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Lars Kepler would like to give readers advance warning that certain events and details from Lazarus and The Sandman are revealed in The Spider.
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Once upon a time, there was a serial killer by the name of Jurek Walter. He was more cruel, and he killed more people, than any other murderer in northern Europe.

The man who eventually brought his killing spree to an end was Detective Superintendent Joona Linna. Joona doesn’t believe in innate or metaphysical evil, and would probably suggest that Jurek had simply lost the part of his soul that enables a man to be human.

Only a handful of people knew of Jurek’s existence, but the majority would no doubt argue that the world became a better place without him.

Jurek Walter is now dead, but just because something is gone doesn’t mean it has disappeared entirely, as though it never existed. When something ceases to exist it leaves behind a dangerous void – a void that will eventually be filled in one way or another.
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Margot Silverman hears the thudding of the horse’s hooves against the bark chips as it gallops along the illuminated trail.

The sky is dark, the August air cool.

The trees race by on either side of her, fading away into the night before reappearing in the glow of the next lamp post.

Margot is head of the National Crime Unit in Stockholm, and she goes riding in Värmdö, to the east of the capital, four times a week. It helps to clear her head and centre herself.

The horse charges along the narrow trail, and the quick pace makes her heart race.

She catches brief glimpses of things in her periphery: fallen trees, the far edge of the field, a damp sweater with a smiley face on it, draped over a barrier.

Margot leans forward and feels the breeze on her face.

The horse’s movements are asymmetrical as it gallops, its left hip higher than the right.

Each three-beat gait ends with its right front leg pushing off from the ground, followed by a moment of suspension.

In those few seconds as they fly through the air, she feels a tingle in her thighs.

Catullus is a Swedish warmblood gelding with long legs and a powerful neck, and Margot needed only to shift her outside leg back and push her hip forward to help spur him into a gallop.

Her braid thuds against her back each time his hooves hit the ground. 

She sees a deer bolt across a clearing through the swaying ferns.

The lights are broken on the last part of the trail, and Margot can no longer see the ground in front of her. She closes her eyes and puts her faith in Catullus, allowing herself to be carried forward.

When she opens her eyes, she spots the bright stable between the trees and slows to an extended trot.

Margot’s chest and back are sweaty, and she can feel the lactic acid burning in her muscles after an hour’s interval training.

She walks Catullus in through the gates and dismounts.

It is almost 11 p.m., and Margot’s silver Citroën is the only car still parked outside the stable block.

She leads the horse through the darkness towards the building. His bit clinks, hooves beating softly against the dry, trampled grass.

From one of the stalls inside, she hears a couple of loud thuds.

Catullus stops dead, lifting his head and pulling back slightly.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ Margot asks, squinting into the darkness between the tractor and the nettles.

The horse is afraid, exhaling heavily through his nostrils. She strokes his neck and tries to coax him towards the stable, but he refuses to budge.

‘What’s going on, buddy?’

He shudders and veers sharply to one side, as though he is about to bolt.

‘Whoa-oh-ho.’

Margot grips the reins and firmly leads him in a half-circle, through the tall meadow grass and out onto the gravel. The lights outside the stable block give everything nearby three sharp shadows.

Catullus snorts and lowers his head.

Margot squints at the end of the building, and though she can’t see anything, she shudders.

Once they are safely inside the bright stable building, she takes off her helmet. The tip of her nose is red, her blonde braid heavy against the back of her quilted jacket. Above the tops of her long boots her jodhpurs are dirty.

The smell of hay and manure hangs heavy in the air.

The other horses are quiet as she leads Catullus to the wash stall, takes off his saddle and hangs it up in the heated tack room.

A couple of stirrups clink against the wooden wall.

Her first job is to rinse Catullus down and give him a blanket, then she needs to take him to his stall, feed him, give him a little extra salt and turn out the lights before heading home.

She reaches into her pocket to make sure she hasn’t lost her father’s old hip flask. She uses it for hand sanitiser rather than liquor – not because it’s especially practical but because it brings her luck and amuses her.

The door onto the yard creaks, and Margot feels a rush of unease. She steps out into the main area and peers towards the front of the building.

She hears Catullus shuffling in the wash stall behind her. The hose is dripping, a dark trickle of water flowing around the sweat scraper towards the drain.

Several of the other horses snort, their hooves striking the ground, while the electrical cabinet on the wall emits a low hum.

‘Hello?’ says Margot.

She holds her breath, standing perfectly still with her eyes on the door and the dark window for a moment before turning back to Catullus.

She can see the ceiling light mirrored in the curve of his black eye.

Margot hesitates, then takes out her phone and calls Johanna. Her wife doesn’t pick up, and she feels a knot of anxiety in the pit of her stomach. For the past two weeks, Margot has had the sense that someone is watching her. She even began to wonder whether Special Investigations or the Security Service has her under surveillance. She isn’t a paranoid person, but a number of anonymous calls and a pair of missing earrings have left her wondering whether she or Johanna have themselves a stalker.

Margot tries calling again. The phone rings and rings, but right as the voicemail is about to kick in, she hears a crackling sound.

‘Drenched and naked,’ Johanna answers.

Margot smiles. ‘How do I always manage to call at the right time?’

‘Hang on, let me put you on speakerphone.’

Something rustles and the background noise changes. An image of a nude Johanna, standing in the middle of their brightly lit bedroom, fully visible from the apple orchard outside, flashes through Margot’s mind.

‘Sorry, I’m just drying off,’ says Johanna. ‘Are you on your way back?’

‘Need to give the little man a quick hose down first.’

‘Remember to drive carefully.’

Margot can hear Johanna rubbing herself with a towel as they talk. ‘Make sure you close the curtains and check the door is locked,’ she says.

‘It’s like we’re in Scream. You’re watching me from the garden right now, aren’t you? And by the time I manage to lock the door, you’ll already be in the house.’

‘This isn’t funny.’

‘OK, boss.’

‘Ugh, I don’t want to be the boss anymore; I’m no good at it. I was fine as a detective, even if I was a bit cocky, but now that I’m in charge—’

‘Stop,’ Johanna interrupts her. ‘I’d have you as my boss any day.’

‘Oh la la,’ Margot laughs, her mood improving.

She hears Johanna lower the blind, the cord clinking against the radiator.

‘Put the blue lights on and come home,’ Johanna tells her. Her voice sounds faint, distant.

‘Were you able to get the girls into bed?’

‘Yeah, although Alva asked me whether you like your horse more than you like her.’

‘Ouch,’ Margot says, laughing.

The minute they hang up, the feeling of unease comes creeping back up on her. She can still hear a faint clinking sound, which continues for a moment or two before stopping. It must be coming from somewhere in the stable building, Margot thinks. It sounds like when the buckets hanging in the aisle knock together.

One of the horses pushes up against the wall, making it creak.

Margot turns towards the door.

It looks like someone tall is trying to hide in the shadows over by the feed room. The rational side of her knows it’s just the cabinet where they keep the brooms, but it seems to be standing much further out than usual.

The wind barrels over the metal roof, shaking the windowpanes.

Margot walks down the aisle. She sees the bars of the stalls flickering at the edge of her vision, heavy horseheads gleaming in the light’s glow.

She has to make a real effort to stop herself calling Johanna again to ask her to double check the outside door; the kids always have trouble bolting it properly. All she is going to do is see to Catullus, drive home, take a shower, and crawl into her nice, warm bed to go to sleep.

The light flickers and dims.

Margot stops to listen, peering past the wash stall to the changing room.

The stable block is quiet, but then she hears a rapid ticking sound, like something metal rolling across the floor.

She turns around, but the noise stops. She can’t tell where it was coming from.

Margot steadies herself against one of the stalls and peers over to the main door.

She hears the ticking again, getting closer and closer now behind her.

Catullus anxiously raises his head, and Margot feels something slam into her back. One of the horses must have kicked her, she thinks as she falls.

The world disappears for a moment, and she hears a roaring sound in her ears.

Margot is lying face down on the floor, her lips and forehead bleeding where they struck the concrete. She feels a strange burning, tugging sensation in her spine, and can smell something sharp in the air.

