreement.”

      “That needs to be written.”

      He wrote it.

      Then he turned the declaration around and read every line, including the paragraph stating that inventorship would be reviewed against the final claims. The other inventor’s personal particulars would be supplied directly to the adviser through a separate confidential channel. No blank space had been filled with a guessed name, and Lukas would not sign for anyone but himself.

      At the foot of his statement he wrote Lukas Lindstrom.

      His signature looked as it always did, the final letters running together slightly.

      Freja witnessed the date and checked the attached revision number.

      “There,” she said.

      Nothing in the room changed. The pump continued to run. Ingrid adjusted her foot. Yet the page could no longer return to being a proposal somebody had left for him. He had said what he had made, and accepted the work of answering for it.

      He prepared the submission from the approved project terminal. The message requested an inventorship and prior-art review, not immediate publication. It included the contribution table, the limited test report, and the licensing objectives. Freja checked the attachments against the list.

      From the speaker, the man gave his authorization to send.

      Lukas pressed the key.

      A receipt arrived while Ingrid was opening the flask.

      They moved the papers away from the workbench before pouring. Freja accepted coffee in a chipped cup and announced that she was willing to contribute further criticism to almost any worthy project. The man’s cup went through the hatch; they heard him set it down.

      Lukas stood beside the bench and looked at the new folder on the terminal. There would be questions from the adviser, revisions, perhaps refusals. He would need to apply for courses, earn money, learn more than he could yet measure. None of that diminished what he wanted. He could see the work ahead without needing it to guarantee him anything.

      Ingrid raised her hot coffee.

      “To your work,” she said.

      He lifted his cup to meet hers. Through the protected glass, beyond the warm reflection of the workbench, the polar night turned a peaceful blue.

    
  
    
      CHAPTER 24

      The House Beneath the Aurora

      

    
    
      The invitation came after the cups had been washed and the voices in the outer project room had gone quiet.

      “Would you remain a little longer, Lukas?”

      He had been putting his notebook into his bag. Beyond the protected glass, the blue had deepened until the windows held only the reflection of the empty bench.

      “Yes.”

      “There is a staircase beyond the inner door. I shall release it when the outer enclosure is secured. Leave your phone where it is.”

      The familiar instructions steadied him, though this time there was nothing to deliver or repair. He checked the outer latch, hung his coat on its usual hook, and waited.

      A bolt withdrew inside the wall.

      The door that had always remained shut opened onto a narrow landing. Warm air carried a smell of timber, old paper, and the faint medicinal sharpness he associated with the house. Amber strips lit the stair treads. A handrail ran up the wall, newly polished in places where someone had gripped it.

      “Take your time,” the voice said, no longer coming through the bench speaker.

      At the top of the first flight, the man stood waiting with one hand on the rail. He wore his hood and dark lenses, but not the heavy outdoor covering. Beneath his loose black clothing, a straight edge at his hip betrayed the harness.

      Lukas stopped a step below him.

      “Should you be climbing stairs?”

      “I have permission to use the lift. I have used it.”

      Only then did Lukas notice the little platform folded against the landing.

      “And you waited here to make me think you hadn’t.”

      “I waited here because otherwise you would not know which way to turn.”

      Lukas smiled. The man’s mouth moved almost imperceptibly above the lowered edge of his breathing filter.

      They went along a passage with closed doors, then through another light trap. Its two doors could not open together. A small display showed the illumination spectrum inside the room beyond, with a firm boundary marked at five hundred and fifty nanometers.

      The man checked it before releasing the second lock.

      “Everything here is filtered. Nothing admits a direct view outside. Please do not alter any optical cover.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Then come in.”

      The observatory occupied the highest level of the house. Its ceiling rose into a shallow dome crossed by dark ribs. A telescope stood beneath a sealed viewing port, its barrel resting on a heavy equatorial mount. Cabinets followed the curve of the wall. Between them were a writing desk, two upholstered chairs, and a table on which someone had set a flask and two cups.

      On a broad screen above the desk, the aurora moved.

      Lukas had seen it from roads and between apartment blocks, but never with such room around it. Green folds descended across a field of stars. At their edges, pale violet appeared and vanished. The image was almost noiseless; only the telescope drive made a small, intermittent adjustment.

      “The camera is outside,” the man said. “The display has a hardware filter. What you see as green is rendered in amber for this room.”

      Now Lukas understood the strange richness of it: the aurora retained its shape and motion, but its colors belonged to fire.

      “You brought me up for the solstice.”

      “I used to observe it every year. It seemed reasonable to resume.”

      The man eased himself into the chair nearest the desk. He concealed the effort badly. Lukas resisted the impulse to help before being asked and took the other chair.

      For a while they watched the sky.

      The house made its quiet working noises around them. Water moved through a pipe below the floor. Somewhere deeper, a fan changed speed. Lukas could hear the man breathing without the speaker’s metallic compression, each breath a little rougher than he had imagined.

