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      It’s the middle of the night, and snow is blowing in from the sea. A young man is walking across a high railway bridge, towards Stockholm. His face is as pale as misted glass. His jeans are stiff with frozen blood. He is walking between the rails, stepping over the sleepers. Fifty metres below him the ice on the water is just visible, like a strip of cloth. A blanket of snow covers the trees and oil tanks in the harbour are barely visible; the snow is swirling in the glow from the container crane far below.
    

    
      Warm blood is trickling down the man’s lower left arm, into his hand and dripping from his fingertips.
    

    
      The rails start to sing and whistle as a night-train approaches the two-kilometre-long bridge.
    

    
      The young man sways and sits down on the rail, then gets to his feet again and carries on walking.
    

    
      The air is buffeted in front of the train, and the view is obscured by the billowing snow. The Traxx train has already reached the middle of the bridge when the driver catches sight of the man on the track. He blows his horn, and sees the figure almost fall, then it takes a long step to the left, onto the oncoming track, and grabs hold of the flimsy railing.
    

    
      The man’s clothes are flapping around his body. The bridge is shaking heavily under his feet. He is standing still with his eyes wide open, his hands on the railing.
    

    
      Everything is swirling snow and tumbling darkness.
    

    
      His bloody hand has started to freeze as he carries on walking.
    

    
      His name is Mikael Kohler-Frost. He has been missing for thirteen years, and was declared dead seven years ago.
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      Secure Criminal Psychology Unit
    

    
      Löwenströmska Hospital
    

    The steel gate closes behind the new doctor with a heavy clang. The metallic echo pushes past him and continues down the spiral staircase.

    Anders Rönn feels a shiver run down his spine when everything suddenly goes quiet.

    As of today, he is going to be working in the secure criminal psychology unit.

    For the past thirteen years, the strictly isolated bunker has been home to the ageing Jurek Walter. He was sentenced to psychiatric care with specific probation requirements.

    The young doctor doesn’t know much about his patient, except that he has been diagnosed with: ‘Schizophrenia, non-specific. Chaotic thinking. Recurrent acute psychosis, with erratic and extremely violent episodes’.

    Anders Rönn shows his ID at level zero, removes his mobile and hangs the key to the gate in his locker before the guard opens the first door of the airlock. He goes in and waits for the door to close before walking over to the next door. When a signal sounds, the guard opens that one too. Anders turns round and waves before carrying on along the corridor towards the isolation ward’s staffroom.

    Senior Consultant Roland Brolin is a thickset man in his fifties, with sloping shoulders and cropped hair. He is standing smoking under the extractor fan in the kitchen, leafing through an article on the pay gap between men and women in the health-workers’ magazine.

    ‘Jurek Walter must never be alone with any member of staff,’ the consultant says. ‘He must never meet other patients, he never has any visitors, and he’s never allowed out into the exercise yard. Nor is he …’

    ‘Never?’ Anders asks. ‘Surely it isn’t permitted to keep someone …’

    ‘No, it isn’t,’ Roland Brolin says sharply.

    ‘So what’s he actually done?’

    ‘Nothing but nice things,’ Roland says, heading towards the corridor.

    Even though Jurek Walter is Sweden’s worst-ever serial killer, he is completely unknown to the public. The proceedings against him in the Central Courthouse and at the Court of Appeal in the Wrangelska Palace were held behind closed doors, and all the files are still strictly confidential.

    Anders Rönn and Senior Consultant Roland Brolin pass through another security door and a young woman with tattooed arms and pierced cheeks winks at them.

    ‘Come back in one piece,’ she says breezily.

    ‘There’s no need to worry,’ Roland says to Anders in a low voice. ‘Jurek Walter is a quiet, elderly man. He doesn’t fight and he doesn’t raise his voice. Our cardinal rule is that we never go into his cell. But Leffe, who was on the night-shift last night, noticed that he had made some sort of knife that he’s got hidden under his mattress, so obviously we have to confiscate it.’

    ‘How do we do that?’ Anders asks.

    ‘We break the rules.’

    ‘We’re going into Jurek’s cell?’

    ‘You’re going in … to ask nicely for the knife.’

    ‘I’m going in …?’

    Roland Brolin laughs loudly and explains that they’re going to pretend to give the patient his normal injection of Risperidone, but will actually be giving him an overdose of Zypadhera.

    The Senior Consultant runs his card through yet another reader and taps in a code. There’s a bleep, and the lock of the security door whirrs.

    ‘Hang on,’ Roland says, holding out a little box of yellow earplugs.

    ‘You said he doesn’t shout.’

    Roland smiles weakly, looks at his new colleague with weary eyes, and sighs heavily before he starts to explain.

    ‘Jurek Walter will talk to you, quite calmly, probably perfectly reasonably,’ he says in a grave voice. ‘But later this evening, when you’re driving home, you’ll swerve into oncoming traffic and smash into an articulated lorry … or you’ll stop off at the DIY store to buy an axe before you pick the kids up from preschool.’

    ‘Should I be scared now?’ Anders smiles.

    ‘No, but hopefully careful,’ Roland says.

    Anders doesn’t usually have much luck, but when he read the advert in the Doctors’ Journal for a full-time, temporary but long-term position in the secure unit of the Löwenströmska Hospital, his heart had started to beat faster.

    It’s only a twenty-minute drive from home, and it could well lead to a permanent appointment.

    Since working as an intern at Skaraborg Hospital and in a health centre in Huddinge, he has had to get by on temporary contracts at the regional clinic of Sankt Sigfrid’s Hospital.

    The long drives to Växjö and the irregular hours proved impossible to combine with Petra’s job in the council’s recreational administration and Agnes’s autism.

    Only two weeks ago Anders and Petra had been sitting at the kitchen table trying to work out what on earth they were going to do.

    ‘We can’t go on like this,’ he had said, perfectly calmly.

    ‘But what alternative do we have?’ she had whispered.

    ‘I don’t know,’ Anders had replied, wiping the tears from her cheeks.

    Agnes’s teaching assistant at her preschool had told them that Agnes had had a difficult day. She had refused to let go of her milk-glass, and the other children had laughed. She hadn’t been able to accept that break-time was over, because Anders hadn’t come to pick her up like he usually did. He had driven straight back from Växjö, but hadn’t reached the preschool until six o’clock. Agnes was still sitting in the dining room with her hands round the glass.

    When they got home, Agnes had stood in her room, staring at the wall beside the doll’s house, clapping her hands in that introverted way she had. They don’t know what she can see there, but she says that grey sticks keep appearing, and she has to count them, and stop them. She does that when she’s feeling particularly anxious. Sometimes ten minutes is enough, but that evening she had to stand there for more than four hours before they could get her into bed.
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    The last security door closes and they head down the corridor to the only one of the isolation cells that is being used. The fluorescent light in the ceiling reflects off the vinyl floor. The textured wallpaper has a groove worn into it from the food trolley, one metre up from the floor.