As it dawns on Margot that someone has just fired a gun at her, her ears start ringing. The horses are frightened, shifting in their stalls, bumping against the walls, stamping their feet and snorting.

She has been shot, she thinks. 

‘Oh God, oh God . . .’

She needs to get up, drive home and tell her daughters that she loves them more than anything.

She hears footsteps, and feels a sudden jolt of fear.

There is a creaking sound, followed by the same clicking she heard earlier.

Margot’s lower body is numb, but she realises that she is being dragged towards the door by her legs.

Her hips scrape against the rough concrete.

Margot tries to cling to a trough of feed, but she is too weak.

A bucket tips over and rolls away.

Her jacket and undershirt ride up.

Her breathing is shallow, and she knows that the bullet must have hit her spine. Wave after wave of pain shoots up through her torso.

It feels like she’s been struck with an axe. 

As she’s pulled across the floor, Margot feels like an animal being dragged away to slaughter, like a bark boat caught in a current, like a zeppelin floating above the fields.

She knows she can’t give up, that she has to keep fighting, but now she’s so weak she can no longer keep her head up.

Her face has been torn to shreds by the rough floor, and the last thing Margot notices before she loses consciousness is the slick trail of blood on the floor.
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Lisa is standing with her back to the window, resting the cold glass in her hand on the window ledge. It’s the middle of the night, and she and two men are in a single-storey villa in Rimbo, around fifty kilometres north of Stockholm.

One of the men is in his fifties, wearing a suit and a pale blue shirt. His short hair is greying at the temples, and his neck seems stiff. He tosses the empty ice cube tray into the sink, pours some gin into a pitcher and then tops it off with tonic water.

The other man is in his early twenties, broad-shouldered and tall. He has a shaved head and is smoking a cigarette by the extractor fan.

Lisa says something and covers her mouth as she laughs.

The older of the two men leaves the kitchen, and the light in the bathroom comes on a moment later. From outside, his shadow is visible through the thin curtains.

Lisa has just turned twenty-nine, and she is wearing a pleated skirt and a silvery blouse that stretches over her breasts. Her dark hair is glossy. She was born with a cleft lip, and she has a pale scar above her mouth.

The younger man drops his spent cigarette into a beer can, moves over to Lisa and shows her something on his phone. He studies her reaction with a smile, says something and then pushes her hair back from her cheek.

She looks up and meets his eye, standing on tiptoe to give him a peck on the lips. His face turns serious, and he glances back towards the hallway before leaning in and giving her a deep kiss.

Saga Bauer watches through the display on her camera as the younger man reaches beneath Lisa’s skirt and cups her between the legs. Saga has been filming the villa from the neighbour’s garden for the past hour, perched on top of a wheelbarrow beside the tall fence. The light from the large windows in the kitchen and living room spills out onto the trunks of the pine trees and the cones scattered across the grass.

The older man reappears, pausing in the doorway, and the others break off their kiss and move towards him.

Saga rests her telephoto lens on top of the fence in order to get a sharper image, but the threesome have already made their way into the hall.

Lisa’s husband was in the same class as Saga at the police academy, and he ended up joining Norrmalm Police after graduating. He suspects his wife has been cheating on him while he works nights, but he hasn’t confronted her yet. Instead he got in touch with the detective agency where Saga now works. She warned him during their very first meeting that he might not actually want to know the truth, but he hired her anyway.

Lisa and the two men are now just outside the dark bedroom. Saga can’t see what they are doing, but their shadows are dancing across the skirting board and through the open doorway.

She double checks that the camera is still filming.

One of the men turns on the floor lamp by the bedside table. All three have started stripping, and Lisa is standing with her back to the window. She tugs down her underwear, steps out of them and scratches her right buttock. Her tights have left a groove around her waist, and Saga can see a bruise on one of her calves.

The walls are the colour of honey, and the enormous bed has an ornate brass headboard. The bright lamp glares in the glass of a framed photograph of the boxer George Foreman, but when the younger of the two men sits down on the edge of the bed, he blocks out most of the light.

The older man lies down and takes a condom from the top drawer of the bedside table. Lisa moves over to him, straddles him and waits until he is ready.

She says something, and he grabs a yellow cushion from the floor and pushes it beneath his hips.

Lisa crawls upwards and kisses him on the chest and lips. Just as he is about to enter her, her face disappears into the shadows again.

The younger man is still sitting on the edge of the bed, trying to get himself hard enough to put on a condom.

The floor lamp by the bed starts rocking in time with Lisa’s movements, causing the golden tassels to shake.

Saga waits patiently for her face to come back into view. Unless she manages to capture her face on film during the act itself, Lisa can always deny she has been unfaithful. She could show remorse for kissing another man and claim she left the house just as the other woman arrived.

Denial and lying always go hand in hand.

A light comes on in the house behind Saga.

Lisa pauses, puts a hand on the younger man’s back and says something to him. He reaches for a bottle of massage oil from the other bedside table.

Lisa is still straddling the older man’s hips, but she leans forward as the younger man climbs up onto the bed.

Her thighs shake as he penetrates her from behind. The threesome are perfectly still for a moment, and then the two men slowly start thrusting.

The light still isn’t good enough.

Saga hears someone crossing the lawn behind her, and she glances back over her shoulder. The neighbour has spotted her.

‘This is private property,’ he shouts. ‘You can’t—’

‘Police,’ she snaps, turning to look at him. ‘Stay back.’

The man has a white moustache and hunter’s waistcoat, and he approaches her with a stressed look on his face.

‘Can I see your ID?’

‘In a minute,’ Saga replies, turning back to her camera.

The light spills past the threesome on the bed, casting a shadow onto the dusty window. The younger man’s face occasionally comes into view in profile, his nose and his taut mouth. Wet skin glistening in the light, a bent neck and tense thigh muscles.

‘I’ll call the police,’ the neighbour threatens.

One of them knocks the bedside table, causing the lamp to topple over and hit the floor.

Lisa’s face is suddenly awash with light, her mouth open and her cheeks flushed. She says something and closes her eyes, pale breasts trembling and hair swinging across her face.

Saga films the scene for another moment or two before hitting stop, replacing the lens cap and climbing down from the wheelbarrow. The neighbour backs away from her with his phone to his ear, and she holds up her expired Security Service ID just as he gets through to an operator.

She strides past him and across the lawn, climbing the fence and following the road down to the jetty where she left her motorcycle by the bins.

Once she has packed her camera away, she calls her boss and gazes out at the smooth rocks and the dark water.

‘Henry Kent,’ he answers.

‘Sorry for calling so late,’ she says. ‘But you wanted me to report back—’

‘That’s how we do things,’ he cuts her off.

‘OK, well, I’m done here, I’ve got it all on film.’

‘Good.’

Saga’s blonde hair is tied up in a ponytail, and despite the dark circles beneath her eyes and the deep crease on her brow, she is still strikingly beautiful.

‘I was wondering . . . Since it’s so late, could I drop off the camera in the morning?’

‘You need to bring it in now.’

‘It’s just that I have to get up early to—’

‘What is it you don’t get?’ he says, raising his voice.

‘Nothing, I just . . .’

Saga trails off when she realises he has ended the call. She sighs and shoves her phone into the inside pocket of her jacket, zips it up, pulls on her helmet and climbs onto the bike, rolling out of the parking space and off along the road.

After being out on leave for so long, she hadn’t wanted to return to her job with the Security Service. Instead she put in a request with the National Crime Unit. The HR manager got in touch to say that while they didn’t currently have any vacancies, they were very much interested in what Saga had to offer and would take it up with management.

It soon transpired that however ready Saga felt to get back to work, she first had to be given the green light from a psychologist at the Crisis and Trauma Centre. While she waits, she has been working for the Kent Detective Agency, mostly investigating affairs and running background checks. Outside of that, she spends almost all her spare time as a support person for two children with Down syndrome.

Saga lives alone, but she is currently sleeping with the anaesthetist who cared for her half-sister at the Karolinska Hospital in Huddinge a little over three years ago.

It’s three-thirty in the morning when she pulls up outside the detective agency’s offices on Norra Stationsgatan, enters the code and takes the lift to the third floor. She unlocks the door and disarms the alarm.

