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Prologue

The light of the white sky reveals the world in all its naked cruelty, the way it must have appeared to Lazarus outside the tomb.

The ribbed metal floor is vibrating beneath the priest’s feet. He clings to the railing with one hand as he tries simultaneously to parry the rocking with his stick.

The grey sea is moving drowsily, like a billowing tent-canvas.

The ferry is being winched forward along the two steel cables stretched between the two islands. They rise dripping out of the water in front of the boat and sink back down behind it.

The ferryman brakes, foaming waves swell up and the gangplank is extended to the concrete jetty with a clatter.

The priest stumbles slightly as the prow hits the fenders and the jolt echoes through the hull.

He’s here to visit retired churchwarden Erland Lind, seeing as he isn’t answering his phone and didn’t show up for the Advent Service in Länna Church like he usually does.

Erland lives in the warden’s cottage behind Högmarsö Chapel, it belongs to the parish. He suffers from dementia, but still gets paid to cut the grass and grit the paths when the weather turns icy.

The priest walks along the winding gravel track, his face turning numb in the cold air. There’s no one in sight, but just before he reaches the chapel he hears the shriek of a lathe from the dry dock down in the boatyard.

He can no longer remember the Bible quote he tweeted that morning, he had been thinking of repeating it to Erland.

Against the backdrop of flat farmland and the strip of forest, the white chapel looks almost as if it’s made of snow.

Because the place of worship is shut up in winter, the priest walks directly to the warden’s cottage and knocks on the door with the crook of his stick, waits, then goes inside.

‘Erland?’

There’s no one home. He stamps his shoes and looks around. The kitchen is a mess. The priest gets out the bag of cinnamon buns and puts it down on the table next to a foil tray containing the cracked remains of some mashed potato, dried-up sauce, and two grey meatballs.

The lathe down by the shore falls silent.

The priest goes outside, tries the door to the chapel, then looks in the unlocked garage.

There’s a muddy shovel on the floor, and a black plastic bucket full of rusting rat-traps.

He uses his stick to lift the plastic covering the snow-blower, but stops when he hears a distant moaning sound.

He goes back outside and walks over to the ruins of the old crematorium on the edge of the forest. The oven and the sooty stump of its chimney are sticking up from the tall weeds.

The priest walks round a stack of wooden pallets and can’t help looking over his shoulder.

He’s had an ominous feeling ever since he stepped on board the ferry.

There’s nothing reassuring about the light today.

The odd sound rings out again, closer, like a calf trapped in a metal box.

He stops and stands still, not making a sound.

Everything is quiet as his breath steams from his mouth.

The ground is muddy and trampled down behind the compost heap. There’s a bag of potting compost leaning against one tree.

The priest starts to walk towards the compost but stops when he reaches a metal pipe sticking out of the ground, some half a metre long. Perhaps it marks the boundary.

Leaning on his stick, he looks up at the forest and sees a path covered with pine-needles and cones.

The wind is whistling through the treetops, and a solitary crow cries in the distance.

The priest turns back, hears the strange moaning sound behind him and starts to walk faster. He passes the crematorium and cottage, glances over his shoulder and thinks that all he wants right now is to get back to his vicarage and sit down in front of the fire with a thriller and a glass of whisky.
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A dirty police car is driving away from the centre of Oslo on the outer ring road. The weeds growing beneath the barriers shiver in the wind, and a plastic bag is blowing along the ditch.

Karen Stange and Mats Lystad have responded to the call even though it’s late.

It’s really time for them to knock off for the day, but instead they’re on their way to Tveita.

A number of residents in an apartment block have been complaining about a terrible smell. The maintenance company sent someone to check the bins, but they were all clean. The smell turned out to be coming from a flat on the eleventh floor. The sound of quiet singing could be heard inside, but the occupant, a Vidar Hovland, was refusing to answer the door.

The police car drives past an industrial estate.

Behind the barbed wire fence sit skips, trucks, and depots full of salt, ready for winter.

The blocks of flats on Nåkkves vei look like a huge concrete staircase has fallen over and split into three parts.

A man in grey overalls is waving to them in front of a van with Morten’s Lock Service Ltd emblazoned on the side. Their headlights sweep over him, and the shadow of his raised hand reaches several storeys up the building behind him.

Karen pulls over to the kerb and stops gently, pulls the handbrake on, switches the engine off and gets out of the car with Mats.

The sky is already closing up for the night. The air is cold, it feels like it might snow. The two police officers shake hands with the locksmith. He’s clean-shaven, but his cheeks are grey, his chest seems shrunken and he moves in a twitchy, nervous way.

‘Have you heard the one about the Swedish Police being called to a cemetery? They’ve already found almost three hundred buried bodies,’ he jokes almost breathlessly, and looks down at the ground as he laughs.

The thickset man from the building maintenance company is sitting in his pickup smoking.

‘The old guy’s probably forgotten he’s left a bag of rubbish containing fish in the hall,’ he mutters, then shoves the car door open.

‘Let’s hope so,’ Karen replies.

‘I banged on the door and shouted through the letterbox that I was going to call the police,’ he says, and flicks the cigarette butt away.

‘You did the right thing calling us,’ Mats replies.

Dead bodies have been found here twice in the past forty years, one in the car park and the other inside one of the flats.

The two officers and the locksmith follow the maintenance man in through the door and are hit at once by the nauseating smell.

They all try to avoid breathing through their noses as they get into the lift.

The doors close and they feel the pressure under their feet as they are carried upward.

‘Floor eleven’s a favourite,’ the maintenance man says. ‘We had a difficult eviction there last year, and in 2013 one of the flats was completely gutted by a fire.’

‘On Swedish fire extinguishers it says they have to be tested three days before any fire,’ the locksmith says quietly.

The smell when the lift door opens is so awful that they all get a slightly desperate look in their eyes.

The locksmith covers his nose and mouth with his hand.

Karen struggles to stop herself retching. It’s as if her diaphragm is panicking and trying to push the contents of her stomach up through her throat.

The man from the maintenance company pulls his jumper over his nose and mouth and points out the flat with his other hand.

Karen walks over, puts her ear to the door and listens. There’s no sound from within. She rings the doorbell.

A subdued melody rings out.

Suddenly she hears a weak voice from inside the flat. A man’s voice, singing or reciting something.

Karen bangs on the door and the man falls silent, then starts again, very quietly.

‘Let’s go in,’ Mats says.

The locksmith walks over to the door, puts his heavy bag down on the floor and unzips it.

‘Can you hear that?’ he asks.

‘Yes,’ Karen replies.

The door to one of the other flats opens and a small girl with tousled fair hair and dark rings under her eyes looks out.

‘Go back inside,’ Karen says.

‘I want to watch,’ the girl smiles.

‘Aren’t your mum and dad home?’

‘I don’t know,’ she says, and quickly shuts the door.

Rather than use a lockpick, the locksmith drills the entire lock out. Shiny spirals of metal fly out and fall to the floor. He picks up the hot sections of the cylinder and puts them in his bag, pulls the bolt out and then backs away.

‘Wait here,’ Mats tells the maintenance man and locksmith.

Karen draws her pistol as Mats pulls the door open and calls into the flat.

‘This is the police! We’re coming in!’

Karen looks at the pistol in her pale hand. For a few moments the black metal object looks completely alien, its component parts, the barrel, bolt, and butt.

‘Karen?’

She looks up and meets Mats’s eye, then turns towards the flat, raises the pistol and goes inside with her other hand over her mouth.

She can’t see any bags of rubbish in the hall.

The stench must be coming from the bathroom or kitchen.

The only sound is her boots on the plastic floor, and her own breathing.

She walks past a narrow hall mirror and into the living room, quickly securing the corners and glancing around at the chaos. The television has been tipped onto the floor, potted ferns are lying smashed on the floor, the sofa bed is standing askew and one of the cushions has been torn open, and the standard lamp is lying on the floor.

She turns her pistol towards the passageway leading to the bathroom and kitchen, lets Mats move past her and then follows him.

Their boots crunch on broken glass.

One wall lamp is lit, small dust-particles hovering in its light.

She stops and listens.

Mats opens the bathroom door, then lowers his weapon. Karen tries to look in, but the door is blocking the light. All she can make out is a dirty shower curtain. She takes a step closer, leans forwards and nudges the door, and the light reaches across the tiles.

The handbasin is smeared with blood.

Karen shudders, then she suddenly hears a voice behind them. An old man, talking quietly. She’s so startled that she lets out a whimper as she swings round and aims her pistol along the corridor.

There’s no one there.

Full of adrenalin, she returns to the living room, hears a laugh and points her gun at the sofa.