      On the table lay an envelope, a thin folder, and a small instrument covered with a cloth.

      “I owe you an introduction,” the man said.

      Lukas turned from the screen.

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “That is kind. It is also inaccurate.”

      He unfastened the breathing filter first and laid it on the table. Beneath it his face was narrow, his lips pale. Then he pushed back the hood.

      Silver-white hair lay close to his head. A dressing showed above the collar on one side of his neck. Without the black fabric framing him, he looked less imposing and more tired.

      His fingers paused at his glasses.

      “The room is safe,” he said, perhaps in answer to Lukas’s movement. “Marta checked the filters herself.”

      He removed the lenses.

      His eyes were very dark. The amber lamps caught a faint reflection in them, enough to make Lukas understand how a face seen for an instant in the snow could become something impossible in another person’s account. Here, sitting close enough to see the fine lines beside them, he saw only eyes that were watching him carefully.

      “My name is Magnus Crane,” the man said. “Doctor of biomedical engineering. Former director of the physiological adaptation work conducted under Project Hesperus. Seventy-five years old, although appearances make that difficult to credit.”

      The name settled into the room.

      Lukas had seen it in the records. He had built and rejected arguments around it, afraid that a convincing explanation might become another way of making a stranger into what he wanted. Now he could set the arguments down.

      “Magnus,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought it might be you.”

      “I know.”

      “But thinking wasn’t knowing.”

      “No.” Magnus rested his glasses beside the filter. “Thank you for preserving the distinction.”

      Lukas looked at the face that did not belong to a man of seventy-five. There was nothing youthful in its weariness, though. No treatment had removed that.

      “The adaptation program?”

      “Among other things, it altered the rate of some forms of cellular senescence. It did not make us invulnerable, and it did not do so reliably. I was both an investigator and a participant. That combination encouraged some very poor judgments.”

      “Yours?”

      “Some were mine. The falsified maintenance approvals were not. Neither was the decision to operate equipment whose safety provisions had been compromised. I have spent a long time confusing the obligation to acknowledge my errors with an obligation to accept everyone else’s.”

      He lifted the folder but did not yet open it.

      “The accident damaged tissues that were already responding unpredictably to treatment. My skin and retinas became intolerant of short-wavelength light. The degeneration has continued. These precautions prevent catastrophic injury. They do not restore what is gone.”

      Lukas glanced at the filtered screen, the sealed port, the lamps arranged to leave no white reflection.

      “And you lived here alone.”

      “Not entirely. Marta remained inconveniently loyal.”

      There was affection in the dry words. Lukas heard it clearly now.

      “I treated nearly everyone else as a prospective threat,” Magnus continued. “Sometimes correctly. Eventually I ceased troubling to distinguish.”

      Below them, the fan settled back to its earlier speed.

      “Was it you at the railway?”

      The question sounded smaller spoken aloud than it had in his head.

      Magnus did not look away.

      “Yes. I was returning from an instrument station on the lower slope. I heard them before I saw you.”

      Lukas became aware of his own hands, folded too tightly between his knees. He let them loosen.

      “I wanted to tell you,” Magnus said. “Not at first. Later. Each time, I found a reason why the following evening would be safer.”

      “Were you afraid I’d tell someone?”

      “Yes.”

      “Or that I’d be afraid of you?”

      Magnus looked down at the instrument beneath the cloth.

      “That also.”

      Lukas remembered the crossing lamp moving through driven snow, Emil’s weight against him, the loss of balance that had seemed to pass through the ground itself. He had returned to that moment so often that it had become difficult to separate what he remembered from what he had tried to explain.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      Magnus drew the cloth aside.

      The instrument was shorter than Lukas’s forearm, with a shallow curved aperture, a padded grip, and a guarded switch. He recognized the connector family from the equipment he had calibrated. A cable led to a test socket on the desk.

      “The projector,” Magnus said. “Not an improved human faculty. Not anything in my voice.”

      He rotated it so Lukas could see the aperture.

      “The ordinary name is misleading. It does not send out one convenient, perfectly inaudible note that makes anyone collapse. It produces a shaped low-frequency pressure field, with modulation selected to disturb vestibular function. The useful effect depends on range, orientation, exposure, and the individual.”

      “And the calibration we did downstairs?”

      “Part of the same system. You established whether the control circuit held its permitted output. I should have told you why that mattered before asking you to assist.”

      Lukas considered that. He was grateful, but gratitude did not make the omission disappear.

      “Yes,” he said. “You should have.”

      Magnus inclined his head.

      “The short bursts caused disequilibrium and nausea. Emil and the others were close together. You were lower, partly screened by the crossing equipment, and outside the strongest region. You still received enough to feel it.”

      “I thought the rails moved.”