Out of habit, Saga checks the mail tray just inside the door and finds a small taped-up box with her name on it. She carries it through to her cubicle, puts it down on the desk and takes a seat. After logging in to the system, she takes the memory card from the camera, pushes it into the card reader, transfers the footage and archives it.

Saga is tired and her eyes drift towards the window, to the late night traffic, the roads, bridges and bright entrances to the tunnels.

The whirring of the hard drive drags her back to the present, and she gets up, locks the camera in the safe and returns to her cubicle.

Eyes heavy from lack of sleep, she tears the brown tape from the box and opens the flaps. She holds it under the desk lamp, reaches inside and pulls out what seems to be a crumpled child’s drawing.

Saga unwraps the ball of paper to reveal a small bundle of white cotton and lace.

Using a pen, she pushes back the thin fabric and finds a small, grey object inside. A metal figurine, no more than two centimetres tall.

The dull metal shines in the light.

Saga angles the lamp and sees that the figure is a man with a bushy beard and a winter coat.
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The broken glass crunches beneath Joona Linna’s feet as he slowly crosses the hotel room. In the window, the man with the wrinkled face swings back and forth, his neck broken.

The front of his shirt is dark with blood from the deep wound caused by the noose.

Tiny shards of glass litter the window ledge beneath him.

His last whisper echoes through Joona. The words twist around him like snakes.

Joona knows that the man is dead, that his cervical vertebrae are severed, but he still feels like he has to check for a pulse.

He has just reached out to touch his throat when he hears a ringing sound.

*

Joona opens his eyes and grabs his phone from the bedside table, answering quietly before the second ring.

‘I’m sorry to call so late,’ says a man’s voice.

Joona gets out of bed. He sees Valeria open her sleepy eyes, and he strokes her cheek before heading to the kitchen.

‘What is it?’ he asks.

‘This is Valid Mohammad from Stockholm South. Margot Silverman’s wife Johanna called 112 at twelve-thirty. She said that Margot went riding at the stables near Gustavsberg some time around nine and that she should have been back long before midnight. Johanna couldn’t leave the kids home alone, but she was worried Margot might have had an accident, so dispatch sent a unit out there. We’ve just heard back from the responding officers . . . They didn’t find Margot, but it seems like there’s a lot of blood on the floor in the stables . . . I don’t know, I thought maybe you’d want to know.’

‘I’ll head over there now,’ Joona tells the officer. ‘Can you make sure no one touches anything? It’s important; tell your colleagues not to move a muscle until I get there. I’ll take over, I’ll bring my own technician.’

He ends the call and phones his old friend Erixon.

It is now five minutes past two, and the first patrol car arrived at the stables forty-five minutes ago.

Ninety-five minutes have passed since Johanna called 112.

Joona knows there is no point in setting up any road blocks. All they can do now is examine the scene and try to work out what might have happened.

‘OK,’ Erixon whispers.

‘I know your back’s been bothering you, but I—’

‘Don’t worry.’

‘I just need our best technician on this,’ Joona explains.

‘But he didn’t pick up, so you called me instead, right?’ Erixon says in an attempt to mask his anxiety.

They arrange to meet by the turn off to the stables, and Joona goes back to the bedroom and starts getting dressed. Valeria gets out of bed in her thin nightgown and pulls a cardigan around her shoulders.

‘What’s going on?’ she asks.

Joona puts on the watch his daughter Lumi gave him. She bought it because she thought the face was the same shade of grey as his eyes.

‘I just got a call,’ he replies as he buttons his trousers. ‘I have to go, it’s . . .’

He trails off, and she meets his eye.

‘Someone you know,’ she fills in.

‘Yeah, it’s Margot. She went riding and hasn’t come home,’ he says as he pulls on his shirt.

‘What did the responding officers have to say?’

‘They found her car. And there was blood in the stables.’

‘God . . .’

‘I know.’

Joona hurries over to the gun cabinet, enters the code and takes out his Colt Combat. He slides it into his holster and fastens the straps as he makes his way back out into the hallway. Valeria follows him, giving him a quick kiss and locking the door behind him as he runs towards the lifts.

As he waits for the garage doors to open, Joona thinks back to the first time he met Margot. She was pregnant, newly promoted to detective superintendent, and she welcomed him into her investigation despite the fact that he was no longer an officer.

He drives up the ramp and out onto the narrow back street, turning left onto Sveavägen and accelerating towards the Klara Tunnel.

There is almost no other traffic on the road at this time of night.

Central Stockholm disappears into the distance behind him. Tower blocks and brightly lit shopping centres race by, as well as industrial buildings, residential areas, and countless bridges over inlets and bays.

As a detective superintendent with the National Crime Unit, Joona Linna has solved more complex murder cases than any other officer in northern Europe. 

There are two patrol cars by the turn off to the stables, one on either side of the lane. Their blue lights sweep across the trees and the tarmac, making it look as though they are underwater.

Erixon’s van is parked on the other side of the road. The forensic technician lives in Gustavsberg, only a five minute drive away.

Joona pulls over onto the verge and gets out to greet his colleagues, asking them to set up a cordon across the turn off.

The night air is cool, and everything is dark and quiet. Other than the stables, there is nothing out here; nothing but forests and meadows.

Joona sees Erixon’s bulky frame moving through the bright headlights. The forensic technician is standing by the sandy tyre tracks left by vehicles that have cut the corner onto Ingarövägen, pouring liquid plaster into each one.

‘Here’s hoping this is all just a misunderstanding,’ he mutters.

Joona murmurs in agreement.

When he’s finished, they get into Erixon’s van and drive the short distance to the stables, their headlights carving a tunnel of pale trees and grass through the darkness.

The gravel crunches beneath their tyres.

They pass enclosures with rows of feeders and a trampled paddock before they spot Margot’s car parked outside the stable block.

Erixon pulls over and switches off the engine.

There is nothing to say. The two men pull on disposable overalls and make their way over to the car, photographing it and shining a torch through the windows.

The light glares on the glass, illuminating the front seats inside: the steering wheel, an energy drink in the cup holder, sweet wrappers and a thick case file.

They turn and walk over to the building.

In the headlights from the first patrol car, they see a tractor and a clump of nettles against a red wall.

Three jackdaws screech above a cluster of trees.

For the next few minutes, Erixon photographs the scene, spraying fixative onto all the footprints and tyre tracks, numbering everything and scribbling in his incident log.

An officer in uniform is standing perfectly still in the pale light from the open boot of the patrol car, a roll of police tape in one hand.

‘Where’s your partner?’ asks Joona.

‘Inside,’ he replies, gesturing wearily.

‘Don’t move,’ says Erixon, beginning to secure any evidence around him.

Joona knows it is a truism that the simplest explanation is often the most likely, but it still bears repeating at times – especially when hope informs their thinking.

Right now, he simply cannot bring himself to accept that he will probably have to tell Johanna and the kids that Margot is dead.

He and Erixon slowly approach the stable block. The outside lights are switched off, but the glow from inside seeping out through the gaps around the door is bright enough for them to see that the ground has been swept.

‘Can you use UV on that?’ asks Joona.

‘It’s probably about time, isn’t it,’ Erixon says, sighing.

He trudges over to his van and loads everything he needs onto a trolley, grabs the ultraviolet light and switches it on.

‘Jesus . . .’

The gravel in front of the door to the stable pales in the invisible light, but the blood stands out in dark, stringy clusters.

Though the ground has been swept, a large amount of blood is still visible, leading in a straight line from the door. After about two metres, it disappears.

Erixon takes more photographs, then collects samples of the stained gravel from five different spots, tipping it into separate evidence boxes.

‘I need to get inside,’ says Joona.

Erixon makes his way over to the stable block, scanning for fingerprints on the door handle, the door and the wall inside.

‘My mentor always used to put elastic bands around his shoes, but I always preferred step plates instead,’ he says, tearing the plastic from a new pack.

He opens the door and, breathing heavily, places the first plate onto the threshold and pulls on a pair of shoe covers.

Joona follows him inside.