There could easily be someone hiding behind it.

Karen hears Mats trying to say something to her, but doesn’t catch what.

Her pulse is throbbing in her head.

She moves forward slowly, her finger resting on the trigger, then notices that she’s shaking and supports it with her other hand.

The next moment she realises that the voice is coming from the stereo, as the old man starts to sing again.

Karen carries on round the sofa, then lowers her weapon and stares at the dusty cables and empty crisp packet.

‘OK,’ she whispers to herself.

On top of the stereo is a CD case from the Institute for Language and Folklore. The same track is playing on a loop, over and over again. An old man is saying something in heavy dialect, laughs, then starts to sing – There’s a wedding here at our farm, with empty plates and cracked dishes – before falling silent.

Mats is standing in the doorway, gesturing to her to move on, keen to get to the kitchen.

It’s almost dark outside now, the curtains are quivering gently in the heat from the radiators.

Karen follows her partner into the passageway, sways slightly and reaches out to the wall for support with the hand holding the pistol.

The air is thick with the smell of excrement and cadaver, strong enough to make their eyes water.

She can hear Mats taking short, shallow breaths, and focuses on not letting her nausea overwhelm her.

She follows him into the kitchen and stops.

On the linoleum floor lies a naked person with a bulging stomach and a head that’s too big.

A pregnant woman with a swollen, grey-blue penis.

The floor lurches beneath her and her field of vision contracts.

Mats is leaning against the chest freezer, moaning gently to himself.

Karen tries to tell herself that it’s just shock. She can see that the dead body is a man’s, but the swollen stomach and spread thighs make her think of a woman giving birth.

She can feel her hands trembling as she puts her pistol back in its holster.

The body is in an advanced stage of decomposition, large parts of it look slack and wet.

Mats crosses the floor and throws up in the sink, so hard that it splashes the coffee machine.

The dead man’s head looks like a blackened pumpkin that’s been attached to his shoulders. His jaw has been broken off, and the gullet and Adam’s apple have been pushed out through the deformed mouth by the gases that have built up inside.

There was a fight, Karen thinks. He got injured, broke his jaw, hit his head on the floor and died.

Mats vomits again, then spits out the slime.

Karen looks back to the stomach, parted legs, and the man’s genitals.

Mats is sweating profusely and his face is white. She’s about to go over and help him when someone grabs hold of her leg. Karen lets out a shriek and starts to fumble for her pistol, then realises that it’s the girl from the neighbouring flat.

‘You’re not allowed to be in here,’ she gasps.

‘It’s fun,’ the girl says, looking at her with those dark eyes.

Karen’s legs are shaking as she leads the child back through the flat and out into the stairwell.

‘No one’s allowed in,’ she says to the man from the maintenance company.

‘I turned away for a minute to open the window,’ he replies.

Karen really doesn’t want to go back into the flat, she knows she’s going to end up having dreams about this, waking in the middle of the night with the man’s spread legs etched on her retina.

When she enters the kitchen, Mats is turning off the tap in the sink. He turns to look at her with wet eyes.

‘Are we done here?’ she asks.

‘Yes, I just want to look in the freezer,’ he says, pointing to the bloody fingerprints around the handle.

He wipes his mouth, opens the lid and leans forward.

Karen looks on as his head jerks back and his mouth opens without a sound.

He staggers backwards and the lid slams shut with such force it makes a coffee-cup on the table jump.

‘What is it?’ she asks, walking closer to the freezer.

Mats is clutching the edge of the sink. He knocks over a plastic plant-spray and turns to look at her. His pupils have shrunk to the size of two drops of ink and his face is unnaturally white.

‘Don’t look,’ he whispers.

‘I need to know what’s in the freezer,’ she says, and can hear the fear in her own voice.

‘For the love of God, don’t look …’
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Valeria’s plant nursery in Nacka, outside Stockholm

Dusk is slowly falling, and the darkness only becomes apparent when the three greenhouses start to glow like rice-paper lanterns.

That’s when you realise that evening has come.

Valeria de Castro has her curly hair pulled into a ponytail. Her boots are caked with mud and her padded red jacket is dirty, and tight across her shoulders.

Her breath is cloudy and the air has a crisp smell of frost.

She’s done for the day, and pulls her gloves off as she heads up towards the house.

She goes upstairs and runs a bath, tossing her dirty clothes in the laundry basket.

When she turns towards the mirror she discovers a large smudge of dirt on her forehead, and a scratch on her cheek from the bramble patch.

Thinking that she needs to do something about her hair, she smiles wryly at herself because she looks so happy.

She pulls the shower curtain as far back as it will go, leans one hand on the tiled wall, and steps into the bathtub. The water is so hot that she waits a while before lowering herself in.

She leans her head against the edge of the bath, closes her eyes and listens to the drops falling from the tap.

Joona is coming this evening.

They had a row, it was so stupid, she felt hurt, but it was all a misunderstanding, and they sorted it out like adults.

She opens her eyes and sees the reflections of the water on the ceiling, as the rings from the drips spread out across the surface.

The shower curtain has slipped along the rail again, so she can no longer see the bathroom door and lock.

The water laps softly as she puts one foot up on the edge of the bath.

She shuts her eyes again and goes on thinking about Joona, then realises she’s falling asleep and sits up.

Valeria is so hot now that she has to get out of the bath. She stands up and lets the water run off her body, then tries to look at the door in the mirror, but the glass is misted up.

She steps out of the bath onto the slippery floor, grabs a towel and starts to dry herself.

She nudges the bathroom door open, waits a moment, then looks out onto the landing.

The shadows on the wallpaper are still.

Everything’s completely silent.

She isn’t easily scared, but her time in prison has left her wary in certain situations.

She leaves the bathroom and walks across the cool landing and into the bedroom with her body steaming. It isn’t completely dark yet, there are lines of translucent cloud visible against the sky.

She gets a clean pair of jeans from the chest of drawers and pulls them on, opens the wardrobe, takes out her yellow dress and lays it on the bed.

There’s a noise downstairs.

Valeria stops moving instantly.

She holds her breath and stands there listening.

What could it have been?

Joona isn’t due to arrive for another hour or so, but she’s already made a spicy lamb stew with fresh coriander.

Valeria takes a step towards the window and starts to lower the blind when she catches sight of someone standing next to one of the greenhouses.

She jerks back and loses her grip on the cord, and the roll-blind flies up with a bang.

There’s a rattling sound as the cord gets tangled up.

She quickly turns the bedside lamp out and goes back to the window.

There’s no one there.

She’s almost certain she saw a man standing motionless at the edge of the forest.

He was as thin as a skeleton, and was looking up at her.

The glass in the greenhouses is glinting with condensation. There’s no one there. She can’t let herself be afraid of the dark, that would make things impossible.

Valeria tells herself that it must have been a customer or supplier who disappeared when he saw her naked in the window.

She often gets visitors after the nursery has closed for the day.

She reaches for her mobile, but the battery has run out.

She quickly pulls on her long, red dressing-gown and starts to go downstairs. After a few steps she feels a cold breeze around her ankles. She carries on, and sees the front door standing wide open.

‘Hello?’ she calls quietly.

There are fallen leaves on the doormat, they’ve blown in across the wooden floor. Valeria slips her wet feet into her wellington boots, grabs the large torch from the coat rack and goes outside.

She follows the path down the greenhouses, checks the doors and shines the torch between the rows of plants.

The dark leaves light up in its beam as shadows and reflections play across the glass walls.

Valeria walks round the furthest greenhouse. The edge of the forest is black. The cold grass crunches beneath her feet as she walks.

‘Can I help you with something?’ she says loudly, shining the torch towards the trees.

The tree trunks look pale and grey in the light, but further in there’s nothing but darkness. Valeria walks past her old wheelbarrow, and can smell the rust on it. Slowly she moves the beam of the torch from tree to tree.

The long grass looks untouched. She goes on aiming the torch at the trees. In amongst the trunks she catches sight of something on the ground. It looks like a grey blanket covering a log.

The light from the torch is getting weaker, and she shakes it. It grows stronger again, and she moves closer.

As she holds a branch out of the way she feels her heart start to beat faster, and the torch trembles in her hand.

It looks almost as if there could be a body under the blanket, someone hunched up, maybe missing one or both arms.

She has to pull the blanket off and look.

The forest is completely silent.

A dry branch snaps beneath her boot and suddenly the whole edge of the forest is bathed in white light. It’s coming from behind her, and as it moves long, thin shadows merge with hers as they slip across the ground.
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Joona Linna lets his car roll slowly towards the furthest greenhouse. The narrow, cracked tarmac track is edged with tall grass and tangled forest.