    The Senior Consultant puts his pass card away and lets Anders walk ahead of him towards the heavy metal door.

    Through the reinforced glass Anders can see a thin man sitting on a plastic chair. He is dressed in blue jeans and a denim shirt. The man is clean-shaven and his eyes seem remarkably calm. The many wrinkles covering his pale face look like the cracked clay at the bottom of a dried-up riverbed.

    Jurek Walter was only found guilty of two murders and one attempted murder, but there’s compelling evidence linking him to a further nineteen murders.

    Thirteen years ago he was caught red-handed in Lill-Jan’s Forest on Djurgården in Stockholm, forcing a fifty-year-old woman back into a coffin in the ground. She had been kept in the coffin for almost two years, but was still alive. The woman had sustained terrible injuries, she was malnourished, her muscles had withered away, she had appalling pressure sores and frostbite, and had suffered severe brain damage. If the police hadn’t followed and arrested Jurek Walter beside the coffin, he would probably never have been stopped.

    Now the consultant takes out three small glass bottles containing yellow powder, puts some water into each of the bottles, shakes them carefully, then draws the contents into a syringe.

    He puts his earplugs in, then opens the small hatch in the door. There’s a clatter of metal and a heavy smell of concrete and dust hits them.

    In a dispassionate voice the Senior Consultant tells Jurek Walter that it’s time for his injection.

    The man lifts his chin and gets up softly from the chair, turns to look at the hatch in the door and unbuttons his shirt as he approaches.

    ‘Stop and take your shirt off,’ Roland Brolin says.

    Jurek Walter carries on walking slowly forward and Roland quickly closes and bolts the hatch. Jurek stops, undoes the last buttons and lets his shirt fall to the floor.

    His body looks as if it was once in good shape, but now his muscles are loose and his wrinkled skin is sagging.

    Roland opens the hatch again. Jurek Walter walks the last little bit and holds out his sinewy arm, mottled with hundreds of different pigments.

    Anders washes his upper arm with surgical spirit. Roland pushes the syringe into the soft muscle and injects the liquid far too quickly. Jurek’s hand jerks in surprise, but he doesn’t pull his arm back until he’s given permission. The Senior Consultant closes and hurriedly bolts the hatch, removes his earplugs, smiles nervously to himself and then looks inside.

    Jurek Walter is stumbling towards the bed, where he stops and sits down.

    Suddenly he turns to look at the door and Roland drops the syringe.

    He tries to catch it but it rolls away across the floor.

    Anders steps forward and picks up the syringe, and when they both stand and turn back towards the hatch they see that the inside of the reinforced glass is misted. Jurek has breathed on the glass and written ‘JOONA’ with his finger.

    ‘What does it say?’ Anders asks weakly.

    ‘He’s written Joona.’

    ‘Joona?’

    ‘What the hell does that mean?’

    The condensation clears and they see that Jurek Walter is sitting as if he hadn’t moved. He looks at the arm where he got the injection, massages the muscle, then looks at them through the glass.

    ‘It didn’t say anything else?’ Anders asks.

    ‘I only saw …’

    There’s a bestial roar from the other side of the heavy door. Jurek Walter has slid off the bed and is on his knees, screaming as hard as he can. The sinews in his neck are taut, his veins swollen.

    ‘How much did you actually give him?’ Anders asks.

    Jurek Walter’s eyes roll back and turn white, he reaches out a hand to support himself, stretches one leg but topples over backwards, hitting his head on the bedside table, then he screams and his body starts to jerk spasmodically.

    ‘Bloody hell,’ Anders whispers.

    Jurek slips onto the floor, his legs kicking uncontrollably. He bites his tongue and blood sprays out over his chest, then he lies there on his back, gasping.

    ‘What do we do if he dies?’

    ‘Cremate him,’ Brolin says.

    Jurek is cramping again, his whole body shaking, and his hands flail in every direction until they suddenly stop.

    Brolin looks at his watch. Sweat is running down his cheeks.

    Jurek Walter whimpers, rolls onto his side and tries to get up, but fails.

    ‘You can go inside in two minutes,’ the Senior Consultant says.

    ‘Am I really going in there?’

    ‘He’ll soon be completely harmless.’

    Jurek is crawling on all fours, bloody slime drooling from his mouth. He sways and slows down until he finally slumps to the floor and lies still.
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    Anders looks through the thick reinforced glass window in the door. Jurek Walter has been lying motionless on the floor for the last ten minutes. His body is limp in the wake of his cramps.

    The Senior Consultant pulls out a key and puts it in the lock, then pauses and peers in through the window before unlocking the door.

    ‘Have fun,’ he says.

    ‘What do we do if he wakes up?’ Anders asks.

    ‘He mustn’t wake up.’

    Brolin opens the door and Anders goes inside. The door closes behind him and the lock rattles. The isolation room smells of sweat, but of something else as well. A sharp smell of acetic acid. Jurek Walter is lying completely still, with just the slow pattern of his breathing visible across his back.

    Anders keeps his distance from him even though he knows he’s fast asleep.

    The acoustics in there are odd, intrusive, as if sounds follow movements too quickly.

    His doctor’s coat rustles softly with each step.

    Jurek is breathing faster.

    The tap is dripping in the basin.

    Anders reaches the bed, then turns towards Jurek and kneels down.

    He catches a glimpse of the Senior Consultant watching him anxiously through the reinforced glass as he leans over and tries to look under the fixed bed.

    Nothing on the floor.

    He moves closer, looking carefully at Jurek before lying flat on the floor.

    He can’t watch Jurek any longer. He has to turn his back on him to look for the knife.

    Not much light reaches under the bed. There are dustballs nestled against the wall.

    He can’t help imagining that Jurek Walter has opened his eyes.

    There’s something tucked between the wooden slats and the mattress. It’s hard to see what it is.

    Anders stretches out his hand, but can’t reach it. He’ll have to slide beneath the bed on his back. The space is so tight he can’t turn his head. He slips further in. Feels the unyielding bulk of the bed-frame against his ribcage with each breath. His fingers fumble. He needs to get a bit closer. His knee hits one of the wooden slats. He blows a dustball away from his face and carries on.

    Suddenly he hears a dull thud behind him in the isolation cell. He can’t turn round and look. He just lies there still, listening. His own breathing is so rapid he has trouble discerning any other sound.

    Cautiously he reaches out his hand and touches the object with his fingertips, squeezing in a bit further in order to pull it free.