      “Your sensory systems disagreed about which way was upright. The rails remained where they were.”

      “Can you show me?”

      “Not on a person.”

      Magnus pointed to the test socket. Lukas followed the cable to a small enclosure containing a pressure transducer and an acoustic load. A display waited beside it.

      With the projector coupled into the enclosure, Magnus pressed the guarded control. A trace rose on the display in a brief packet. Lukas heard a dull, constrained flutter through the housing, and then it stopped.

      The waveform remained.

      “No effect at this test level outside the enclosure,” Magnus said. “And a real field is much less tidy than a drawing. Snow, structures, reflections, people moving. It is not a harmless device simply because I intend a temporary effect.”

      “But they weren’t permanently injured?”

      “The records available to the investigation show no lasting vestibular injury. I gave the police the operating parameters through Marta. They must be assessed independently.”

      Lukas leaned forward to examine the trace. The mystery had not become trivial. It had become something with measurements, uncertainties, and consequences.

      “And you crossed the track so fast.”

      “Faster than you expected. Not faster than a human body can travel.”

      Magnus loosened the side of his jacket. Titanium followed the line of his torso, disappearing beneath fabric toward his legs. Flexible conduits ran between small actuator housings. Lukas knew parts of it intimately without ever having seen it worn this plainly.

      “The assisted structure takes loads through the pelvis and down to the boots,” Magnus said. “Some fixation points are implanted. The control pickups read muscle activation. The pneumatic actuators supplement a movement I initiate; they do not decide upon it.”

      He took a small spring scale from the desk and attached it to a fixed loop. Keeping his elbow close to his body, he pulled. A quiet valve click accompanied the movement. The indicated force rose, held briefly, and fell.

      “That is the extent of tonight’s demonstration. Marta was explicit.”

      “Good.”

      Magnus gave him a searching glance, then covered the fittings again.

      “At the railway, I pulled one attacker clear and displaced another while they were disoriented. They could not brace themselves properly. The harness supplied a brief increase in force. Your view was interrupted by the lamp, the snow, and your own movement.”

      “The marks on the hill. The repeated edges beside the boot prints.”

      “Traction fittings. They distribute load and give the assisted step purchase on ice.”

      “And the ceramic?”

      “A filter in the pneumatic supply assembly. Its housing struck the crossing barrier. The element fractured, and part of it fell out when I withdrew.”

      Lukas let out a breath. That small broken object had brought him to the house. It had been evidence when everything else seemed to dissolve under examination.

      “You left before I could see you.”

      “I was approaching a medical limit. I had also become very practiced at leaving.”

      “You could have stayed hidden. When I came up here.”

      “I tried.”

      “Not very hard.”

      “I was exceptionally rude.”

      “Yes. But you gave me work.”

      Magnus looked at him for several seconds.

      “You had returned a component you could easily have discarded,” he said. “You were frightened, and you came anyway. I found that difficult to dismiss.”

      The aurora opened across the screen, a long rippling curtain above the dark outline of the mountains. Lukas watched its reflection move over Magnus’s hands.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Magnus shifted slightly, as if preparing an objection.

      “For the crossing,” Lukas continued. “For coming to the plant. For all of it. I’m not saying I owe you my life from now on. I’m saying I’m glad you were there.”

      The objection never arrived.

      “I am glad I was there too,” Magnus said.

      For a moment neither spoke.

      Then Magnus opened the folder.

      The first sheet was a signed authorization. Below it were copies of correspondence, a list of records, and a proposed release schedule. Lukas recognized Marta’s careful annotations.

      “I have authorized her to use my name in her testimony,” Magnus said. “And to release the medical and laboratory records necessary to establish what occurred. There will be redactions for other patients. Nothing pertinent to the failed safety systems is to be withheld.”

      “You’re going public.”

      “With the evidence. Not with unrestricted access to my home.”

      “Those are different things.”

      “I am beginning to learn that.”

      The documents went further than an apology. They joined the surviving research records to their author, allowed independent examination of the old accusations, and set out a route by which the useful designs could leave the house. There were restrictions on the emitter, safety requirements for assisted devices, and provision for open publication of repair information.

      “The adviser still has work to do,” Magnus said. “So do we. A signature does not make a treatment safe or a claim true.”

      “No.”

      “But I will no longer require people to trust anonymous pages while I refuse responsibility for them.”

      Lukas touched the corner of the authorization.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Witness that I signed it freely. Only that. Your contribution to the interface is covered separately. This does not purchase your agreement.”

      Lukas read the statement before signing. His name went beneath Magnus’s, ordinary ink joining two people who had spent weeks speaking through a wall.

      When he set down the pen, Magnus took an old photograph from the envelope.

      It showed a group outside a low industrial building. Snow clung to their boots. A younger Marta stood at one end, caught halfway through saying something. Near the center was a man Lukas could now recognize, dark-haired then, with the same straight posture.