He has one hand resting on the steering wheel.

There’s a thoughtful look on his face, a lonely look in his eyes, grey as sea-ice.

Joona keeps his hair cut short, because it starts sticking out in all directions if he lets it grow too long.

He’s tall and muscular, the way you can only be from decades of hard exercise, when all your muscles, sinews and ligaments work together.

He’s wearing a dark grey jacket, with an open-necked white shirt.

A wrapped bouquet of red roses is lying on the passenger seat beside him.

Before Joona Linna joined Police Academy he was in the military, part of the Special Operations Unit, where he qualified for a cutting-edge course in the Netherlands in unconventional close combat and urban guerrilla warfare.

Since Joona became a superintendent with the National Crime Division, he has solved more complex murder cases than anyone else in Scandinavia.

When he was sentenced to four years in prison, there were plenty of people who thought the entire trial in Stockholm Courthouse was unfair.

Joona didn’t appeal against the judgement. He had known the risk he was taking when he tried to save a friend.

Last autumn Joona’s sentence was reduced to community service as a neighbourhood officer in Norrmalm in Stockholm. He’s been staying in a police service apartment on Rörstrandsgatan, opposite the Philadelphia Church. In a few weeks’ time he’s due to return to duty as a superintendent, and get back his office in Police Headquarters.

Joona turns the car round and stops, gets out and stands there in the cool air.

The lights are on in Valeria’s little house, and the front door is wide open.

The light from the kitchen window is spreading out through the bare branches of the weeping birch and across the frost-covered grass.

He hears a snapping sound from the forest and turns. A weak light is moving amongst the trees, and leaves rustle as footsteps approach him.

Joona quickly unfastens his holster with one hand.

He steps aside when he sees Valeria emerge from the forest with a torch in her hand. She’s wearing a red dressing-gown and wellington boots. Her cheeks are pale and her hair wet.

‘What are you doing in the forest?’ he asks.

She’s looking at him oddly, as if her thoughts were a long way away.

‘I was just checking the greenhouses,’ she says.

‘In your dressing-gown?’

‘You’re early,’ she points out.

‘I know, it’s very impolite, I tried to drive slower,’ he says, fetching the bunch of roses.

She thanks him, looks at him with her big brown eyes, and invites him up to the house.

The kitchen smells of cumin and bay, and Joona starts to say something about how hungry he is, then changes his mind and tries to explain that he knows he’s early and that he’s not in any rush to eat.

‘It’ll be ready in half an hour,’ she smiles.

‘Perfect.’

Valeria puts the flowers down on the table and goes over to the stove. She lifts the lid of the pan and stirs it, then puts her reading glasses on and checks the cookbook before adding the chopped parsley and coriander from the chopping board.

‘You’re staying the night, aren’t you?’ she asks.

‘If that’s OK.’

‘I mean, so you can have some wine,’ she explains with a blush.

‘I guessed as much.’

‘You guessed as much,’ she says, imitating his Finnish accent with a wry smile.

‘Yes.’

She takes two glasses from one of the top cupboards, opens a bottle of wine and pours it.

‘I’ve made the bed in the spare room and left a towel and toothbrush.’

‘Thanks,’ Joona says, taking the glass.

They drink a silent toast, tasting the wine and looking at each other.

‘I didn’t get to do this in Kumla,’ he says.

Valeria looks at the cut ends of the roses, puts them in a vase on the table, then turns serious.

‘I’m going to say it straight out,’ she begins, pulling at the belt of her old dressing-gown. ‘I’m sorry I reacted the way I did.’

‘You’ve already apologised,’ Joona replies.

‘I wanted to say it face to face … I behaved stupidly and immaturely when I found out you were still a police officer.’

‘I know you thought I lied, but I—’

‘It wasn’t just that,’ she interrupts, and blushes again.

‘Everyone likes a police officer, don’t they?’

‘Yes,’ she replies, trying so hard not to smile that the tip of her chin wrinkles.

She stirs the pot again, puts the lid back on and lowers the heat slightly.

‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do.’

‘No, it’s only … I was planning to sort out my hair and make-up before you came, so I’ll nip off and do that now,’ she says.

‘OK.’

‘Do you want to wait here or keep me company?’

‘I’ll keep you company,’ Joona smiles.

They take their wine-glasses upstairs with them and go into the bedroom. The yellow dress is still lying on the neatly made bed.

‘You can sit in the armchair,’ Valeria mumbles.

‘Thanks,’ he says and sits down.

‘You don’t have to watch.’

He looks away as she takes the dressing-gown off, pulls on the yellow dress and starts to fasten the small buttons that run up from the waist.

‘I don’t often wear a dress, just the occasional day in the summer when I go into the city,’ she says, looking at her reflection in the mirror.

‘Really beautiful.’

‘Stop looking,’ she smiles as she fastens the last of the buttons over her breasts.

‘I can’t,’ he replies.

She moves closer to the mirror and starts to put up her damp hair with hairclips.

Joona looks at her slender neck as she leans forwards to put lipstick on.

She sits down on the bed and picks up one of her earrings from the bedside table when she stops and meets his gaze.

‘I think my reaction was because of that time in Mörby Centrum … I’m still ashamed of that,’ she says quietly. ‘I don’t even want to think about what you must have thought of me.’

‘That was one of my first operations with the Stockholm Rapid Response Unit,’ he replies, looking down at the floor.

‘I was an addict, a junkie.’

‘People take different paths, that’s just how it is,’ he replies, looking her in the eye.

‘But it upset you,’ she says. ‘I could tell … and I remember trying to counter that with a kind of hatred.’

‘Do you know, I could only ever picture the way you were in high school … you never answered any of my letters, then I did my military service and ended up abroad.’

‘And I ended up in Hinseberg Prison.’

‘Valeria—’

‘No, it was all so pointless, so fucking immature – I took every bad decision I possibly could … And then I came close to ruining things for us again.’

‘You weren’t expecting me to carry on in the police,’ he says softly.

‘Do you even know why I was in prison?’

‘I’ve read the file, and it’s no worse than what I’ve done.’

‘OK, as long as you’re aware that I’m no angel.’

‘Of course you are,’ he retorts.

Valeria goes on looking at him, as if there’s more to see, as if there’s something hidden that might soon become apparent.

‘Joona,’ she says seriously. ‘I know you’re convinced that it’s dangerous to be together with you, that you expose the people you care about to danger.’

‘No,’ he whispers.

‘You’ve been through some terrible things, for a very long time, but it isn’t written in the stars that it always has to be like that.’
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Joona is eating one last helping even though he’s already full, as Valeria wipes the bottom of her plate with a piece of bread. They’re sitting at the kitchen table, with the vase of roses moved to the worktop so they can see each other.

‘Do you remember when we went on that canoeing course together?’ Valeria asks, emptying the last of the bottle of wine in Joona’s glass.

‘I think about that summer a lot.’

It was high summer, and the two of them decided to spend the night on a small island they had spotted. It lay in an inlet, and was barely bigger than a double bed, with soft grass, a few bare rock outcrops, and five trees.

Valeria wipes the lipstick from the rim of her glass.

‘Who knows how differently our lives might have turned out is that storm hadn’t blown in,’ she says without looking at him.

‘I was so in love with you in high school,’ he says, thinking that the same feelings are washing over him again.

‘I don’t think that ever really passed for me,’ she says.

He puts his hand on hers and she looks at him with shimmering eyes before picking up another piece of bread.

Joona wipes his mouth on his napkin and leans back, making his chair creak.

‘How’s Lumi?’ Valeria asks. ‘Is she getting on OK in Paris?’

‘I spoke to her on Saturday, she sounded happy, she was going to a party at Perottin, which apparently is a gallery I ought to know about … and I started asking if she was going to be out late and how she was going to get home.’

‘The worried dad,’ Valeria says with amusement.

‘She said she’d probably get a taxi, and then I might have got a bit annoying, telling her to make sure she sits behind the driver and puts the seatbelt on.’

‘OK,’ Valeria smiles.

‘I realised she wanted to end the call but I couldn’t help telling her to take a photograph of the taxi-driver’s licence and send it to me, and so on.’

‘She didn’t send the picture, did she?’

‘No,’ he laughs.

‘Young people want us to care, but not too much … they want us to have faith in them.’

‘I know, but it just comes out, I have trouble not thinking like a police officer.’

They remain seated at the table, drink the last of the wine, talk about the nursery and Valeria’s two sons.

The darkness outside is thick now, as Joona thanks her for the meal and starts to clear the table.

‘Would you like me to show you the guest bedroom?’ she says shyly.