    Jurek has made a short knife with a very sharp blade fashioned from a piece of steel skirting.

    ‘Hurry up,’ the Senior Consultant calls through the hatch.

    Anders tries to get out, pushing hard, and scratches his cheek.

    Suddenly he can’t move, he’s stuck, his coat is caught and there’s no way he can wriggle out of it.

    He imagines he can hear the sound of shuffling from Jurek.

    Perhaps it was nothing.

    Anders pulls as hard as he can. The seams strain but don’t tear. He realises that he’s going to have to slide back under the bed to free his coat.

    ‘What are you doing?’ Roland Brolin calls in a brittle voice.

    The little hatch in the door clatters as it is bolted shut again.

    Anders sees that one pocket of his coat has caught on a loose strut. He quickly pulls it free, holds his breath and pushes himself out again. He is filled with a rising sense of panic. He scrapes his stomach and knee, but grabs the edge of the bed with one hand and pulls himself out.

    Panting, he turns round and gets unsteadily to his feet with the knife in his hand.

    Jurek is lying on his side, one eye half-open in sleep, staring blindly.

    Anders hurries over to the door and meets the Senior Consultant’s anxious gaze through the reinforced glass and tries to smile, but stress cuts through his voice as he says:

    ‘Open the door.’

    Roland Brolin opens the hatch instead.

    ‘Pass the knife out first.’

    Anders gives him a quizzical look, then hands the knife over.

    ‘You found something else as well,’ Roland Brolin says.

    ‘No,’ Anders replies, glancing at Jurek.

    ‘A letter.’

    ‘There wasn’t anything else.’

    Jurek is starting to writhe on the floor, and is gasping weakly.

    ‘Check his pockets,’ the Senior Consultant says with a stressed smile.

    ‘What for?’

    ‘Because this is a search.’

    Anders turns and walks cautiously to Jurek Walter. His eyes are completely shut again, but beads of sweat are starting to appear on his furrowed face.

    Reluctantly Anders leans over and feels inside one of his pockets. The denim shirt pulls tighter across Jurek’s shoulders and he lets out a low groan.

    There’s a plastic comb in the back pocket of his jeans. With trembling hands Anders checks the rest of his tight pockets.

    Sweat is dripping from the tip of his nose. He has to keep blinking hard.

    One of Jurek’s big hands opens and closes several times.

    There’s nothing else in his pockets.

    Anders turns back towards the reinforced glass and shakes his head. It’s impossible to see if Brolin is standing outside the door. The reflection of the lamp in the ceiling is shining like a grey sun in the glass.

    He has to get out now.

    It’s taken too long.

    Anders gets to his feet and hurries over to the door. The Senior Consultant isn’t there. Anders peers closer to the glass, but can’t see anything.

    Jurek Walter is breathing fast, like a child having a nightmare.

    Anders bangs on the door. His hands thud almost soundlessly against the thick metal. He bangs again. There’s no sound, nothing is happening. He taps on the glass with his wedding ring, then sees a shadow growing across the wall.

    His shiver runs up his back and down his arms. With his heart pounding and adrenalin rising through his body, he turns round. He sees Jurek Walter slowly sitting up. His face is slack and his pale eyes are staring straight ahead. His mouth is still bleeding and his lips look weirdly red.
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    Anders is shouting and pounding at the heavy steel door, but the Senior Consultant still isn’t opening it. His pulse is thudding in his head as he turns to face their patient. Jurek Walter is still sitting on the floor, and blinks at him a few times before he starts to get up.

    ‘It’s a lie,’ Jurek says, dribbling blood down his chin. ‘They say I’m a monster, but I’m just a human being …’

    He doesn’t have the energy to stand up and slumps back, panting, onto the floor.

    ‘A human being,’ he repeats.

    With a weary gesture he puts one hand inside his shirt, pulls out a folded piece of paper and tosses it over towards Anders.

    ‘The letter he was asking for,’ he says. ‘For the past seven years I’ve been asking to see a lawyer … Not because I’ve got any hope of getting out … I am who I am, but I’m still a human being …’

    Anders crouches down and reaches for the piece of paper without taking his eyes off Jurek. The crumpled man tries to get up again, leaning on his hands, and although he sways slightly he manages to put one foot down on the floor.

    Anders picks up the paper from the floor, and finally hears a rattling sound as the key is inserted into the lock of the door. He turns and stares out through the reinforced glass, feeling his legs tremble beneath him.

    ‘You shouldn’t have given me an overdose,’ Jurek mutters.

    Anders doesn’t turn round, but he knows that Jurek Walter is standing up, staring at him.

    The reinforced glass in the door is like a screen of grainy ice. He can’t see who’s standing on the other side turning the key in the lock.

    ‘Open, open,’ he whispers as he hears breathing behind his back.

    The door slides open and Anders stumbles out of the isolation cell. He stumbles straight into the concrete wall of the corridor and hears the heavy clang as the door shuts, then the rattles as the powerful lock responds to the turn of the key.

    Panting, he leans back against the cool wall. Only then does he see that it wasn’t the Senior Consultant who rescued him but the young woman with the pierced cheeks.

    ‘I don’t know what happened,’ she says. ‘Roland must have lost it completely, he’s always incredibly careful about security.’

    ‘I’ll talk to him …’

    ‘Maybe he got ill … I think he’s diabetic.’

    Anders wipes his clammy hands on his doctor’s coat and looks up at her again.

    ‘Thank you for letting me out,’ he says.

    ‘I’d do anything for you,’ she jokes.

    He tries to give her his carefree, boyish smile, but his legs are shaking as he follows her out through the security door. She stops in the control room, then turns back towards him.

    ‘There’s only one problem with working down here,’ she says. ‘It’s so damn quiet that you have to eat loads of sweets just to stay awake.’

    ‘That sounds OK.’

    On a monitor he can see Jurek sitting on his bed with his head in his hands. The dayroom with its television and running machine is empty.
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    Anders Rönn spends the rest of the day concentrating on familiarising himself with the new routines, with a doctor’s round up on Ward 30, individual treatment plans and discharge tests, but his mind keeps going back to the letter in his pocket and what Jurek had said.

    At ten past five Anders leaves the criminal psychology ward and emerges into the cool air. Beyond the illuminated hospital precinct the winter darkness has settled.

    Anders warms his hands in his jacket pockets, and hurries across the pavement towards the large car park in front of the main entrance to the hospital.

    It was full of cars when he arrived, but now it’s almost empty.

    He screws up his eyes and realises that there’s someone standing behind his car.

    ‘Hello!’ Anders calls, walking faster.

    The man turns round, rubs his hand over his mouth and moves away from the car. Senior Consultant Roland Brolin.

    Anders slows down as he approaches the car and pulls his key from his pocket.