The bars on the stalls gleam in the yellow light. The other police officer is standing stock still outside the tack room.

There is a large pool of blood in the middle of the concrete floor, a long drag mark stretching out to the area that has been swept.

From there to the door, they can see parallel streaks of blood left by the broom.

The perpetrator must have worked backwards, sweeping away their footprints behind them.

‘Joona Linna,’ says the officer. ‘I almost didn’t believe you were serious, but I thought . . . well, maybe it was best to keep still, just in case.’

‘Appreciate it.’

While Erixon sets out the step plates, Joona studies the scene. Other than a black gelding shifting anxiously in the wash area, the horses are all dozing in their stalls.

The perpetrator wasn’t trying to cover up the crime, Joona thinks. He just wanted to erase any trace of himself.

Erixon shines a powerful raking light across the floor, but there are no visible footprints in the aisle. He sighs and tries another angle, then gives up.

‘No footprints, and the handle’s been wiped clean,’ he says.

Joona moves forward over the step plates.

Most of the blood has dried, though there is a patch in the middle that is still sticky and coagulated. 

There is no sign of any spatter, no real blowback. 

Margot was probably shot with a handgun. A pistol with a relatively low muzzle velocity, using a hollow-point bullet that failed to exit her body.

Erixon soaks swab after swab in a sodium chloride solution, dabs at the dried blood and then seals them in evidence bags.

Joona’s eyes are focused as he moves forward, allowing the lingering shadows of whatever happened to surge through him.

There is a lot of blood. It’s impossible to say how long Margot was on the floor, but the blood was still pumping from her body and hadn’t yet started to coagulate when she was dragged outside.

He notices that one of the black plastic feed troughs is slightly out of place and that it has left a drag mark on the concrete.

‘What are you thinking?’ Erixon asks, following Joona’s eye.

‘Could you spray some Bluestar around the bloodstain?’ he asks.

Erixon grabs the bottle and sprays all surfaces where there is no visible sign of any blood.

The chemicals in the spray give blood a temporary luminescence, meaning that even the smallest droplets develop an icy blue glow.

Joona stands perfectly still, trying to make sense of the scene now that all the blood is visible.

He registers the shape of every drop in relation to gravity and the surface on which it landed.

Around thirty-five centimetres from the main pool of blood, he notices a few pale glowing spots.

Joona moves towards them and leans in close.

There is a smear of pink lipstick on the concrete between the blood stains.

Margot’s face must have struck the floor when she fell.

Erixon photographs everything, and Joona continues to the other side, bending down to study a row of six glowing droplets to the right of the main pool.

Blood has a higher surface tension than water, meaning that any droplets that fall onto a relatively smooth surface will retain their rounded edges rather than splitting, just like the series of drips on the floor in front of him.

The first five have a slightly pointed shape, thanks to a rightward motion, but the last is perfectly round.

‘Check for gunshot residue in these,’ says Joona, pointing to the six drops.

‘Never heard that one before, but sure.’

‘The shooter is right-handed. They pressed the muzzle to Margot’s body from behind, fired one shot and followed through on the movement before swinging the gun away, like this, pretty slowly, before eventually stopping.’

‘So you think these dripped from the barrel of the gun?’

‘Margot fell forward with the bullet still inside her. Her face struck the floor and she split her lip.’

‘We don’t know whether the blood is Margot’s,’ Erixon says half-heartedly.

‘That’s her lipstick.’

‘Are you sure?

‘I’m sure of the colour.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Erixon mumbles.

‘Yes, but Margot was still alive, because she tried to grab hold of that feed trough.’

‘I’ll try some Amido Black.’

‘The shooter dragged her out by the feet while she was still alive and bundled her into a car. He then came back inside and swept up his footprints, wiped the handle and door, swept the yard right up to the car, took the broom and left.’
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The water is as smooth as silk when the group moors their rented motorboat in a bay on the west of the island in the hazy sunshine. They take off their life jackets, grab their things and walk a short distance up the sandy beach before stopping to rest at the edge of the wood.

Samir is short of breath, spluttering into his handkerchief, and Lennart unfolds a camping chair with trembling hands and slumps down into it. Leaning against her walking stick, Emma considers telling the others that she had thought they were still young and fit enough to manage a walk of no more than a hundred metres.

Sonja hitches up her mustard yellow coat, sits down on a rock and opens her rucksack.

‘No touching the food before we get there!’ Lennart snaps.

‘I’m just grabbing my medicine,’ she replies, digging out a small prescription bottle.

They have brought a picnic of boiled eggs, potato salad, cold meatballs with a Dijon mustard dressing, tuna sandwiches, hotdogs, pancakes with raspberry jam, a thermos of coffee and a small bottle of cognac.

Emma lights a cigarette and peers back at their footprints in the sand, past the driftwood and other junk that has washed ashore. Further down the beach, it looks as though someone has dragged something heavy all the way up into the woods.

‘Sometimes it feels like I’m looking at everything through a piece of glass, Bernie,’ she whispers.

Bernie is her late husband, but she has continued to talk to him since he passed away. Some days she even opens the wardrobe and talks to his lightweight summer suit. She tells her friends she is enjoying her newfound freedom, but the truth is that she misses him dearly.

‘Maybe it’s time for us to give up and let the next generation take over?’ says Samir.

‘Like hell,’ Lennart mutters, getting to his feet.

Emma leads them to the windswept woods, around the crumbling rocks. Her stick gets caught between two roots that have been forced up out of the earth, and as she tries to tug it free it feels as though someone else is pulling on it, dragging her down into the ground.

She feels a sudden urge to call off their excursion, to claim she doesn’t feel well, but she walks a little further towards the glade before pausing to let the others rest again.

Lennart unfolds his chair, and Samir claims – with a smile – that he is seeing bright spots.

‘I’m coughing up blood,’ Sonja mutters.

After losing their partners, the four friends decided to form the Occult Seniors, a group with the motto: We’ve already got one foot in the grave! They travel to haunted places, hold seances and talk to spiritualists. None of them actually believe in ghosts, but they think it’s a fun way to spend time together, and have been genuinely scared on a number of occasions.

‘Listen up, everyone,’ says Emma, standing in front of the others. ‘Something like 100 million people died of cholera in Europe during the nineteenth century.’

‘I remember it like it was yesterday,’ Lennart says.

‘Marx claimed that history repeats itself,’ Emma continues, ‘first as tragedy and then as farce. The Swedish authorities wanted to stop the spread at the border, so they set up a quarantine station for ships from Russia and Finland on an island called Fejan.’

Somewhere in the distance, a crow caws as the sun disappears behind a cloud. The woods suddenly feel much less welcoming.

‘Fejan is around four kilometres east of here,’ Emma goes on, using her stick to point. ‘The people who died there were buried on uninhabited islands, and it just so happens that one of the biggest cholera cemeteries in the entire archipelago is right here.’

Their eyes turn towards the glade visible between the dwarf pines and sloping trunks.

‘And it’s haunted?’ asks Lennart.

‘Like your arse is by all those haemorrhoids,’ Sonja mumbles.

‘Didn’t catch that, I’m afraid,’ he says with a laugh, turning his good ear towards her.

Sonja leaves her picnic bag on the ground and makes her way into the glade. The bilberry bushes shake behind her, and Emma watches as she disappears among the trees.

‘Seriously, though,’ Emma speaks up again. ‘I’ve read all sorts of texts from the folk archives and the Archipelago Foundation. No one living in the archipelago would voluntarily set foot on this island, but . . .’

Something catches her eye, and she trails off. She thought she saw a person between the trunks and brush, right behind Sonja. A short man wearing Bernie’s linen suit. It looks too big for him, the shoulders sloping oddly.

‘Hey, come and look at this,’ Sonja calls from deeper inside the glade.

The others make their way over and find her standing by a large bundle on the ground. One end is narrower than the other, propped up against a birch tree. The bundle is probably around two metres long, made from sheets and plastic, bound with ropes that are looped around the surrounding trees.

‘What the hell is that?’

Emma realises this must be what she saw behind Sonja. She wonders whether it could have blown in during a storm. There could be life jackets or fenders inside, wrapped up in a bit of old sail canvas.