      “We were convinced that surviving the climate was principally a technical problem,” Magnus said. “Better circulation, better insulation, better control of fatigue. We gave considerably less thought to what it meant to live here.”

      Lukas studied the people in the photograph. None knew what would happen to them. He felt an urge to turn it over, as if there might be some warning written on the back.

      “My father hated being cold,” he said. “He’d have asked why you didn’t all move.”

      “A sound question.”

      “He always wanted the simplest explanation first.”

      “Do you?”

      “Eventually.”

      Magnus’s mouth softened.

      Lukas returned the photograph. He had spoken about his father in fragments here, usually with his hands occupied. Tonight there was nothing between them to dismantle.

      “I asked him to come home early,” he said. “The day he died.”

      Magnus remained still.

      “I know asking didn’t cause the accident. I can explain it. Road conditions, another vehicle, all the things I had no control over.” He rubbed his thumb against the seam of his trousers. “Sometimes knowing doesn’t reach it.”

      “No,” Magnus said. “Sometimes it does not.”

      “I kept thinking that if I needed less, people would be safer.”

      Saying it aloud made him hear how much of his life he had arranged around it: the concealed bruises, the quiet meals, the messages left unsent.

      “Your mother,” Magnus said, “does not appear to be made safer by being allowed to know less.”

      Lukas gave a small, unsteady laugh.

      “No. She had a few things to say about that.”

      “As she should.”

      He sat with the ache until it changed enough for him to breathe easily. His father was still dead. Nothing in the observatory corrected that. But the wish that had brought him home early belonged to love, not to the road, and Lukas could feel the difference for a little while.

      “Would you have wanted me here,” he asked, “if there had been nothing I could fix?”

      Magnus looked startled.

      “Yes.”

      The answer came without qualification.

      Then he added, “Though I might have taken an unforgivably long time to express it.”

      “I think you did.”

      “I am sorry.”

      Lukas nodded. He believed him.

      Magnus glanced toward the cups as if recalling their existence. Lukas poured from the flask. The tea had steeped too long and smelled strongly of tannin. Neither complained.

      “I do not know how to make this sort of arrangement,” Magnus said at last.

      “What sort?”

      “One in which you may come here without requiring employment as a pretext.”

      “You could invite me.”

      “I have.”

      “And I stayed.”

      Magnus looked down into his cup.

      “I would like you to remain my friend, Lukas. Not my assistant by obligation. Not a debtor. My friend.”

      Lukas felt the words with an almost physical certainty. They left no task to perform before he could accept them.

      “I am your friend,” he said. “You don’t have to earn it every time either.”

      “I suspect you may need to remind me.”

      “I will.”

      They shook hands across the small table. Magnus’s grip was careful, the skin cool, a dressing rough against Lukas’s fingers. There was no enhanced force in it. Lukas held on for a moment before letting go.

      Later, Magnus showed him how to bring the telescope image onto the filtered eyepiece display. The optical path remained sealed; a sensor gathered the light that neither the room nor its owner could safely admit. With the aurora camera on the wall and the telescope pointed beyond its curtains, the observatory held two different distances at once.

      Lukas found a cluster of stars and lost it while trying to improve the focus.

      “Slowly,” Magnus said.

      “I know.”

      “Your actions suggest otherwise.”

      “You’re very patient with your friends.”

      “I intend to improve.”

      Lukas laughed and turned the control back. Points of light emerged from the blur, more numerous than he had expected.

      Below the hill, the heating plant would be circulating water through streets he was beginning to know. His mother would be resting her ankle. Freja would find something wrong with the test proposal before morning. There would be interviews, coursework, repairs that failed their first trials. He wanted to be there for them.

      Beside him, Magnus settled into the observing chair, one hand resting near the telescope controls. The hood lay folded on the table. His name was on the signed pages. Neither needed to be put away when Lukas left.

      A slow amber ribbon crossed the wall screen. Beyond it, the telescope held its small, steady portion of the sky.

      Lukas smiled at his friend, adjusted the eyepiece, and looked into the vast Arctic night without a shadow of fear.

    
  
    
      THEY CALLED HIM A VAMPIRE

      A house on the hill.
A man the town fears.

      

      After his father’s death, nineteen-year-old Lukas Lindstrom moves north with his mother to Malmvik, a Swedish mining town where the winter seems endless and the house on Korpkall hill stands apart from everything below.

      The townspeople call the man who lives there a vampire.

      When a stranger saves Lukas beside the railway sidings, following him means stepping beyond the rumors. With the sharp-witted engineering student Freja at his side, Lukas is drawn into a friendship—and a secret—that will change what he believes about the town, its outcast and himself.

      A Nordic mystery of grief, prejudice and the difficult work of giving someone a second chance.
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