    ‘You’re expecting an apology,’ Brolin says with a forced smile.

    ‘I’d prefer not to have to speak to hospital management about what happened,’ Anders says.

    Brolin looks him in the eye, then holds out his left hand, palm up.

    ‘Give me the letter,’ he says calmly.

    ‘What letter?’

    ‘The letter Jurek wanted you to find,’ he replies. ‘A note, a sheet of newspaper, a piece of cardboard.’

    ‘I found the knife that was supposed to be there.’

    ‘That was the bait,’ Brolin says. ‘You don’t think he’d put himself through all that pain for nothing?’

    Anders looks at the Senior Consultant as he wipes sweat from his upper lip with one hand.

    ‘What do we do if the patient wants to see a lawyer?’ he asks.

    ‘Nothing,’ Brolin whispers.

    ‘Has he ever asked you that?’

    ‘I don’t know, I wouldn’t have heard, I always wear earplugs.’ Brolin smiles.

    ‘But I don’t understand why …’

    ‘You need this job,’ the Senior Consultant interrupts. ‘I’ve heard that you were bottom of your class, you’re in debt, you’ve got no experience and no references.’

    ‘Are you finished?’

    ‘You should give me the letter,’ Brolin replies, clenching his jaw.

    ‘I didn’t find a letter.’

    Brolin looks him in the eye for a moment.

    ‘If you ever find a letter,’ he says, ‘you’re to give it to me without reading it.’

    ‘I understand,’ Anders says, unlocking the car door.

    It seems to Anders as if the Senior Consultant looks slightly more relaxed as he gets in the car, shuts the door and starts the engine. When Brolin taps on the window he ignores him, puts the car in gear and pulls away. In the rear-view mirror Brolin stands and watches the car without smiling.
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    When Anders gets home he quickly shuts the front door behind him, locks it and puts the safety chain on.

    His heart is beating hard in his chest – for some reason he ran from the car to the house.

    From Agnes’s room he can hear Petra’s soothing voice. Anders smiles to himself. She’s already reading Seacrow Island to their daughter. It’s usually much later before the bedtime rituals have reached the story. It must have been a good day again today. Anders’s new job has meant that Petra has risked cutting her own hours.

    There’s a damp patch on the hall rug around Agnes’s muddy winter boots. Her woolly hat and snood are on the floor in front of the bureau. Anders goes in and puts the bottle of champagne on the kitchen table, then stands and stares out at the garden.

    He’s thinking about Jurek Walter’s letter, and no longer knows what to do.

    The branches of the big lilac are scratching at the window. He looks at the dark glass and sees his own kitchen reflected back at him. As he listens to the squeaking branches, it occurs to him that he ought to go and get the shears from the storeroom.

    ‘Just wait a minute,’ he hears Petra say. ‘I’ll read to the end first …’

    Anders creeps into Agnes’s room. The princess-lamp in the ceiling is on. Petra looks up from the book and meets his gaze. She’s got her light brown hair pulled up into a ponytail and is wearing her usual heart-shaped earrings. Agnes is sitting in her lap and saying repeatedly that it’s gone wrong and they have to start the bit about the dog again.

    Anders goes in and crouches down in front of them.

    ‘Hello, darling,’ he says.

    Agnes glances at him quickly, then looks away. He pats her on the head, tucks a lock of hair behind her ear, then gets up.

    ‘There’s food left if you want to heat it up,’ Petra says. ‘I just have to reread this chapter before I can come and see you.’

    ‘It all went wrong with the dog,’ Agnes repeats, staring at the floor.

    Anders goes into the kitchen, gets the plate of food from the fridge and puts it down on the worktop next to the microwave.

    Slowly he pulls the letter out of the back pocket of his jeans and thinks of how Jurek repeated that he was a human being.

    In tiny, cursive handwriting, Jurek had written a few faint sentences on the thin paper. In the top right corner the letter is addressed to a legal firm in Tensta, and simply constitutes a formal request. Jurek Walter asks for legal assistance to understand the meaning of his being sentenced to secure psychiatric care. He needs to have his rights clarified, and would like to know what possibility there is of getting the verdict reconsidered in the future.

    Anders can’t put a finger on why he suddenly feels unsettled, but there’s something strange about the tone of the letter and the precise choice of wording, combined with the almost dyslexic spelling mistakes.

    Thoughts about Jurek’s words are chasing round his head as he walks into his study and takes out an envelope. He copies the address, puts the letter in the envelope, and sticks a stamp on it.

    He leaves the house and heads off into the chill darkness, across the grass towards the letter-box up by the roundabout. Once he’s posted the letter he stands and just watches the cars passing on Sandavägen for a while before walking back home.

    The wind is making the frosted grass ripple like water. A hare races off towards the old gardens.

    He opens the gate and looks up into the kitchen window. The whole house resembles a doll’s house. Everything is lit up and open to view. He can see straight into the corridor, to the blue painting that has always hung there.

    The door to their bedroom is open. The vacuum cleaner is in the middle of the floor. The cable is still plugged into the socket in the wall.

    Suddenly Anders sees a movement. He gasps with surprise. There’s someone in the bedroom. Standing next to their bed.

    Anders is about to rush inside when he realises that the person is actually standing in the garden at the back of the house.

    He’s simply visible through the bedroom window.

    Anders runs down the paved path, past the sundial and round the corner.

    The man must have heard him coming, because he’s already running away. Anders can hear him forcing his way through the lilac hedge. He runs after him, holding the branches back, trying to see anything, but it’s far too dark.
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    Mikael stands up in the darkness when the Sandman blows his terrible dust into the room. He’s learned that there’s no point holding your breath. Because when the Sandman wants the children to sleep, they fall asleep.

    He knows full well that his eyes will soon feel tired, so tired that he can’t keep them open. He knows he’ll have to lie down on the mattress and become part of the darkness.

    Mum used to talk about the Sandman’s daughter, the mechanical girl, Olympia. She creeps in to the children once they’re asleep and pulls the covers up over their shoulders so they don’t freeze.

    Mikael leans against the wall, feels the furrows in the concrete.

    The thin sand floats like fog. It’s hard to breathe. His lungs struggle to keep his blood oxygenated.

    He coughs and licks his lips. They’re dry and already feel numb.

    His eyelids are getting heavier and heavier.

    Now the whole family is swinging in the hammock. The summer light shines through the leaves of the lilac bower. The rusty screws creak.

    Mikael is smiling broadly.

    We’re swinging high and Mum’s trying to slow us down, but Dad keeps us going. A jolt to the table in front of us makes the glasses of strawberry juice tremble.

    The hammock swings backwards and Dad laughs and holds up his hands like he was on a rollercoaster.