‘Maybe it’s an art project?’ Samir suggests with a smirk.

Emma nudges the bundle with her stick. Whatever is inside is as soft as a cow’s udder, and much too heavy to have been carried on the wind.

Lennart mutters to himself as he unfolds his pocket knife and moves forward.

‘I think we should leave it alone,’ says Emma. ‘It doesn’t feel . . .’

She pauses as Lennart makes a long incision at the thick end of the bundle. From the hole, a greyish slime with brownish-red streaks and jelly-like lumps oozes out onto the ground. An acrid chemical smell hits them, making them back away. As the thick liquid drains away into the grass, they notice there is a half-dissolved foot among the brown sludge.

*

There are currently thirty-three police officers working full-time on Margot Silverman’s disappearance, plus an additional fifteen experts at the National Forensic Centre.

The investigation is being run out of a large conference room at the National Crime Unit in Stockholm, where four detectives are gathered around the table with coffee, water, laptops, notepads, pens and reading glasses in front of them.

Maintaining a sense of professional objectivity has proved challenging for some, and several arguments have already flared up.

‘This is Margot we’re talking about, for fuck’s sake. Our Margot!’ Petter Näslund snapped before leaving the room.

The core group is being led by detective superintendent Manvir Rai. His parents both emigrated to Sweden from Goa, and he likes to cite that as the basis for his complete lack of prejudice towards anyone but the Portuguese. 

Manvir is eloquent and sharp, with a constant frown on his face, always dressed in a black suit, white shirt and slim black tie.

Flecks of dust shimmer in the glare of the projector as he briefs the team on the photographs taken at the stables in Värmdö. He wraps up by going through any possible threats, whether linked to cases Margot has worked or directed at the police force more generally.

‘We’ve got a team working to produce an initial report by this evening. They’re making a list of everyone who has been released from prison or granted leave recently,’ he concludes.

Joona stands up, leaving his jacket draped over the back of his chair as he turns to his colleagues.

His shirt is unbuttoned at the collar, his sleeves rolled up. His face seems tired, almost feverish, but his intense grey eyes are like polished steel.

Though he spends a lot of time behind a desk, his muscles and scars bear testament to the many years he has spent working in the field – as well as his military training in unconventional close combat.

‘As you’re all aware, the National Forensic Centre has now confirmed that the blood on the floor is Margot’s, as is the urine, spinal fluid and marrow,’ he begins. ‘They’re working quickly to compare the foot and fingerprints with the regular visitors to the stables. The technicians found 2,800 separate impressions, but it doesn’t feel especially likely that we’ll find anything belonging to the perp.’

‘He’s cautious but not professional,’ says Manvir.

‘We have a tyre track from a small lorry by the turn off that doesn’t match any of the frequent visitors, so it could belong to the vehicle we’re looking for.’

‘What’s the next step?’ asks Greta Jackson.

Greta is an expert in profiling, with a doctorate in behavioural science and criminology. She has pale blue eyes and short greying hair, and is wearing a pair of tight trousers and a soft pink velvet jacket.

‘We’re still waiting on the results from various analyses,’ Joona replies. ‘And I just learned that the handprint on the feed container that you saw earlier was made by Margot. That means she was alive when she was dragged out. I’m repeating that now because it also means there’s a chance we can still save her life . . . I know everyone is prepared to give their all right now, but I want to emphasise just how urgent it is, because we believe she was shot in the spine.’

‘Do we know for sure she was shot?’ asks Greta.

‘I can’t see any other way to read the blood evidence,’ Joona replies as someone knocks at the door.

Saga Bauer’s ex-boyfriend, Randy Young, enters the conference room with his service mobile in his hand. He is wearing jeans and a dark blue knitted sweater, plus a pair of glasses with black frames. His head is shaved, his hair nothing but a dark shadow on his scalp. Randy made the move from Internal Affairs to the National Crime Unit fourteen months ago.

‘Joona, you’ve got a call from Stockholm North. Sounds pretty important,’ he says, handing the phone over.

‘Linna,’ Joona says down the line. He hears a sharp intake of breath.

‘Hi. I just wanted to say that we . . . uh, we’ve been following everything to do with Margot Silverman’s disappearance over the incident channel,’ says a shaky male voice. ‘And I think . . . Obviously we haven’t been able to verify it, but . . . Jesus Christ, I . . .’

‘Who am I speaking to?’ asks Joona.

‘Sorry. Rickard Svenbo, Norrtälje. Inspector.’

The man falls silent again, and Joona hears a low whimper. His colleague is clearly in shock, struggling to express himself coherently.

‘It’s OK, Rickard, I’m listening. Just take your time,’ Joona says softly.

‘We’ve found some remains. Human remains, we think. It’s completely fucking awful, completely fucking awful.’

‘And where are these remains?’

‘Where? On the ground . . . on, uh, a small island just off Kapellskär.’

‘Could you tell me what makes it so awful?’

‘They’ve been dissolved . . . In acid, it looks like. But we also found a hip flask in the middle of all the gunk, and it’s engraved with the name Ernest Silverman.’
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Joona is sitting opposite Astrid, one of the children with Down syndrome that Saga helps to support, in the hobby room at Enskede School.

Astrid is eleven, with long, dark hair and big, dreamy eyes. She has rounded shoulders, and her little face is almost always cheerful.

She has a white plastic box of nail varnish on the table in front of her, and as she takes out her favourite shades and lines them up in front of Joona, she tells him their names.

‘Rouge Noir,’ she says, holding one up.

‘Nice,’ he says.

‘Do you want that one?’

‘I’m not sure. Pink is nice too,’ he says.

She rummages through the box and places another small bottle in front of him.

‘Lady Like.’

‘Ah, my favourite,’ he says.

Joona came straight to Enskede from Kapellskär, leaving Erixon and six other technicians on the island.

The body had been dragged up one end of the beach by the natural harbour at the west of the small island, and as before the perpetrator had swept away any footprints they might have left. Erixon did manage to find a few shoeprints in the woods, but considering how cautious the killer seems to be, Joona doubts any of them are his.

By the time they arrived, there were flies crawling all over the foot and the other pieces of bone scattered in the grass.

Talking on the phone to Nils ‘The Needle’ Åhlén, professor of Forensic Medicine at the Karolinska Institute, Erixon had said that the remains resembled the stomach contents of some sort of animal, like food at varying stages of digestion.

‘The bag has a thick rubber liner, and I’m guessing the perp used caustic soda to dissolve the body,’ he explained.

Joona doesn’t want to think about it, but he knows there is a chance that Margot was still alive when the chemicals began to take effect.

Astrid’s lips are pursed in concentration, her long eyelashes trembling behind her glasses as she paints Joona’s nails.

‘Oops,’ she whispers with a grin as some of the varnish ends up on his skin.

‘My nails are too short.’

‘Yeah, but it still looks pretty.’

‘Really pretty.’ He smiles.

Joona watches her calm brushstrokes, and before long the deep crease in his forehead starts to soften. It leaves behind a pale mark that slowly fades as she moves on to his other hand.

Saga called him earlier to say that she needed to meet as soon as possible, but when he arrived she had to help Nick take a shower after football.

Joona thanks Astrid and is busy blowing on his nails when Saga and Nick come into the room.

Saga is wearing a pair of pale blue jeans, basketball trainers and a knitted Icelandic sweater. Her long hair is gathered in a tight plait, and her face is bare.

Joona gets up and shows them his nails.

‘Wow.’ Nick laughs.

‘Very nice,’ says Saga.

Joona thanks Astrid again, telling her he has never felt so pretty. They head outside, and Saga makes sure the kids get onto the school bus before she and Joona start walking along the pavement in the sunshine.

‘So, how’s life as a private detective?’ he asks with a wry smile.

‘It’s actually pretty unbearable.’

‘Sorry to hear that.’

‘Yeah, but I need a job – I can’t claim sick pay anymore.’

‘You know I can always lend you some money if—’

‘I know,’ she interrupts him. ‘Thanks, but it’s OK, I’m fine . . . I just need to get back onto the force.’

‘Of course.’