They stand up and Joona hits his head on the light, and it makes a metal clanging sound. They go up the creaking staircase together to a narrow room with a deep window alcove.

‘Nice,’ he says, stopping right behind her.

She turns and finds herself unexpectedly close to him, moves backwards and gestures slightly oddly towards the wardrobe.

‘There are extra pillows in there … and blankets, if you’re cold.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Or you could sleep in my bed, of course, if you like,’ she whispers, taking his hand and leading him with her.

She stops in the doorway to her bedroom, stands on tiptoe and kisses him. He responds, puts his arms round her and almost picks her up.

‘Shall we make the sheets into a tent?’ he whispers.

‘That’s what we always used to do,’ she smiles, and feels her heart beat faster.

She unbuttons his shirt and pushes it down over his shoulders, places her hands on his biceps and looks at him.

‘It’s funny … I remember your body, but you were only a tall boy back then, you didn’t have all these muscles and scars.’

He unbuttons her dress, kisses her on the lips and the side of her neck, then looks at her again.

She’s slim, with small breasts.

He remembers her dark nipples.

Now she has tattoos on her shoulders, and her arms are muscular and covered with scratches from thorny shrubs.

‘Valeria … how can you be so beautiful?’ he says.

She pulls down her pants and lets them fall to the floor, then steps out of them. Her pubic hair is black and tightly curled.

With trembling hands she starts to unbutton his trousers, but can’t quite figure out how the catch on his belt works and only succeeds in pulling it tighter instead.

‘Sorry,’ Valeria giggles.

She blushes and forces herself not to stare too hard as he takes his trousers off.

They pull the large duvet over themselves, then sit beneath it on the bed, laughing and looking at each other in the soft light before starting to kiss again.

They roll to one side, push the duvet off, feeling like teenagers, but simultaneously not. They’re strangers, yet oddly familiar.

She sighs as he kisses her neck and lips, sinking back onto the bed and looking into his intense grey eyes, and feels a burst of giddy joy in her heart.

He kisses her breasts and sucks one of her nipples. She pulls his head towards her and he feels her heart racing.

‘Come here,’ she whispers, pulling him upwards and parting her legs as he lies on top of her.

Joona can’t stop looking at her, those serious eyes, her half-open lips, her neck, the shadow of her collarbone.

Valeria pulls him closer and feels how hard he is as he slips inside her.

His weight presses her into the mattress, and the muscles in her thighs strain as her legs are pushed apart.

He feels her squeezing, moist warmth, then lets out a gasp as he changes rhythm.

She opens her eyes and sees the tenderness in his, the lust.

She responds to his movements and the soft light runs across her breasts, stomach, hips.

Her breathing speeds up and she raises her hips, leans her head back and closes her eyes.

The duvet slides to the floor.

The water in the glass on the bedside table is swaying, casting reflections that move in an elliptical pattern across the ceiling, over and over again.
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It’s Sunday, and the early winter’s day is so dark that it feels as though the sun has already gone down. Joona has spent the past two nights at Valeria’s, but is going back to work on Monday.

Valeria is sitting at the desk up in her bedroom, going through some quotes on her laptop when she hears a car.

She looks out of the window and sees Joona put his spade in the wheelbarrow and wave towards a white Jaguar that’s approaching along the gravel track.

Joona tries to get Nils Åhlén to stop, but he drives straight over the row of potted hyacinths. There’s a cracking sound as the pots break and damp compost sprays up around the tyres. The car comes to a stop with one wheel perched on the tall edging stone.

Valeria stands in the window and watches as a tall man in pilot’s glasses gets out of the precariously balanced car. He’s wearing a white lab coat under his unbuttoned duffel coat. His thin nose is crooked and his cropped hair grey.

Nils Åhlén is Professor of Forensic Medicine at the Karolinska Institute, and one of the leading forensic medical officers in Europe.

Joona shakes hands with his old friend and says he looks paler than usual.

‘You should be wearing a scarf,’ Joona says, and tries to fasten Åhlén’s collar.

‘Anja gave me the address here,’ Nils says, without returning Joona’s smile. ‘I need to—’

He breaks off abruptly when he sees Valeria coming down the steps.

‘What’s happened?’ Joona asks.

Nils Åhlén’s thin lips are colourless, and he has a hunted look in his eyes.

‘I need to talk to you in private.’

Valeria walks over to them and holds out her hand to the tall man.

‘This is Valeria,’ Joona says.

‘Professor Nils Åhlén,’ Åhlén replies formally.

‘Nice to meet you,’ Valeria smiles.

‘I need to have a word with Nils,’ Joona says. ‘Is it OK if we go into the kitchen?’

‘Of course,’ she says, and leads them up to the house.

‘I’m sorry to have to disturb you on a Sunday,’ Nils Åhlén says.

‘Don’t worry, I was doing some work upstairs anyway,’ Valeria says, and heads towards the stairs.

‘Don’t come down, I’ll let you know when we’re done,’ Joona calls after her.

‘OK.’

Joona shows Åhlén into the kitchen and invites him to sit down. The fire in the stove crackles.

‘Would you like coffee?’

‘No, thanks … I won’t …’

He tails off and sinks onto a chair.

‘So how are you doing really?’

‘This isn’t about me,’ Nils replies, sounding troubled.

‘So what’s happened, then?’

Nils doesn’t meet his gaze, just brushes the tabletop with one hand.

‘I have a lot of dealings with my colleagues in Norway,’ he begins tentatively. ‘And I’ve had a call from the Norwegian Institute of Public Health … that’s where their forensic medicine and pathology departments are based these days.’

‘I know.’

Nils swallows hard, takes his glasses off, makes a half-hearted attempt to polish them and then puts them back on again.

‘Joona, I’m sitting here, but I still don’t know how on earth to tell … I mean, not without you …’

‘Just tell me what’s happened.’

Joona pours a glass of water and puts it down in front of Åhlén.

‘As I understand it, the Norwegian Criminal Police have taken over from the Oslo police in the preliminary investigation of a suspected murder … They found a dead man in a flat. All the evidence suggested a run-of-the-mill drunken fight at first, but when they looked in the victim’s freezer they found body parts belonging to a large number of different people, frozen at various stages of decomposition … They’re working on the theory that the dead man was a previously unknown grave-robber … he may also have been involved in necrophilia and cannibalism … It seems he used to travel to antiques fairs and auctions as a dealer, taking the opportunity to raid local graves and help himself to souvenirs.’

Nils Åhlén takes a sip of water, then wipes his top lip with a trembling finger.

‘What does this have to do with us?’

‘I don’t want you to get upset now,’ Nils says, meeting Joona’s gaze for the first time. ‘He had Summa’s skull in his freezer.’

‘My Summa?’

Joona reaches out for the worktop and manages to knock over the empty wine bottle, but doesn’t appear to notice as it clatters into the sink with the glasses and plates. His ears are roaring as memories of his wife flood his mind.

‘Are you sure?’ he whispers, looking out of the window at the greenhouses.

Nils Åhlén pushes his glasses further up his nose and explains that the Norwegian police have tried to find matches for DNA from the body parts found in the freezer in police databases held by Europol, Finland, and the Scandinavian countries.

‘They found Summa’s dental records … and seeing as I signed her death certificate, they called me.’

‘I see,’ Joona says, and sits down opposite his friend.

‘They found all his travel documents in his flat … in the middle of November he was at a house clearance in Gällivare … that’s not far from where Summa is buried.’

‘Are you sure about this?’ Joona repeats.

‘Yes.’

‘Can I see the pictures?’

‘No,’ Nils whispers.

‘You don’t have to worry,’ Joona says, looking Nils in the eye.

‘Don’t do it.’

But Joona has already opened his case and taken out the file from the Norwegian Criminal Police. He lays one photograph after the other down on the kitchen table.

The first one shows the open chest freezer from above. A child’s grey foot is sticking out of a frosted lump of white ice. A skeletal spine is nestled next to a bearded face and bloody tongue.

Joona leafs through photographs of the thawing body-parts on a stainless steel worktop. A human heart in an advanced state of decay, a leg cut off at the knee, an entire baby’s body, three fleshless craniums, some teeth, and a torso complete with breasts and arms.

Suddenly Valeria walks into the kitchen and puts two used coffee-cups on the draining board.

‘For God’s sake!’ Joona snaps, trying to cover the pictures even though he knows she’s already seen them.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbles and hurries out.

He gets to his feet, leans one hand against the wall, stares out at the greenhouses, then back at the pictures again.

Summa’s skull.

It’s just a coincidence, he tells himself. The grave-robber didn’t know who she was. There’s no indication on the gravestone, and nothing in any public registers.