    Mikael’s head nods and he opens his eyes in the darkness, stumbles to the side and leans his hand against the cool wall. He turns towards the mattress, thinking that he should lie down before he passes out, when his knees suddenly give way.

    He falls and hits the floor, trapping his arm beneath him, feeling the pain from his wrist and shoulder in the sleep to which he has already succumbed.

    He rolls heavily onto his stomach and tries to crawl, but doesn’t have the energy. He lies there panting with his cheek against the concrete floor. He tries to say something, but has no voice left.

    His eyes close even though he’s trying to resist.

    Just as he is slipping into oblivion he hears the Sandman pad into the room, creeping on his dusty feet straight up the walls to the ceiling. He stops and reaches down with his arms, trying to catch Mikael with his porcelain fingertips.

    Everything is black.

    When Mikael wakes up his mouth is dry and his head aches. His eyes are grimy with old sand. He’s so tired that his brain tries to go back to sleep, but a little sliver of his consciousness registers that something is very different.

    Adrenalin hits him like a gust of hot air.

    He sits up in the darkness and can hear from the acoustics that he’s in a different room, a larger room.

    He’s no longer in the capsule.

    Loneliness makes him ice-cold.

    He creeps cautiously across the floor and reaches a wall. His mind is racing. He can’t remember how long it’s been since he gave up any thought of escape.

    His body is still heavy from its long sleep. He gets up on shaky legs and follows the wall to a corner, then carries on and reaches a sheet of metal. He quickly feels along its edges and realises that it’s a door, then runs his hands over its surface and finds a handle.

    His hands are shaking.

    The room is completely silent.

    Carefully he pushes the handle down, and is so prepared to meet resistance that he almost falls over when the door simply opens.

    He takes a long stride into the brighter room and has to shut his eyes for a while.

    It feels like a dream.

    Just let me get out, he thinks.

    His head is throbbing.

    He squints and sees that he is in a corridor, and moves forward on weak legs. His heart is beating so fast he can hardly breathe.

    He’s trying to be quiet, but is still whimpering to himself with fear.

    The Sandman will soon be back – he never forgets any children.

    Mikael can’t open his eyes properly, but nonetheless heads towards the fuzzy glow ahead of him.

    Maybe it’s a trap, he thinks. Maybe he’s being lured like an insect towards a burning light.

    But he keeps on walking, running his hand along the wall for support.

    He knocks into some big rolls of insulation and gasps with fear, lurches to the side and hits the other wall with his shoulder, but manages to keep his balance.

    He stops and coughs as quietly as he can.

    The glow in front of him is coming from a pane of glass in a door.

    He stumbles towards it and pushes the handle down, but the door is locked.

    No, no, no …

    He tugs at the handle, shoves the door, tries again. The door is definitely locked. He feels like slumping to the floor in despair. Suddenly he hears soft footsteps behind him, but daren’t turn round.
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    Reidar Frost drains his wine glass, puts it down on the dining table and closes his eyes for a while to calm himself. One of the guests is clapping. Veronica is standing in her blue dress, facing the corner with her hands over her face, and she starts to count.

    The guests vanish in different directions, and footsteps and laughter spread through the many rooms of the manor house.

    The rule is that they have to stick to the ground floor, but Reidar gets slowly to his feet, goes over to the hidden door and creeps into the service passageway. Carefully he climbs the narrow backstairs, opens the secret door in the wall and emerges into the private part of the house.

    He knows he shouldn’t be alone there, but carries on through the sequence of rooms.

    At every stage he closes the doors behind him, until he reaches the gallery at the far end.

    Along one wall stand the boxes containing the children’s clothes and toys. One box is open, revealing a pale-green space gun.

    He hears Veronica call out, muffled by the floor and walls:

    ‘One hundred! Coming, ready or not!’

    Through the windows he looks out over the fields and paddocks. In the distance he can see the birch avenue that leads to Råcksta Manor.

    Reidar pulls an armchair across the floor and hangs his jacket on it. He can feel how drunk he is as he climbs up onto the seat. The back of his white shirt is wet with sweat. With a forceful gesture he tosses the rope over the beam in the roof. The chair beneath him creaks from the movement. The heavy rope falls across the beam and the end is left swinging.

    Dust drifts through the air.

    The padded seat feels oddly soft beneath the thin soles of his shoes.

    Muted laughter and cries can be heard from the party below and for a few moments Reidar closes his eyes and thinks of the children, their little faces, wonderful faces, their shoulders and thin arms.

    He can hear their high-pitched voices and quick feet running across the floor whenever he listens – the memory is like a summer breeze in his soul, leaving him cold and desolate again.

    Happy birthday, Mikael, he thinks.

    His hands are shaking so much that he can’t tie a noose. He stands still, tries to breathe more calmly, then starts again, just as he hears a knock on one of the doors.

    He waits a few seconds, then lets go of the rope, climbs down onto the floor and picks up his jacket.

    ‘Reidar?’ a woman’s voice calls softly.

    It’s Veronica, she must have been peeking while she was counting and saw him disappear into the passageway. She’s opening the doors to the various rooms and her voice gets clearer the closer she comes.

    Reidar turns the lights off and leaves the nursery, opening the door to the next room and stopping there.

    Veronica comes towards him with a glass of champagne in her hand. There is a warm glow in her dark, intoxicated eyes.

    She’s tall and thin, and has had her black hair cut in a boyish style that suits her.

    ‘Did I say I wanted to sleep with you?’ he asks.

    She spins round slightly unsteadily.

    ‘Funny,’ she says with a sad look in her eyes.

    Veronica Klimt is Reidar’s literary agent. He may not have written a word in the past thirteen years, but the three books he wrote before that are still generating an income.

    Now they can hear music from the dining room below, the rapid bass-line transmitting itself through the fabric of the building. Reidar stops at the sofa and runs his hand through his silvery hair.

    ‘You’re saving some champagne for me, I hope?’ he asks, sitting down on the sofa.

    ‘No,’ Veronica says, passing him her half-full glass.

    ‘Your husband called me,’ Reidar says. ‘He thinks it’s time for you to go home.’

    ‘I don’t want to, I want to get divorced and—’

    ‘You mustn’t,’ he interrupts.

    ‘Why do you say things like that?’

    ‘Because I don’t want you to think I care about you,’ he replies.

    ‘I don’t.’

    He empties the glass, then puts it down on the sofa, closes his eyes and feels the giddiness of being drunk.

    ‘You looked sad, and I got a bit worried.’

    ‘I’ve never felt better.’

    There’s laughter now, and the club music is turned up until the vibrations can be felt through the floor.

    ‘Your guests are probably starting to wonder where you are.’