‘I’ve actually applied for a job with the NCU,’ she tells him.

‘Not the Security Service?’

‘No, I think I’m done with them,’ she replies. ‘I need something much more concrete. I’m good at murder investigations, that’s what I’m best at . . . and to be perfectly honest, I want to work with you.’

‘That would be fantastic,’ he says quietly.

‘But I swear, they won’t even look at my application before the psychologist gives me the all clear.’

‘That’s always the way.’

‘I really need this,’ she says without looking at him.

If she is to have any chance of the psychologist declaring her fit for work, she has to be able to demonstrate that she is stable and self-aware, that she can take care of her finances, and manage a social life and a steady relationship.

‘In any case, I asked you here because I only have half an hour before I have to be at a work meeting,’ she explains, pausing by her motorcycle. ‘My boss treats me like a . . . I don’t even know what. Anyway, I think . . . I feel like I need to talk to you about the find on Kapellskär. I can’t tell you who told me about it, but—’

‘Randy.’

‘I’m not saying a word.’ She smirks.

Joona feels an ache in his chest when he sees that the harried intensity is back in her eyes. Saga pulls a plastic folder from her rucksack and holds it out to him. Through the milky plastic, he can see the postcard she received over three years earlier.

I have a blood red Makarov pistol. There are nine white bullets in the magazine. One of them is reserved for Joona Linna. The only person who can save him is you.

Artur K. Jewel

 

Joona nods in recognition, turns the postcard over and studies the black and white photograph from 1898. The image is of the old cholera cemetery on Kapellskär, where Margot’s remains were found.

‘I know, but Jurek is dead,’ he says.

‘The Beaver isn’t.’

‘True, but he’s in jail in Belarus, on manslaughter charges. We’ve tried to bring him back to Sweden, but there’s no extradition treaty.’

The Beaver was recruited by Jurek, and remained loyal to him until his death. He then disappeared without a trace – until a year ago, when Interpol discovered that he was being held in a secure facility in Belarus.

A gust of wind makes the trees shake, and a few locks of blonde hair blow across Saga’s face.

‘OK, but . . . I just have the feeling this killer is influenced by Jurek somehow.’

‘I really don’t know, Saga. The fact that Margot’s remains were found in the cholera cemetery is a bit of a coincidence, I’ll give you that, but . . . It’s just so hard to think that her murder could have anything to do with me. I mean—’

‘But it is about you, it is,’ she interrupts him, turning the postcard over. ‘To me . . . The way I see it, Margot’s death is some kind of message, proof that the threat against you is real.’

‘This postcard is three years old,’ he argues.

‘But this is happening now.’
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Saga parks her motorcycle and makes her way into the dimly lit bar. The TV screens on the walls of Star Bar are showing a German football match, the floor is scratched and dented, and the bottles behind the bar are glowing in the blue LED light.

She finds Simon Bjerke in one of the booths towards the back, dressed in full police uniform. He has a large beer in front of him, and is staring down at a laptop covered in stickers.

His face is furrowed, his moustache badly trimmed and his eyes puffy. When he spots Saga, he closes the lid of the computer and leans back with his arms folded.

‘Saga Bauer, top of the class, the hottest—’

‘That’s what you said last time.’

‘The hottest, the smartest, but never interested in dating or playing spin the bottle . . . And now here you are, down in the dirt with the rest of us.’

‘Can’t control everything,’ she sighs, taking a seat opposite him.

‘So, you had something to show me?’ he says, sipping his beer.

‘We’ve completed our investigation, which means you have the right to see what we’ve found – now or whenever you like.’

He studies her with cloudy eyes. ‘I have the right?’

‘You can also choose not to,’ she explains.

‘So she’s been cheating on me?’ he asks with a tense smile, a muscle twitching beneath his right eye.

‘Do you want me to answer that?’

‘Are you really sure? My Lisa? I mean, it’s not all a misunderstanding?’

‘Do you want to know what we think?’

‘What the hell are you smiling for? What’s so fucking funny?’

‘I’m not smiling, I’m trying to be friendly in a situation that’s clearly getting to you.’

‘It’s not getting to me, I just want to know the truth.’

‘The truth about what?’

‘Whether my wife’s a fucking whore.’

They both sit quietly for a moment, and Simon gulps down another mouthful of beer. Saga notices that his hand is shaking as he lowers the glass.

‘You came to us because you suspected your wife had been seeing another man while you—’

‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ he interrupts her.

Saga hands over a dark grey folder with the words Kent Detective Agency printed in silver in the top right-hand corner.

‘This details exactly what we found, our observations and conclusions. And here are all the supplementary files and pictures,’ she says, passing him a USB stick.

Simon opens his laptop and pushes the stick into the slot. There are greasy fingerprints and splash marks all over the screen, the lights above the bar reflected in the grubby glass.

‘Maybe you should read the report first,’ Saga suggests.

He double clicks on the video file and hits play.

A floor lamp has fallen over, and is resting against an armchair. The bulb paints two ovals of light across the wall, illuminating his wife as she has sex with two men.

Lisa is straddling one of them, bracing herself against the mattress on either side of his torso. Her face is flushed and her mouth open, and the scar on her upper lip pales with every gasping breath she takes.

The second man is on his knees behind her, holding her backside and thrusting forward with a look of concentration on his face, his back glistening with sweat. 

The short clip ends.

‘Go fuck yourself,’ Simon barks, throwing the rest of his beer over Saga. ‘You fucking pig, fucking scum . . .’

There are a handful of other people in the bar, and they all turn towards him. The bartender starts making his way over. Saga’s shirt and trousers are both drenched, and she gets up and leaves without another word.

‘I hope you fucking die!’ Simon shouts after her. ‘I hope you get raped and humiliated and die!’

As Saga comes out onto the street, she glances down at her phone and realises she doesn’t have time to go home and get changed. The boss sets a tight schedule for his employees, and he is notoriously strict. All of the other detectives are out on various jobs for the rest of the day, and Henry doesn’t like the office to be left unmanned when he goes to the gym at two. She also has a report on a case of insider trading that is tearing a family business apart due in by four.

Saga shivers in her damp clothes as she drives back to the agency’s offices, takes the lift and unlocks the door.

The lights are on in the empty office, though her colleagues’ computer screens are all dark. Through the glass wall, she can hear Henry’s rasping voice. He is on his phone as always, blinds closed.

Saga hurries inside, peels off her wet clothes and drapes them over the radiators beneath the two windows. She then sits down at her desk in nothing but her underwear, logs in and realises she got here just in time. She gets to work on her report.

Her old white bra is drenched in beer, the waistband of her blue underwear damp.

She stopped boxing several years ago, but her stomach and shoulder muscles are still visible in the harsh lighting.

Saga shudders when she realises she can no longer hear Henry’s voice. He has CCTV cameras throughout the office, even in the bathrooms, though he claims those are only active at night.

She stops typing and finds her mind drifting to the postcard and the discovery of Margot’s remains in the cholera cemetery. It bothers her that she has no idea how she might be able to protect Joona. She knows he will never go into hiding, that he will never accept protection of any kind.

Saga can’t help but think that his lack of fear might prove dangerous this time, that underestimating the threat may well come back to bite him.

The door to Henry’s office opens, and Saga turns her attention back to her report. She hears him drop something into the tray for outgoing mail and then turn in her direction.

Henry Kent is thirty-nine, with short dark hair and a neat beard, a small, straight nose and greenish brown eyes. He likes expensive suits, and he is incredibly sociable.

His father punished him with lit cigarettes when he was a boy, and Henry loves to show off the round burns on his arms and chest, explaining with a smile that although he hates his father, he also learned discipline from him.

He slowly makes his way over to the window behind Saga and peers out at the rush hour traffic and the bridges blocking the view over to Brunnsviken and Haga Park.

‘Was the client happy?’ he asks, turning to her.

She stops typing and meets his eye.

‘I followed protocol, but he insisted on watching the footage. He got angry and threw a beer over me.’

‘We’ll add the dry cleaning bill to his invoice,’ he says, moving closer to her.

‘Like I said yesterday, it would have been better if you’d summarised everything for him,’ she says.