‘What do we know about the perpetrator?’ he asks, and hears Valeria go back upstairs.

‘Nothing, they’ve got no leads at all.’

‘And the victim?’

‘All the evidence suggests a fight in the flat, he had a lot of alcohol in his blood when he died.’

‘Isn’t it a bit odd that the police don’t have any leads on the other person?’

‘What are you thinking? Joona, what exactly are you thinking now?’ Nils Åhlén asks with apprehension in his voice.
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Valeria is sitting at her computer upstairs when Joona comes up and knocks on the door.

She turns towards him and the pale light through the leaded window gives her hair a chestnut-red shimmer.

‘Nils has gone,’ Joona says in a subdued voice. ‘Sorry I was angry, I just didn’t want you to have to see that.’

‘I’m not that fragile,’ she replies. ‘You know, I’ve seen dead bodies plenty of times.’

‘But that was more than body-parts … this is personal,’ Joona says, then falls silent.

There’s a family grave in Stockholm with the names Summa Linna and Lumi Linna on the headstone, but the urns under the ground don’t contain their ashes. The deaths of Joona’s wife and daughter were fabricated, and they lived on for many years in a secret location with new names.

‘Let’s go down to the kitchen and heat that soup up,’ Valeria says after a while.

‘What?’

She gives him a hug, and he wraps his arms round her and rests his cheek against her head.

‘Let’s go and eat,’ she repeats quietly.

They go down to the kitchen and she takes the soup they made earlier out of the fridge. She puts the pan on the stove and turns the hotplate on, but when she switches on the light in the extractor fan Joona walks over and turns it off.

‘What’s happened?’ Valeria asks.

‘Summa’s grave has been vandalised and …’

Joona falls silent, turns his face away and she sees him wipe tears from his cheeks.

‘You’re allowed to cry, you know,’ she says gently.

‘I don’t honestly know why this upsets me so much … someone has dug up her grave and taken her skull back to Oslo with him.’

‘God,’ she whispers.

He goes and stands by the window and looks out at the greenhouses and forest. Valeria can see that he’s closed the curtains in the living room, and there’s a knife lying on the old dresser.

‘You know Jurek Walter’s dead,’ she says in a serious voice.

‘Yes,’ Joona whispers, closing the curtains in the kitchen window.

‘Do you want to talk about him?’

‘I don’t think I can,’ he says simply, and turns towards her.

‘OK,’ she replies in a composed voice. ‘But you don’t have to keep anything from me, I can cope with listening, I promise … I know what you did to save Summa and Lumi, so I understand that he’s a monster.’

‘He’s worse than anything anyone could ever imagine … he digs his way inside of you … and leaves you hollowed out.’

‘But it’s over now,’ Valeria whispers, and reaches out towards him. ‘You’re safe now, he’s dead.’

Joona nods.

‘This has dragged it all up again … it’s like I could feel his breath on the back of my neck when I heard what had happened to Summa’s grave.’

Joona returns to the window and peers out between the curtains. Valeria looks at his back in the gloom of the kitchen.

They sit down at the table and she asks him to tell her more about Jurek Walter. Joona puts his hands on the table to stop them shaking and says in a low voice:

‘He was diagnosed with … non-specific schizophrenia, chaotic thinking, and acute psychosis characterised by bizarre and extremely violent behaviour, but that doesn’t mean a thing … he was never schizophrenic … the only thing that diagnosis shows is how terrified the psychiatrist who conducted the evaluation was.’

‘Was he a grave-robber?’

‘No,’ Joona says.

‘There you are, then,’ she says, and tries to smile.

‘Jurek Walter would never bother with trophies,’ he says heavily. ‘He wasn’t a pervert … but he had a passion for ruining people’s lives. Not killing them, not torturing them – not that he would have hesitated to do either in an instant, but to understand him you have to realise that he wanted to destroy his victims’ souls, extinguish the spark inside them …’

Joona tries to explain that Jurek wanted to take everything away from his victims, then watch as they carried on living – going to work, eating, watching television – until the terrible moment when they realised that they were already dead.

They sit in near-darkness as Joona tells Valeria about Jurek Walter. Even though he was the worst ever serial killer in the Nordic countries, the general public know nothing because all information about him has been declared highly classified.

Joona explains how he and his partner Samuel Mendel began to close in on Jurek Walter.

They took turns to keep watch outside one particular woman’s home. Her two children had gone missing in circumstances that were reminiscent of a number of other victims in the case.

It was as if the earth had opened up and swallowed them.

The pattern that had emerged showed that a disproportionate number of missing people in recent years came from families where someone else had already gone missing.

Joona falls silent and Valeria watches as he knits his hands together in an attempt to hold them still. She gets up, makes some tea and fills two mugs before sitting down again and waiting for him to go on.

‘The weather had been mild for two weeks, it had started to thaw, but that day it started to snow again,’ he says. ‘So now there was fresh snow on top of what was already there …’

Joona has never spoken about those last hours, when Samuel arrived to relieve him.

A thin man had been standing at the edge of the forest, staring up at the window where the woman whose children had gone missing was lying asleep.

The man’s face, so thin and wrinkled, was completely impassive.

Joona found himself thinking that the very sight of the building seemed to give the man a feeling of pleasurable calm, as if he were already dragging his victim off into the forest.

The thin figure did nothing but watch before turning away and vanishing.

‘You’re thinking of the first time you saw him,’ Valeria says, putting her hand over his.

Joona looks up and realises that he’s stopped talking, and nods before telling her that he and Samuel had got out of the car and followed the fresh trail of footprints.

‘We ran along an old railway line, into Lill-Jans Forest …’

But in the darkness among the trees they suddenly lost the man’s trail. With nothing else to go on, they turned to head back.

As they were retracing their steps along the railway track, they saw that the man had left the rails and had set off into the forest instead.

Because the ground beneath the fresh snow was wet, his shoes had left dark prints. Half an hour before they had been white, impossible to see in the weak light, but now they were as dark as granite, unmistakable.

As they headed through the forest they heard a whimpering, moaning sound.

It sounded like someone crying from the very depths of hell.

Between the tree trunks they spotted the man they had been pursuing. The ground was dark with freshly dug soil around a shallow grave. A filthy, emaciated woman was trying to get out of a coffin. She was sobbing as she struggled, but every time she almost got out, the man shoved her back down again.

They drew their pistols and rushed in, managed to get the man on the ground and cuffed his hands and ankles.

Samuel was sobbing as he called the emergency control centre.

Joona helped the woman out of the coffin and put his coat round her. As he held her and told her that help was on its way, he suddenly caught sight of movement between the trees. Some of the branches were moving, the snow on them falling softly to the ground.

‘Someone had been standing there watching us,’ he says quietly.

The fifty-year-old woman survived, despite having spent almost two years in the coffin. Jurek Walter had appeared from time to time, opening the coffin and giving her water and food. She had gone blind, was terribly emaciated, and had lost her teeth. Her muscles had withered away, and she was deformed by sores. Her hands and feet were both frostbitten.

At first the doctors thought she was merely traumatised, but it turned out she had suffered severe brain damage.

Large parts of the forest were cordoned off that same night. The following morning a police tracker-dog led them to a location two hundred metres from where the woman had been buried. Excavations uncovered the remains of a man and a boy, buried in a blue plastic barrel. It was later confirmed that they had been buried four years earlier, but hadn’t survived for long despite the fact that the barrel was supplied with air through a tube.

Joona can see that Valeria is shaken; all the colour has drained from her face and she’s got one hand clasped over her mouth.

She’s thinking back to Joona’s description of the first time he saw Jurek Walter, standing in the snow beneath the window of his next victim. It reminds her of the man she saw on Friday, at the edge of the forest next to the greenhouse. She should probably tell Joona about that, but doesn’t want to give him any reason to think that Jurek is still alive after all.
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A prosecutor took over responsibility for the preliminary investigation once Jurek had been arrested, but Joona and Samuel led the interviews with him, from the decision to remand him in custody until the main hearing.

‘It’s hard to understand, but somehow Jurek Walter got inside the head of anyone who came close enough,’ Joona says, meeting Valeria’s gaze. ‘There’s nothing supernatural about it, I’d put it down to a sort of cold awareness of human weakness … he would pick up on something fundamental that meant you completely lost any ability to defend yourself.’

Jurek Walter confessed to nothing during the whole of his time in custody. He didn’t claim to be innocent either, just spent most of his time on a philosophical deconstruction of the concepts of crime and punishment.

‘I only realised during the final hearing that Jurek’s plan was to get me or Samuel to say that there was a possibility that he was innocent … that he had merely stumbled upon the grave and was trying to help the woman out when we arrested him.’