    ‘Then let’s go and turn the place upside down,’ he says with a smile.

    For the past seven years Reidar has made sure he has people around him almost twenty-four hours a day. He has a vast circle of acquaintances. Sometimes he holds big parties out at the house, sometimes more intimate dinners. On certain days, like the children’s birthdays, it’s very hard indeed to go on living. He knows that without people around him he would soon succumb to the loneliness and silence.
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    Reidar and Veronica open the doors to the dining room and the throbbing music hits them in the chest. There’s a crowd of people dancing round the table in the darkness. Some of them are still eating the saddle of venison and roasted vegetables.

    The actor Wille Strandberg has unbuttoned his shirt. It’s impossible to hear what he’s saying as he dances his way through the crowd towards Reidar and Veronica.

    ‘Take it off!’ Veronica cries.

    Wille laughs and pulls off his shirt, throws it at her and dances in front of her with his hands behind his neck. His bulging, middle-aged stomach bounces in time to his quick movements.

    Reidar empties another glass of wine, then dances up to Wille with his hips rolling.

    The music goes into a quieter, gentler phase and Reidar’s old publisher David Sylwan takes hold of his arm and gasps something, his face sweaty and happy.

    ‘What?’

    ‘There’s been no contest today,’ David repeats.

    ‘Stud poker?’ Reidar asks. ‘Shooting, wrestling …’

    ‘Shooting!’ several people cry.

    ‘Get the pistol and a few bottles of champagne,’ Reidar says with a smile.

    The thudding beat returns, drowning out any further conversation. Reidar gets an oil painting down from the wall and carries it out through the door. It’s a portrait of him, painted by Peter Dahl.

    ‘I like that picture,’ Veronica says, trying to stop him.

    Reidar shakes her hand from his arm and carries on towards the hall. Almost all of the guests follow him outside into the ice-cold park. Fresh snow has settled smoothly on the ground. There are still flakes swirling round beneath the dark sky.

    Reidar strides through the snow and hangs the portrait on an apple tree, its branches laden with snow. Wille Strandberg follows, carrying a flare he found in a box in the cleaning cupboard. He tears the plastic cover off, then pulls the string. There’s a pop and the flare starts to burn, giving off an intense light. Laughing, he stumbles over and puts the flare in the snow beneath the tree. The white light makes the trunk and naked branches glow.

    Now they can all see the painting of Reidar holding a silvery pen in his hand.

    Berzelius, a translator, has brought three bottles of champagne, and David Sylwan holds up Reidar’s old Colt with a grin.

    ‘This isn’t funny,’ Veronica says in a serious voice.

    David goes and stands next to Reidar, the Colt in his hand. He feeds six bullets into the barrel, then spins the cylinder.

    Wille Strandberg is still shirtless, but he’s so drunk he doesn’t feel the cold.

    ‘If you win, you can choose a horse from the stables,’ Reidar mumbles, taking the revolver from David.

    ‘Please, be careful,’ Veronica says.

    Reidar moves aside, raises his arm and fires, but hits nothing, the blast echoing between the buildings.

    A few guests applaud politely, as if he were playing golf.

    ‘My turn,’ David laughs.

    Veronica stands in the snow, shivering. Her feet are burning with cold in her thin sandals.

    ‘I like that portrait,’ she says again.

    ‘Me too,’ Reidar says, firing another shot.

    The bullet hits the top corner of the canvas, there’s a puff of dust as the gold frame gets dislodged and hangs askew.

    David pulls the revolver from his hand with a chuckle, stumbles and falls, and fires a shot up at the sky, then another as he tries to stand up.

    A couple of guests clap, and others laugh and raise their glasses in a toast.

    Reidar takes the revolver back and brushes the snow off it.

    ‘It’s all down to the last shot,’ he says.

    Veronica goes over and kisses him on the lips.

    ‘How are you doing?’

    ‘Fine,’ he says. ‘I’ve never been happier.’

    Veronica looks at him and brushes the hair from his forehead. The group on the stone steps whistles and laughs.

    ‘I found a better target,’ cries a red-haired woman whose name he can’t remember.

    She’s dragging a huge doll through the snow. Suddenly she loses her grip of the doll and falls to her knees, then gets back on her feet again. Her leopard-skin-print dress is flecked with damp.

    ‘I saw it yesterday, it was under a dirty tarpaulin in the garage,’ she exclaims jubilantly.

    Berzelius hurries over to help her carry it. The doll is solid plastic, and has been painted to look like Spiderman. It’s as tall as Berzelius.

    ‘Well done, Marie!’ David cries.

    ‘Shoot Spiderman,’ one of the women behind them calls.

    Reidar looks up, sees the big doll, and lets the gun fall to the snow.

    ‘I have to sleep,’ he says abruptly.

    He pushes aside the glass of champagne Wille is holding out to him and walks back to the house on unsteady legs.
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    Veronica goes with Marie as she searches the house for Reidar. They walk through rooms and halls. His jacket is lying on the stairs to the first floor and they go up. It’s dark, but they can see flickering firelight further off. In a large room they find Reidar sitting on a sofa in front of the fireplace. His cufflinks are gone and his sleeves are dangling over his hands. On the low bookcase beside him there are four bottles of Château Cheval Blanc.

    ‘I just wanted to say sorry,’ Marie says, leaning against the door.

    ‘Oh, don’t mind me,’ Reidar mutters, still gazing into the fire.

    ‘It was stupid of me to drag the doll out without asking first,’ Marie goes on.

    ‘As far as I’m concerned, you can burn all the old shit,’ he replies.

    Veronica goes over to him, kneels down and looks up at his face with a smile.

    ‘Have you been introduced to Marie?’ she asks. ‘She’s David’s friend … I think.’

    Reidar raises his glass towards the red-haired woman, then takes a big gulp. Veronica takes the glass from him, tastes the wine, and sits down.

    She pushes her shoes off, leans back and rests her bare feet in his lap.

    Gently he caresses her calf, the bruise from the new stirrup leather of her saddle, then up the inside of her thigh towards her groin. She lets it happen, not bothered by the fact that Marie is still in the room.

    The flames are rising high in the huge fireplace. The heat is pulsating and her face feels so hot it’s almost burning.

    Marie comes cautiously closer. Reidar looks at her. Her red hair has started to curl in the heat of the room. Her leopard-skin dress is creased and stained.

    ‘An admirer,’ Veronica says, holding the glass away from Reidar when he tries to reach it.

    ‘I love your books,’ Marie says.

    ‘Which books?’ he asks brusquely.

    He gets up and fetches a fresh glass from the dresser and pours some wine. Marie misunderstands the gesture and holds out her hand to take it.

    ‘I presume you go to the toilet yourself when you want to have a piss,’ Reidar says, drinking the wine.