‘This suit is worth more than your entire wardrobe.’

‘All I’m saying is that it was an uncomfortable situation.’

‘You can dry your underwear on the radiator in my room if you want,’ says Henry.

‘Very funny.’

‘Or maybe you like having wet underwear?’

‘Stop,’ she warns him, looking him straight in the eye.

‘Stop what?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I’m not opposed to all this “me too” business, but a man has to be allowed to make a joke or pay someone a compliment,’ he says, gazing back at her.

‘I agree.’

‘You look good. You’ve got a decent body.’

‘OK, that’s enough.’

‘You could say thanks,’ Henry replies, raising his voice.

‘Thanks.’

‘I know you need this job.’

‘Like I’ve told you, it’s really important to me.’

‘If I fire you, you won’t even be able to get a job as a security guard.’

‘I’m sure.’

Henry looks away. ‘I have to go soon. Remember to send me the summary of Johnson versus Johnson before four.’

‘I will. I’m working on it now.’

He starts making his way over to the door, but pauses and turns around.

‘Do you really think the NCU is going to hire you? Seriously, the National Crime Unit?’

‘Have you been reading my private emails?’

‘You’ll never be a police officer again,’ he says as he leaves the room.
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Joona often helps Valeria in her nursery garden on the weekends. The physical labour helps him get his thoughts in order.

The NCU is working overtime to track down Margot’s killer, but it feels as though their investigation has ground to a halt.

They have absolutely nothing to go on.

Margot’s murder seems mysterious, almost like it was random.

Their attempts to tie any prints to the perpetrator have so far proved futile, and they are still waiting for the report from the forensic post-mortem and the delayed results of a number of lab tests.

Joona carries eight bags of peat up from the root cellar and puts them down beside the raised beds. He is wearing boots, old jeans and a navy blue sweater, flecked with paint from when he touched up the woodwork last autumn.

He pauses to watch Valeria as she pushes a wheelbarrow of top dressing between the young fruit trees. She has a plaster on one cheek, and her curly hair is full of straw and dry needles. She is wearing work gloves, black jeans, a dirty red quilted jacket, and a pair of rubber boots covered in dry clay.

So beautiful, Joona thinks to himself. 

He has wanted to propose to her for a long time, and he thinks she would say yes if he asked. But only because she doesn’t know the truth about him.

Joona hasn’t told her that he smokes opium on occasion whenever he feels like he is making the world a darker, more dangerous place. 

He can’t bear the thought of losing her.

After graduating from high school, she fell head over heels for a man who was a few years older than her. He was an addict, and she tried to help him, even had two sons with him, but ultimately ended up becoming hooked on heroin herself. She hit rock bottom after being arrested and sentenced to prison for attempting to smuggle eight kilos of Estonian hash into the country.

Despite all the time that has since passed, despite never relapsing, despite having single-handedly raised both sons after her release and always keeping on top of her work, she has never forgiven herself.

And she would never forgive him.

Joona has no idea why he occasionally needs to sink so deep that he senses his own dissolution. He has tried to convince himself that it’s just his way of processing grief, of admitting his own weaknesses in order to be able to keep up the fight, but that isn’t true.

The truth is that something happened to him when he put the noose around Jurek Walter’s neck. Joona still hears the echo of Jurek’s last whisper whenever he wakes in the middle of the night.

Dust billows through the pale sunlight as Joona starts shovelling the peat.

Valeria pauses, pushes her hair back from her face and peers off down the cracked tarmac lane.

A white van is approaching.

Joona leans his shovel against the raised bed and moves over to her.

‘That’s Erixon,’ he says.

‘Did you know he was coming?’

‘No, but I think I can guess what he’s going to say,’ he replies.

The van pulls up in the turning circle, and when Erixon opens the door to climb out an empty crisp bag tumbles to the ground.

‘Quite some place you’ve got here,’ he tells Valeria, gesturing with one arm. ‘It’s magical.’

‘Thanks,’ she says.

She smiles and pulls off one of her gloves to shake his hand.

‘My fondness for the plant world isn’t mutual, unfortunately . . . You don’t have any nice plastic flowers, do you?’ he jokes, pulling a sad face.

Valeria laughs. ‘No, but I can order some if you like.’

‘He’ll still manage to make them wilt,’ says Joona.

‘Probably.’ Erixon sighs.

Valeria gives Joona a quick glance to let him knows that she understands the situation.

‘I thought I’d head inside and get washed up before making a start on dinner. You’re very welcome to join us, Erixon,’ she says, turning towards the house. 

The men stand quietly for a moment, watching her walk away, and then they start wandering aimlessly between the rows of young trees.

‘I didn’t want to do this over the phone, but they’ve confirmed that the DNA is Margot’s. The remains in the bag are hers.’ 

‘We already suspected as much,’ says Joona, slumping onto a stack of pallets.

Erixon kicks at the gravel and looks down at Joona with watery eyes.

‘Honestly, it’s one of the worst things I’ve ever seen . . . There was a rubber liner inside the plastic and fabric, and the killer dissolved the body at the scene, using sodium hydroxide – caustic soda. Impossible to say what the cause of death was.’

‘So she could have been alive in the bag?’

‘I don’t know. Have you seen the pictures?’

Erixon holds out an A5 envelope and then turns away as Joona opens it and pulls out two colour photographs.

In the first, the contents of the bag have been laid out on a high-edged autopsy table. Margot’s tissue is nothing but a greyish-yellow, half translucent slime with a few bigger lumps dotted here and there.

Beside her spinal column, which has been almost completely stripped bare, he can see a bright red foot without any toes.

In the second photograph, The Needle has rinsed away the chemicals and residue and lined up the more intact pieces of Margot’s body.

A skull with a little hair still attached, scraps of neck muscle and windpipe, more bones – a thigh and a grey, blood-smeared piece of pelvis and tailbone.

‘As for the stable . . .’ Erixon says, clearing his throat. ‘You were right, the lab found gunshot residue in the five blood drops on the floor, and this is where it gets interesting . . . They found traces of antimony, as expected, but also potassium, tin and mercury.’

‘The bullet had a mercury primer,’ says Joona, pushing the pictures back into the envelope.

‘I’ve looked into it. They don’t make them anymore. Bullets like that were only produced for a few years, back in the Eastern Bloc, but I’m sure it’s possible to find old stores of them if you know where to look.’

‘Did you find the bullet among her remains?’ Joona asks, pressing two fingers to his left eyelid as the flicker of a migraine rears its head.

‘Yeah, I’ve got it in my lab in the van. I thought you might want to take a look.’

The wind whistles through the young fruit trees as they walk over to the van.

‘The strange thing is that the casing is as white as snow,’ says Erixon, turning to Joona.

‘What kind of metal?’

‘It can’t be anything other than fine silver. All silver contains a little copper, as you know, even sterling silver, but I think the perp must have heated up the casing until the copper oxidised . . . And after that, they used acid to remove the copper oxide, leaving the round with a layer of fine silver, as it’s called, on the outside.’

Erixon opens the van doors and climbs inside with a sigh, switching on the lamp above a small desk and loosening the straps around the chair. Ducking down in order to avoid hitting his head, Joona follows him in.

‘There are no fingerprints on it,’ Erixon continues, opening a drawer. ‘Sit yourself down. Just let me know if you need a phase-contrast microscope.’

‘Thanks.’

Erixon grabs a pair of porcelain-tipped pincers, lifts the bullet from a small box and sets it down on a microscope slide.

Joona takes a seat by the desk and angles the lamp towards it.

The bullet is badly deformed, its white casing like a tulip in bloom and its lead core flattened like a button.

‘Hollow-point,’ he says.

‘The diameter is 9.27mm, which makes it a quarter of a millimetre bigger than the rounds you use.’

‘So it’s a Makarov?’

‘Yup.’

‘With a mercury primer and a fine silver case.’

‘It’s incredibly strange,’ Erixon sighs, turning to Joona. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘Mmm,’ Joona replies.

‘Do you want to tell me what’s going on?’

‘All in good time.’