One evening when Joona and Samuel were running together, Samuel had raised the hypothetical question of what would have happened if anyone other than Jurek had been beside the grave when they arrived.

‘I can’t help thinking about it,’ Samuel said. ‘That anyone who had been standing by the grave at that moment would have been prosecuted.’

It was true that there was a lack of concrete evidence, and that it was mostly the circumstances of the arrest and lack of any adequate alternative explanation that had supported the prosecution.

Joona knew Jurek was dangerous, but had no idea at the time just what level of danger they were dealing with.

Samuel Mendel became more withdrawn, he couldn’t handle it, couldn’t bear to be in close proximity with Jurek, he said he felt dirty, that his soul was being poisoned.

‘Almost against my will, I find myself saying things that suggest he could be innocent,’ Samuel said.

‘He’s guilty … But I think he’s got an accomplice,’ Joona replied.

‘It all points to a lone madman who—’

‘He wasn’t alone at the grave when we got there,’ Joona interrupted.

‘Yes, he was, that’s just him manipulating us, because that could mean you saw the real perpetrator fleeing into the forest.’

Joona has thought about the last conversation he had with Jurek before the main hearing many times.

Jurek Walter was sitting on a chair in the heavily guarded interview room, his lined face staring down at the floor.

‘It’s completely irrelevant to me if I’m found guilty, even though I’m innocent,’ he said. ‘I’m not afraid of anything, not pain … not loneliness or boredom. The court’s going to go along with the prosecutor … and my guilt is going to be regarded as proven beyond reasonable doubt.’

‘You’re refusing to defend yourself,’ Joona says.

‘I refuse to get bogged down in technicalities, seeing as digging a grave and filling it in are basically the same thing.’

Obviously Joona realised he was being manipulated, that Jurek Walter needed him on his side in order to be released. That was why he was trying to sow seeds of doubt. Joona knew what Jurek was up to, but at the same time couldn’t ignore the fact that there was actually a crack in the case.

‘He thought he’d won you over to his side,’ Valeria says in a frightened voice.

‘I think he took it as a promise.’

During the main hearing Joona was called as a witness to talk about the arrest.

‘Is it possible that Jurek Walter was in fact trying to rescue the woman from the grave?’ the defence lawyer asked.

An internal compulsion to agree with him was nudging Joona towards the edge. Such a possibility was obviously within the bounds of plausibility. Joona began to nod in response, but stopped and forced himself to go back to the exact memory of the appalling scene in the forest clearing, where Jurek Walter was unquestionably shoving the woman back into the grave every time she tried to crawl out.

‘No … he was the person keeping her captive in the grave. He’s the one who killed them all,’ Joona replied.

After due consideration, the Chair of the Court declared that Jurek Walter was being sentenced to secure psychiatric treatment with specific restrictions applied to any eventual parole proceedings.

Before he was taken out of the court, Jurek Walter turned towards Joona. His face was covered with tiny wrinkles, and his pale eyes looked oddly empty.

‘Now Samuel Mendel’s sons are going to disappear,’ Jurek said calmly. ‘And Samuel’s wife Rebecka will disappear. But … No, listen to me, Joona Linna. The police will look for them, and when the police give up, Samuel will go on looking. And when he eventually realises that he’ll never see his family again, he’ll kill himself …’

Light was playing through the leaves in the park outside, casting quivering, transparent shadows across his thin figure.

‘And your little daughter,’ Jurek Walter went on, looking down at his fingernails.

‘Be careful,’ Joona said.

‘Lumi will disappear,’ Jurek whispered. ‘And Summa will disappear. And when you realise that you’re never going to find them … you’re going to hang yourself.’

He looked up and stared directly into Joona’s eyes. His face was quite calm, as if things had already been settled the way he wanted.

‘I’m going to crush you into the dirt,’ he said quietly.

Joona goes over to the curtains and looks out at the darkness, where the branches of the birch trees are blowing in the wind.

‘You’ve never told me much about your friend Samuel,’ Valeria says.

‘I’ve tried, but …’

‘It wasn’t your fault his family went missing.’

Joona sits down again and looks at her with moist eyes.

‘I was sitting at home, at the kitchen table with Summa and Lumi … we’d just made spaghetti and meatballs when Samuel phoned … he was so upset that it took a while for me to realise that Rebecka and the boys weren’t at the house on Dalarö that they’d set off for several hours earlier … he’d already been in touch with the hospitals and the police … he tried to pull himself together, tried to take deep breaths, but his voice broke when he asked me to check that Jurek Walter hadn’t escaped.’

‘Which he hadn’t,’ Valeria said breathlessly.

‘No, he was locked in his cell.’

All traces of Rebecka and the boys stopped on the gravel track five metres in front of their abandoned car. Tracker dogs couldn’t pick up any scent. For two months the police conducted a thorough search of the forests, roads, buildings, rivers and lakes. After the police and volunteers had given up, Samuel and Joona carried on looking on their own, without once discussing what they feared most.

‘Jurek Walter had an accomplice, and he took them,’ Valeria says.

‘Yes.’

‘And then it was your turn.’

Throughout this period Joona kept watch over his family, went with them everywhere, but obviously he realised that wasn’t going to be enough, not long-term.

Samuel stopped looking and returned to work a year or so after his family went missing. He lasted three weeks before, having finally given up hope, he drove to his summerhouse, went down to the beach where his sons used to swim, and shot himself in the head with his service pistol.

Joona tried talking to Summa about moving, about starting a new life, but she couldn’t appreciate just how dangerous Jurek Walter was.

To begin with he tried to find a way out for all of them together. Perhaps they could get new identities and live quietly in some distant country.

He called his old lieutenant on an encrypted line, but he was aware that wouldn’t be enough. New, secret identities wouldn’t be 100 per cent secure. They would merely buy them a period of grace.

‘But why didn’t you just take off together?’ Valeria whispers.

‘I would have given anything to be able to do that, but …’

When Joona realised what had to be done, it became an obsession. He started to work out a plan that could save all three of them.

There was one thing that was more important than him being together with Summa and Lumi.

Their lives were more important.

If he took off or disappeared with them, that would be a direct challenge to Jurek’s accomplice to start looking for them.

And if you look for people who are trying to hide, sooner or later you always find them, Joona knew that.

So they mustn’t be given any cause to look, he reasoned. That was the only sure way of not being found.

Which left him with one solution: Jurek Walter and his shadow needed to believe that Summa and Lumi were dead. Joona was going to arrange a car accident and make it look like they were both killed.

‘But why not all three of you?’ Valeria exclaimed. ‘You could have pretended that you were in the car as well, that’s what I’d have done.’

‘Jurek would never have believed that … My loneliness was what tricked him, the fact that I lived alone for year after year … No one would be able to manage that, not without eventually being lulled into a false sense of security and giving in to the temptation to see their family.’

‘So you thought you were being watched by the shadow the whole time.’

‘I was,’ Joona says in a hollow voice.

‘We know that now, but had you ever seen anyone?’

‘No.’

Now that it’s all been over for a couple of years, Joona knows he did the right thing. They all paid a high price, but it saved Summa and Lumi’s lives.

‘Jurek’s twin brother Igor was helping him all along,’ Joona says. ‘It was appalling … he had no life of his own, he was so mentally traumatised that his only purpose in life was to obey Jurek.’

Joona falls silent and thinks of the scars on Igor’s back, evidence of a lifetime of abuse from a razor strap.

When Jurek escaped after fourteen years in isolation, he carried on with his plan as if nothing had happened.

A lot of people lost their lives during those terrible days when Jurek Walter was free.

‘But both Jurek and his brother are dead now,’ Valeria points out.

‘Yes.’

Joona remembers the moment he shot the brother three times in the heart from close range. The bullets went right through his body, and Igor was thrown backwards into a gravel pit. Even though Joona knew Jurek’s twin brother had to be dead, he still shuffled down the steep slope to make absolutely sure.

Saga Bauer shot Jurek Walter and saw his body get carried away down a river and washed out to sea.

By the time Joona was finally reunited with his wife Summa, she was dying of cancer. He took her and their daughter Lumi to a house in Nattavaara, in the far north of Sweden. The little family had six months together. When Summa died, they buried her where her grandmother grew up, in Purnu in Finland.

It wasn’t until a year later that Joona finally dared to believe it was really over, when Saga found the remains of Jurek’s body, and the fingerprints and DNA analysis confirmed that it was definitely him.

It was as if Joona could finally breathe again.