    ‘There’s no need—’

    ‘If you want wine, then drink some fucking wine,’ he interrupts in a loud voice.

    Marie blushes and takes a deep breath. With her hand trembling she takes the bottle and pours herself a glass. Reidar sighs deeply, then says in a gentler tone of voice:

    ‘I think this vintage is one of the better years.’

    Taking the bottle with him, he goes back to his seat.

    Smiling, he watches as Marie sits down beside him, swirls the wine in her glass and tastes it.

    Reidar laughs and refills her glass, looks her in the eye, then turns serious and kisses her on the lips.

    ‘What are you doing?’ she asks.

    Reidar kisses Marie softly again. She moves her head away, but can’t help smiling. She drinks some wine, looks him in the eye, then leans over and kisses him.

    He strokes the nape of her neck, under her hair, then moves his hand over her right shoulder and feels how the narrow strap of her dress has sunk into her skin.

    She puts her glass down, kisses him again, and thinks that she’s mad as she lets him caress one of her breasts.

    Reidar suppresses the urge to burst into tears, making his throat hurt, as he strokes her thigh under her dress, feeling her nicotine patch, and moves his hand round to her backside.

    Marie pats his hand away when he tries to pull her underwear down, then stands up and wipes her mouth.

    ‘Maybe we should go back down and join the party again,’ she says, trying to sound neutral.

    ‘Yes,’ he says.

    Veronica is sitting motionless on the sofa and doesn’t meet her enquiring gaze.

    ‘Are you both coming?’

    Reidar shakes his head.

    ‘OK,’ Marie whispers and walks towards the door.

    Her dress shimmers as she leaves the room. Reidar stares through the open doorway. The darkness looks like dirty velvet.

    Veronica gets up and takes her glass from the table, and drinks. She has sweat patches under the arms of her dress.

    ‘You’re a bastard,’ she says.

    ‘I’m just trying to get the most out of life,’ he says quietly.

    He catches her hand and presses it to his cheek, holding it there and looking into her sorrowful eyes.
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    The fire has gone out and the room is freezing cold when Reidar wakes up on the sofa. His eyes are stinging, and he thinks about his wife’s story about the Sandman. The man who throws sand in children’s eyes so that they fall asleep and sleep right through the night.

    ‘Shit,’ Reidar whispers, and sits up.

    He’s naked, and has spilled wine over the leather upholstery. In the distance is the sound of an aeroplane. The morning light hits the dusty windows.

    Reidar gets to his feet and sees Veronica lying curled up on the floor in front of the fireplace. She’s wrapped herself in the tablecloth. Somewhere in the forest a deer is calling. The party downstairs is still going on, but is more subdued now. Reidar grabs the half-full bottle of wine and leaves the room unsteadily. A headache is throbbing inside his skull as he starts to climb the creaking oak stairs to his bedroom. He stops on the landing, sighs, and goes back down again. Carefully he picks Veronica up and lays her on the sofa, covers her, then retrieves her glasses from the floor and puts them on the table.

    Reidar Frost is sixty-two years old and the author of three international bestsellers, the so-called Sanctum series.

    He moved from his house in Tyresö eight years ago, when he bought Råcksta Manor, outside Norrtälje. Two hundred hectares of forest, fields, stables and a fine paddock where he occasionally trains his five horses. Thirteen years ago Reidar Frost ended up alone in a way that shouldn’t happen to anyone. His son and daughter vanished without trace one night after they sneaked out to meet a friend. Mikael and Felicia’s bicycles were found on a footpath near Badholmen. Apart from one detective with a Finnish accent, everyone thought the children had been playing too close to the water and had drowned in Erstaviken.

    The police stopped looking, even though no bodies were ever found. Reidar’s wife Roseanna couldn’t deal with him and her own loss. She moved in temporarily with her sister, asked for a divorce and used the money from the settlement to move abroad. A couple of months later she was found in her bath in a Paris hotel. She’d committed suicide. On the floor was a drawing Felicia had given her on Mother’s Day.

    The children have been declared dead. Their names are engraved on a headstone that Reidar rarely visits. The same day they were declared dead, he invited his friends to a party, and ever since has taken care to keep going, the way you would keep a fire alight.

    Reidar Frost is convinced he’s going to drink himself to death, but at the same time he knows he’d kill himself if he was left alone.
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    A goods train is thundering through the nocturnal winter landscape. The Traxx train is pulling almost three hundred metres of wagons behind it.

    In the driver’s cab sits Erik Johnsson. His hand is resting on the control. The noise from the engine and the rails is rhythmic and monotonous.

    The snow seems to be rushing out of a tunnel of light formed by the two headlights. The rest is darkness.

    As the train emerges from the broad curve around Vårsta, Erik Johnsson increases speed again.

    He’s thinking that the snow is so bad that he’s going to have to stop at Hallsberg, if not before, to check the braking distance.

    Far off in the haze two deer scamper off the rails and away across the white fields. They move through the snow with magical ease, and disappear into the night.

    As the train approaches the long Igelsta Bridge, Erik thinks back to when Sissela sometimes used to accompany him on journeys. They would kiss in each tunnel and on every bridge. These days she refuses to miss a single yoga lesson.

    He brakes gently, passes Hall and heads out across the high bridge. It feels like flying. The snow is swirling and twisting in the headlights, removing any sense of up and down.

    The train is already in the middle of the bridge, high above the ice of Hallsfjärden, when Erik Johnsson sees a flickering shadow through the haze. There’s someone on the track. Erik sounds the horn and sees the figure take a long step to the right, onto the other track.

    The train is approaching very fast. For half a second the man is caught in the light of the headlamps. He blinks. A young man with a dead face. His clothes are trembling on his skinny frame, and then he’s gone.

    Erik isn’t conscious of the fact that he’s applied the brakes and that the whole train is slowing down. There’s a rumbling sound and the screech of metal, and he isn’t sure if he ran over the young man.

    He’s shaking, and can feel adrenalin coursing through his body as he calls SOS Alarm.

    ‘I’m a train driver, I’ve just passed someone on the Igelsta Bridge … he was in the middle of the tracks, but I don’t think I hit him …’

    ‘Is anyone injured?’ the operator asks.

    ‘I don’t think I hit him, I only saw him for a few seconds.’

    ‘Where exactly did you see him?’

    ‘In the middle of the Igelsta Bridge.’

    ‘On the tracks?’

    ‘There’s nothing but tracks up here, it’s a fucking railway bridge …’

    ‘Was he standing still, or was he walking in a particular direction?’

    ‘I don’t know.’