*

Once Erixon has gone, Joona carries the spade and wheelbarrow over to the tool shed. The sun has dipped behind the treetops, filling the forest with shadows.

Yet again, he finds himself wondering what the macabre decision to dissolve Margot’s body really means.

The nursery garden is bathed in a soft grey dusk, the sacks of peat lined up and the water in the rain barrel twinkling like an eye.

There is now little doubt in his mind that her death is linked to the postcard Saga received. Artur K. Jewel is an anagram of Jurek Walter, and the pistol the author mentions is a Makarov. According to the message, it also contains nine white bullets.

One of those bullets is meant for me, thinks Joona. And if we can believe the sender, Saga is the only person who can save me.

Who could have written the postcard?

Jurek Walter’s family is long dead and his right hand man, the Beaver, is in prison in Belarus.

They aren’t dealing with a copycat; this killer’s modus operandi is completely different to Jurek’s. Jurek never resorted to games, anagrams or mysteries, Joona thinks, as he makes his way towards the row of greenhouses.

To avoid the risk of leaving any drawings or written material behind, Jurek created a complex mind palace. From my point of view, thinks Joona, that was almost like a riddle, but to Jurek it was nothing but a visual system of coordinates to keep track of his victims’ graves.

He never managed to complete his system, either. There were no graves at the last point, over by Moraberg.

Still, it’s clear that whoever sent the postcard has some sort of connection to Jurek, and therefore also to me and Saga, he thinks.

Joona would like to continue his conversation with Saga, and he decides he should speak to the acting head of the NCU about temporarily bringing her on board while they wait for the green light from the psychologist.

A blood red Makarov containing nine white bullets.

9x18mm Makarov rounds fit the Makarov pistol, developed in the Soviet Union shortly after World War II and still used, albeit in a modernised form, across large swathes of the world.

The killer crept up on Margot in the stable and shot her in the spine. They then dragged her outside, hauled her into a vehicle and dissolved her body in sodium hydroxide in the Kapellskär cholera cemetery, some 120 kilometres away.

Joona empties the bag of leaves onto the compost heap and gazes between the trees, over the bilberry bushes and heather, until he can see no further.

A bird flaps anxiously from the branches of the spruce closest to him.

Two pinecones drop to the ground.

Joona turns around and makes his way back over to the tool shed, the tall meadow grass righting itself in his wake. He hangs the bag beside the rakes and looks over to the house. Golden light spills out from the kitchen window, and he can see Valeria’s shadow dancing across the curtain inside.

As he winds the hose onto the reel, he notices that the door in the furthest greenhouse is ajar, and he wipes his hands on his trousers.

The gravel path crunches beneath his boots.

He sees his silhouette in the panes of glass, surrounded by the faint glow from the kitchen.

The choppy rattle of a helicopter passes overhead somewhere in the distance, quickly fading to silence.

Joona walks along the row of greenhouses until he reaches the furthest one, which Valeria uses as a storeroom.

He peers inside and sees a grey cat slink around a sack of chicken manure.

He opens the door and steps onto the concrete slabs in the middle walkway.

The sharp scent of tomato plants hangs heavy in the air.

Their leaves are straining upwards on both sides of him, pressed against the glass, forming a passage that ends in darkness.

There is no sign of the cat.

A relay switch clicks, and he hears the low hiss of the watering system.

Joona slowly makes his way down the narrow walkway.

He can see the cluttered storage area up ahead.

Above the glass roof, the evening sky is dark.

A dirty plastic bag has been shoved into a terracotta pot.

Joona keeps going.

The cat hisses and bolts away.

He hears a crack as a twig breaks outside.

A spade with a broken shaft has been left in a wooden crate.

Joona pauses and studies Valeria’s old furniture.

Two of the legs on the big mahogany chest of drawers have collapsed, and everything that was stacked on top has fallen to the floor. Valeria’s Portuguese sailor’s chest is lying on its side, lid open. A blue tile with a compass rose painted on it has cracked, and a few photographs have fallen out.

The door creaks, and Joona wheels around. He grips the shaft of the spade, only letting go when Valeria flicks the switch for the overhead light.

‘So this is where you’re hiding?’ she says, making her way over to him. ‘What’s happened here?’

‘The legs must’ve collapsed,’ he explains.

‘I’ll deal with it tomorrow. Dinner’s ready.’

He picks up the three photographs and hands them to her.

‘This was for Dad’s fortieth,’ says Valeria, showing him a studio portrait of the entire family.

‘You should frame it.’

‘Or this one,’ she says, smiling.

He takes the faded colour photograph from her. Valeria must be around five in it, grinning and holding a football beneath her arm.

‘Look at you,’ he says.

She is studying the last of the pictures with a frown. In it, three teenage girls with long hair have waded out into the water. They are carrying a large pale blue sculpture of a woman in a flowing dress and a veil of pearls.

‘Is that you in the middle?’ he asks.

‘No, I don’t understand . . . This is a ritual, Mãe d’Água. It’s really popular where I’m from, but our family never bothered with it. Dad could be quite strict sometimes.’

‘Are they your friends, then?’

‘No, I . . . honestly, I have no idea. I’ve never seen this before.’

*

Brandon has finished his pizza – a ‘Millennium’, with kebab meat and extra sauce – and is busy working his way through his fifth beer of the evening at Blå Bar.

He has his phone in his hand, flitting between several dating apps to keep the various conversations going, but none of the people he is talking to are ready to meet.

Brandon often finds himself thinking that he should move back to Uppsala. It’s just that he doesn’t have the energy to get his life in order, and his job at Kristinagården is fine, thank you very much.

He has made up his mind never to go to the churchyard again, but for some reason he can’t shake the image of the raked gravel, the narrow walkways and the benches in the darkness between the lamps.

That was where he met Erik.

His only real relationship. It lasted seven months, until the summer, when Erik left to go interrailing and said he wanted to be free.

Once Brandon gave up any hopes that Erik would come back, going to the churchyard almost became a kind of compulsion.

Not that it does him any good. It doesn’t help his self-confidence, doesn’t bring him any comfort – it isn’t even sexually satisfying. At best, it’s intense and exhausting enough for him to be able to drift off to sleep when he gets home.

His old friends still hang around at the football pitch or over in Hallstavik Square, but the last thing he wants is to bump into any of them; that’s why he has taken refuge on this side of town.

He knocks back the last of his beer, gets up and tucks the green chair beneath the table, bracing himself against one of the grubby pillars. He then turns and walks across the creaky floor, calling over to the bartender to say thanks.

The summer air smells like it used to when he stayed out late during the school holidays. The sky is dark, and a cartoon clown advertising ice cream thuds against the railing around the seating area with every gust of wind. 

Brandon sways. He knows he should head home, but his restlessness takes him up the little road that runs alongside the paper factory. The place is huge, with enormous industrial buildings, windowless brick facades, great piles of wet woodchip and timber, rumbling lorries.

It’s like something out of a fucking sci-fi dystopia, he thinks.

He turns off the pavement, onto the freshly-cut grass between the silver birches and linden trees. The church itself is illuminated, but the car park is bathed in darkness. A new-looking Volvo is parked up against the wall.

Brandon pauses and feels a wave of dizziness as he sees the movements on the other side of the steamy car windows.

He staggers up the slope, over to the winding road and the empty bench he always seeks out.

The darkness beneath the maples is almost absolute.

He stands beside the bench and looks around.

Down on the main road, a car drives by. Once it is gone, all he can hear is the wind in the trees. A soft rustling sound, the thinnest branches stirring, followed by a muffled cry.

It’s so quiet he barely notices it, and then it is gone.

Brandon’s gaze is drawn down the narrow curve of the road that runs through the cemetery.

He sees a middle-aged man in a brown leather jacket standing behind a bush, a wry smile on his face.

Right then, Brandon feels something drip onto his neck.

A heavy raindrop that burns like boiling water. He reaches up to wipe it away, and another drop hits his fingers.

‘Shit, what the . . .’

He steps to one side, out onto the narrow road, and looks up. Hanging from the branch above him is some sort of plastic and fabric cocoon, wrapped up in tape and rope. The big bundle shakes and starts swinging slightly, making the thick branch creak.
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