For all those involved, the grief and wounds from those years will always be there. Saga Bauer hasn’t been the same since she went undercover to investigate Jurek Walter. She’s become darker, and sometimes Joona can’t help thinking that Saga’s trying to run away from her fate.
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Saga Bauer is running fast across the old Skansbron through the damp shadows of the newer bridges up above.

Heavy traffic is thundering past her.

She lengthens her stride as she approaches the end of the bridge.

Her sports top is dark with sweat across her chest.

Almost every day she runs all the way to Gamla Enskede after work and collects her half-sister Pellerina from school.

Saga has reconnected with her father after a rift that started when she was a teenager. Though the worst of the misunderstandings have been sorted out now, Saga is finding it hard to slip back into being someone’s daughter again. Maybe they’ll never be able to patch things up completely.

Saga speeds up as she passes beneath the echoing viaduct carrying Nynäsvägen and the railway lines.

She’s muscular, like a ballet dancer, and beautiful in a way that catches people’s attention. Her long blond hair is plaited with colourful ribbons, and her eyes are strikingly blue.

Saga Bauer is an Operational Superintendent with the Swedish Security Police, but this autumn her boss has made her write reports and take part in turgid meetings about cooperation between the police in Sweden and the USA. In order to avoid open disagreement and internal criticism, it has been decided to declare the collaboration a great success. Amongst other things, both Saga Bauer and Special Agent López have been forced to become friends on Facebook.

Saga passes the dismal-looking sports hall and carries on into the old garden suburb, then sprints the last stretch before she gets to Enskede School.

Dust is flying up from the football pitch, drifting through the tall chain-link fence.

Pellerina is twelve now, but isn’t allowed to go home on her own after school. She has to stay behind and participate in after-school activities until she’s picked up.

Pellerina has Down Syndrome, and was born with Fallot’s Tetralogy, a combination of four different heart defects that prevent blood getting to her lungs. She had a shunt installed when she was four weeks old, and had to undergo serious heart surgery before her first birthday.

She has learning difficulties, but is able to attend a regular school with the help of specially trained assistants.

Saga’s pulse-rate and breathing calm down as she walks round the main school building and approaches the Mellis out-of-school club. She can see her little sister through the ground-floor window. Pellerina looks happy, she’s jumping about and laughing with two other girls.

Saga opens the front door, walks through the cloakroom and takes her shoes off beside the line of tape on the floor, then goes into the club. She can hear music from the dance and yoga room, and stops in the doorway.

A pink shawl has been draped over a lamp. The bass of the music is making one of the windows rattle, and the paper snowflakes stuck to it seem to dance.

Saga recognises Anna and Fredrika from her sister’s class, they’re both a head taller than Pellerina.

They’re all barefoot. Their sausagy socks are lying in the dust beneath one of the chairs. They’re standing in a row in the middle of the floor, counting themselves in, then wiggling their hips, taking a step forward, clapping their hands and spinning round.

Pellerina is smiling broadly as she dances, unaware of the string of snot hanging from her nose. Saga can see she’s doing it well, she’s learned all the moves, but she’s a bit too enthusiastic, jutting her hips out more than the other two girls.

Anna turns the music off. Out of breath, she tucks a lock of hair behind her ear and claps her hands.

From her vantage point over by the door, Saga sees the two girls exchange a look above Pellerina’s head, and Fredrika pulls a moronic face, which makes Anna laugh.

‘Why are you laughing?’ Pellerina asks, still panting for breath as she puts her thick glasses back on.

‘We’re laughing because you’re so clever and pretty,’ Fredrika says, stifling a giggle.

‘You’re both clever and pretty too,’ Pellerina says with a smile.

‘But not as pretty as you,’ Anna says.

‘Yes, you are,’ Pellerina laughs.

‘You should think about going solo,’ Fredrika says.

‘What does that mean?’ Pellerina asks, pushing her glasses further up her nose.

‘That it might be better if we filmed you dancing on your own—’

Fredrika stops abruptly when Saga walks into the room. Pellerina runs over and hugs her.

‘Are you having fun?’ Saga asks calmly.

‘We’re practising our dance,’ Pellerina replies.

‘Is it going well?’

‘Really well!’

‘Anna?’ Saga says, looking at the girl. ‘Is it going well?’

‘Yes,’ she says, and glances at Fredrika.

‘Fredrika?’

‘Yes.’

‘I can tell you’re both nice girls,’ she says. ‘Keep it that way.’

Saga waits in the cloakroom as Pellerina hugs her special-needs helper several times before pulling on her winter overalls and putting her drawings in a bag.

‘They’re the coolest girls in the class,’ Pellerina explains as they walk across the schoolyard hand in hand.

‘But if they tell you to do funny things, you must say no,’ Saga says as they walk home.

‘I’m a big girl.’

‘You know I’m a worrier,’ Saga explains, and feels a lump in her throat.

She takes hold of Pellerina’s hand and thinks about the girls pulling faces over her head. It sounded like they were thinking of filming Pellerina to mock her, and spread the clip.

Afterwards everyone always claims it was just an innocent game that got out of hand, when there was never any doubt that it was simply cruel. Dark energy fills the room and you choose to carry on regardless.
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Pellerina lives with her dad in a bright-red plastered house with a red-tiled roof on Björkvägen in Gamla Enskede.

The old apple trees and lawn are sparkling with tiny ice crystals.

As Saga closes the gate Pellerina runs to the door and rings the bell.

Lars-Erik Bauer is wearing cords and a white, crumpled open-neck shirt. He could have done with getting his hair cut a month ago, but his unkempt, greying hair makes him look appealingly eccentric. Every time Saga sees her father she’s struck by how old he is now.

‘Come in,’ he says, and helps Pellerina out of her overalls. ‘You’re welcome to stay for dinner, Saga.’

‘I haven’t got time,’ Saga replies automatically.

Pellerina’s thick glasses have steamed up. She takes them off and clambers up the stairs to her room.

‘I’m making macaroni cheese, I know that’s one of your favourites.’

‘It was when I was little.’

‘Just say what you’d like then – I can go to the shop,’ her dad says.

‘Stop it,’ she says with a smile. ‘It doesn’t matter, I’ll eat anything. Macaroni cheese will do fine.’

Lars-Erik looks genuinely delighted that she wants to stay for a while. He takes her coat, hangs it up and tells her to make herself at home.

‘I’m worried that a couple of the girls at Mellis aren’t being very nice,’ Saga says.

‘In what way?’ her dad asks.

‘I don’t know, just a feeling, they were pulling faces.’

‘Pellerina usually handles most things pretty well on her own, but I’ll have a word with her,’ he says before they head upstairs to her sister’s room.

Lars-Erik is a cardiologist, and has bought a professional ECG-machine so he can monitor Pellerina’s heart, seeing as she could suffer a recurrence of her earlier problems.

Saga looks at her sister’s latest drawings while their dad connects the electrodes to her chest. The pale scar from her operations runs vertically down her breastbone.

‘I’m going to start dinner,’ Lars-Erik says, and leaves them.

‘I’ve got a silly heart,’ Pellerina sighs, putting her glasses back on.

‘You’ve got the best heart in the world,’ Saga says.

‘Daddy says I’m all heart,’ she smiles.

‘He’s right – and you’re the best little sister in the whole world.’

‘You’re best, you look just like Elsa,’ Pellerina whispers, reaching out for Saga’s long hair.

Usually it annoys Saga whenever anyone compares her to a Disney princess, but she likes the fact that Pellerina sees herself and Saga as the two sisters in Frozen.

‘Saga?’ Lars-Erik calls from the bottom of the stairs. ‘Can you come down here for a moment?’

‘I’ll be back soon, Anna,’ she says, patting her sister’s cheek.

‘OK, Elsa.’

Lars-Erik is chopping leeks when Saga walks in. There’s a parcel on the kitchen table. It’s wrapped in aluminium foil and has a paper heart stuck on top, with the words To my darling daughter, Saga.

‘I ran out of wrapping paper,’ he says apologetically.

‘I don’t want presents, Dad.’

‘It’s nothing, just a little token.’

Saga tears the foil off and crumples it into a shiny ball, and puts it down next to the flowery cardboard box.

‘Open it,’ Lars-Erik says with a wide smile.

The box contains an old-fashioned porcelain Christmas elf, packed in shredded paper. He’s wearing a tree-green outfit, has rather piercing eyes, pink cheeks and a cheerful little mouth.

There’s a large porridge bowl in his arms.

Her Christmas elf.

It used to get brought out every Christmas, and the pot filled with pink and yellow toffees.

‘I’ve been looking for one … well, for ages, really,’ Lars-Erik says. ‘And today I happened to wander into an antiques shop in Solna and there he was.’

Saga remembers that her mum threw the elf on the floor once when she was angry with her dad, smashing it to pieces.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she says, and puts the box down on the table.

When she goes back up to see Pellerina, she notices that her heart rate has increased, as if her sister had been running. Pellerina is staring at her phone open-mouthed, with a look of horror on her face.

‘What’s happened?’ Saga asks in a concerned voice.

‘No one can see, no one can see,’ her sister says, pressing the phone to her chest.

‘Dad!’ Saga calls.

‘It’s not allowed!’

‘Don’t worry, sweetheart,’ Saga says. ‘Just tell me what you were looking at.’

‘No.’

Lars-Erik hurries up the stairs and comes into the bedroom.

‘Tell Daddy,’ Saga says.

‘No!’ Pellerina cries.

‘What is it, Pellerina? I’m in the middle of cooking,’ he says, to encourage her to speak.

‘It’s something on her phone,’ Saga explains.

‘Show me,’ Lars-Erik says, and holds out his hand.

‘It’s not allowed,’ Pellerina sobs.

‘Who says so?’ he asks.

‘It says in the email.’

‘I’m your dad, so I’m allowed to see.’

She hands him the phone and he opens and reads it with a frown.

‘Oh, sweetheart,’ he says with a smile, putting the phone down. ‘That isn’t real, you know that, don’t you?’

‘I have to send it on, otherwise—’

‘No, you don’t have to. We don’t send silly emails in this family,’ Lars-Erik says firmly.

‘One of those chain emails?’ Saga asks.

‘Yes, a really silly one,’ he replies, then turns back towards Pellerina. ‘I’ll get rid of it.’

‘No, please!’ she pleads, but Lars-Erik has already deleted it.

‘It’s all gone now,’ he says, and hands the phone back to her. ‘We can forget all about it.’

‘I get chain emails too,’ Saga says.

‘But do they come to see you too?’

‘Who?’

‘The clown girls,’ Pellerina whispers, pushing her glasses further up her nose.

‘That isn’t real, it’s all made up,’ her dad says. ‘It’s just some little kid who’s made it all up to scare people.’

After Lars-Erik removes the electrodes and switches the ECG-monitor off, Saga carries her little sister downstairs and lays her down on the sofa in front of the television. She tucks her up in a blanket, and puts Frozen on, as usual.

It’s dark outside now. Saga goes into the kitchen to help her dad with the cooking. As soon as he’s finished pouring the cream, eggs and grated cheese onto the macaroni, she picks up a pair of silicone oven-gloves and puts the dish in the oven.

‘What did the email say?’ she asks quietly.

‘That you have to send the email to three other people to escape the curse,’ he sighs. ‘Otherwise the clown girls will come when you’re asleep and poke your eyes out – that sort of thing.’

‘I can see why she’d be frightened,’ Saga says.

She goes and checks on Pellerina, who’s fallen asleep. Saga takes her glasses off and puts them down on the coffee table.

‘She’s sleeping,’ Saga says when she comes back into the kitchen.

‘I’ll wake her when it’s time to eat – this always happens, school wears her out.’

‘I have to go,’ she says.

‘Haven’t you got time to eat first?’ he asks.

‘No.’

He goes into the hall with her and passes her her coat.

‘Don’t forget your elf,’ he reminds her.

‘He can stay here,’ Saga says as she opens the door.

Lars-Erik stands in the doorway. The light plays on his lined face and unkempt hair.

‘I thought you’d like it,’ he says quietly.

‘It doesn’t work like that,’ she says, and walks away.
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It’s three o’clock and the white sky is already starting to grow darker.

Joona has never had any objection to being on patrol, but after Nils Åhlén’s visit it feels like the world has become a more dangerous place.

He’s walking past the wrought-iron railings outside Adolf Fredrik Church, and sees a black-clad group standing around an open grave. The surrounding gravestones have been vandalised and are covered with swastikas.

As Joona passes Olof Palmes gata he notices someone waving behind the window of a Thai restaurant.

An intoxicated woman has stood up from her table and is staring at him.

As he moves closer she spits on the window right in front of him.

He carries on towards Hötorget, where the market traders are busy selling fruit and vegetables. His mind keeps wandering to the grave-robber in Oslo. As soon as he gets Summa’s cranium back from Norway, he’s planning to rebury it with the rest of her remains. He hasn’t yet decided whether to tell Lumi about what’s happened. It would upset her terribly.

Joona has just passed the Concert Hall when he hears a man yelling in an aggressive, drunken voice. There’s the sound of a glass bottle breaking, and Joona spins round and sees shards of green glass on the road.

People are keeping their distance from a man who’s clearly under the influence of narcotics. He’s unshaven, and his blond hair is gathered in a messy tangle at the back of his head. He’s wearing a battered leather jacket and jeans that are dark with urine around the crotch and down one leg.

The man isn’t wearing shoes or socks, and Joona can see he’s injured one foot and is bleeding on the pavement.

The man is swearing at a woman who’s hurrying away, then he stands still with an imperious expression and points one finger at the people around him as if he were about to say something incredibly important.

‘One, two, three, four … five, six, seven …’

Joona walks closer and sees that there’s a young girl standing behind the confused man. Her dirty face is upset, and she looks like she’s about to burst into tears. A pink tracksuit top is her only protection from the cold.

‘Can we go home now?’ she asks, tugging tentatively at the man’s jacket.

‘One … two … three …’

He loses his thread and reaches out for the lamppost to stop himself falling. His eyes look drugged, his pupils have shrunk to pinpricks and there’s snot streaming from his thin nose.

‘Do you need any help?’ Joona asks.

‘Yes, please,’ the man mutters.

‘What can I do?’

‘Shoot the ones I point at.’

‘Are you armed?’

‘I’m pointing at all the ones who—’

‘Stop that,’ Joona interrupts calmly.

‘OK, OK,’ the man mutters.

‘Are you armed?’

The man points at a man who’s stopped to look, then at a woman walking past with a pushchair.

‘Daddy,’ the girl pleads.

‘Don’t be frightened,’ Joona says to her, ‘but I need to find out if your dad’s got a weapon of any sort on him.’

‘He needs to get some rest, that’s all,’ she whispers.

Joona tells the man to put his hands behind his head, and he does as Joona says. But when he lets go of the lamppost he loses his balance and stumbles backwards, into the shadow of the blue wall of the Concert Hall.

‘What drugs have you taken?’

‘Just a bit of ketamine, and some speed.’

Joona crouches down next to the girl. Her father has started to point his finger discreetly at different people again.

‘How old are you?’

‘Six and a half.’

‘Do you think you could look after a teddy bear?’

‘What?’

Joona opens his bag and pulls out the stuffed toy. In the run-up to Christmas the police have been given teddy bears that they can give to any child in trouble or who’s witnessed anything violent. Often that’s the only present they’re going to get in families with drug problems.

The girl stares at the little bear, which has a stripy top and a big red heart on its chest.

‘Would you like to look after it?’ Joona smiles.

‘No,’ she whispers, and glances up at him shyly.

‘You can have it if you want,’ Joona explains.

‘Really?’

‘But it needs a name,’ Joona says, handing the stuffed toy over to her.

‘Sonja,’ the girl says, pressing the bear to her neck.

‘That’s a lovely name.’

‘It was my mum’s name,’ she tells him.

‘We need to take your dad to hospital – is there anyone you can stay with in the meantime?’

The child nods and whispers something in the teddy bear’s ear.

‘Grandma.’

Joona calls an ambulance, then contacts an acquaintance at Social Services and asks her to collect the girl and take her to the address they’ve looked up.

As he finishes explaining everything to the girl, a police car arrives at the scene. Its blue lights flash across the tarmac.

Two uniformed colleagues get out of the car and nod to Joona.

‘Joona Linna? Your boss has contacted me over the radio,’ one of them says.

‘Carlos?’

‘He wants you to answer your phone.’

Joona takes his phone out and sees that Carlos Eliasson – head of the National Operational Unit – is calling him, though there’s no ringtone.

‘Joona,’ he says as he answers.

‘Sorry to disturb you while you’re working, but this is top priority,’ Carlos says. ‘A superintendent with the German police, Clara Fischer at the BKA, is trying to get in touch with you as soon as possible.’

‘What for?’

‘I’ve said you can help them with a preliminary investigation … The police in Rostock are looking into a death at a camping site, probably murder … Victim’s name is Fabian Dissinger … a serial rapist who was recently released from a secure psychiatric unit in Cologne.’

‘I’m still on probation, I’m on patrol duties until—’

‘She asked for you specifically,’ Carlos interrupts.
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