    ‘My colleague is just alerting the police and ambulance in Södertälje. We’ll have to stop all rail traffic over the bridge.’
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    The emergency control room immediately dispatches police cars to both ends of the long bridge. Just nine minutes later the first car pulls off the Nyköping road with its lights flashing and makes its way up the narrow gravel track alongside Sydgatan. The road leads steeply upwards, and hasn’t been ploughed, and loose snow swirls up over the bonnet and windscreen.

    The policemen leave the car at the end of the bridge and set out along the tracks with their torches on. It isn’t easy walking along the railway line. Cars are passing far below them on the motorway. The four railway tracks narrow to two, and stretch out across the industrial estates of Björkudden and the frozen inlet.

    The first officer stops and points. Someone has clearly walked along the right-hand track ahead of them. The shaky beams of their torches illuminate some almost eradicated footprints and a few traces of blood.

    They shine their torches into the distance, but there’s no one on the bridge as far as they can see. The lights of the harbour below make the snow between the tracks look like smoke from a fire.

    Now the second police car reaches the other end of the deep ravine, more than two kilometres away.

    The tyres thunder as Police Constable Jasim Muhammed pulls up alongside the railway line. His partner, Fredrik Mosskin, has just contacted their colleagues on the bridge over the radio.

    The wind is making so much noise in the microphone that it’s almost impossible to hear the voice, but it’s clear that someone was walking across the railway bridge very recently.

    The car stops and the headlights illuminate a steep rock face. Fredrik ends the call and stares blankly ahead of him.

    ‘What’s happening?’ Jasim asks.

    ‘Looks like he’s heading this way.’

    ‘What did they say about blood? Was there much blood?’

    ‘I didn’t hear.’

    ‘Let’s go and look,’ Jasim says, opening his door.

    The blue lights play upon the snow-covered branches of the pine trees.

    ‘The ambulance is on its way,’ Fredrik says.

    There’s no crust on the snow and Jasim sinks in up to his knees. He pulls out his torch and shines it towards the tracks. Fredrik is slipping on the verge, but keeps climbing.

    ‘What sort of animal has an extra arsehole in the middle of its back?’ Jasim asks.

    ‘I don’t know,’ Fredrik mutters.

    There’s so much snow in the air that they can’t see the glow of their colleagues’ torches on the other side of the bridge.

    ‘A police horse,’ Jasim says.

    ‘What the …?’

    ‘That’s what my mother-in-law told the kids.’ Jasim grins, and heads up onto the bridge.

    There are no footprints in the snow. Either the man is still on the bridge, or he’s jumped. The cables above them are whistling eerily. The ground beneath them falls away steeply.

    The lights of Hall Prison are glowing through the haze, lit up like an underwater city.

    Fredrik tries to contact their colleagues, but the radio just crackles.

    They head slowly further out across the bridge. Fredrik is walking behind Jasim, a torch in his hand. Jasim can see his own shadow moving across the ground, swaying oddly from side to side.

    It’s strange that their colleagues from the other side of the bridge aren’t visible.

    When they are out above the frozen inlet the wind from the sea is bitter. Snow is blowing into their eyes. Their cheeks feel numb with cold.

    Jasim screws up his eyes to look across the bridge. It disappears into swirling darkness. Suddenly he sees something at the edge of the light from the torch. A tall stick-figure with no head.

    Jasim stumbles and reaches his hand out towards the low railing, and sees the snow fall fifty metres onto the ice.

    His torch hits something and goes out.

    His heart is beating hard and Jasim peers forward again, but can no longer see the figure.

    Fredrik calls him back and he turns round. His partner is pointing at him, but it’s impossible to hear what he’s saying. He looks scared, and starts to fumble with the holster of his pistol, and Jasim realises that he’s trying to warn him, that he was pointing at someone behind his back.

    He turns round and gasps for breath.

    Someone is crawling along the track straight towards him. Jasim backs away and tries to draw his pistol. The figure gets to its feet and sways. It’s a young man. He’s staring at the policemen with empty eyes. His bearded face is thin, his cheekbones sharp. He’s swaying and seems to be having trouble breathing.

    ‘Half of me is still underground,’ he pants.

    ‘Are you injured?’

    ‘Who?’

    The young man coughs and falls to his knees again.

    ‘What’s he saying?’ Fredrik asks, with one hand on his holstered service weapon.

    ‘Are you injured?’ Jasim asks again.

    ‘I don’t know, I can’t feel anything, I …’

    ‘Please, come with me.’

    Jasim helps him up and sees that his right hand is covered with red ice.

    ‘I’m only half … The Sandman has taken … he’s taken half …’
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    The doors of the ambulance bay of Södermalm Hospital close. A red-cheeked auxiliary nurse helps the paramedics remove the stretcher and wheel it towards the emergency room.

    ‘We can’t find anything to identify him by, nothing …’

    The patient is handed over to the triage nurse and taken into one of the treatment rooms. After checking his vital signs the nurse identifies the patient as triage-level orange, the second highest level, extremely urgent.

    Four minutes later Dr Irma Goodwin comes into the treatment room and the nurse gives her a quick briefing:

    ‘Airways free, no acute trauma … but he’s got poor saturation, fever, signs of concussion and weak circulation.’

    The doctor looks at the charts and goes over to the skinny man. His clothes have been cut open. His bony ribcage rises and falls with his rapid breathing.

    ‘Still no name?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Give him oxygen.’

    The young man lies with his eyelids closed and trembling as the nurse puts an oxygen mask on him.

    He looks strangely malnourished, but there are no visible needle marks on his body. Irma has never seen anyone so white. The nurse checks his temperature from his ear again.

    ‘Thirty-nine point nine.’

    Irma Goodwin ticks the tests she wants taken from the patient, then looks at him again. His chest rattles as he coughs weakly and opens his eyes briefly.

    ‘I don’t want to, I don’t want to,’ he whispers frantically. ‘I’ve got to go home, I’ve got to, I’ve got to …’

    ‘Where do you live? Can you tell me where you live?’

    ‘Which … which one of us?’ he asks, and gulps hard.

    ‘He’s delirious,’ the nurse says quietly.

    ‘Have you got any pain?’

    ‘Yes,’ he replies with a confused smile.

    ‘Can you tell me …’

    ‘No, no, no, no, she’s screaming inside me, I can’t bear it, I can’t, I …’

    His eyes roll back, he coughs, and mutters something about porcelain fingers, then lies there gasping for breath.

    Irma Goodwin decides to give the patient a Neurobion injection, antipyretics and an intravenous antibiotic, Benzylpenicillin, until the test results come back.

    She leaves the treatment room and walks down the corridor, rubbing the place where her wedding ring sat for eighteen years until she flushed it down the toilet. Her husband had betrayed her for far too long for her to forgive him. It no longer hurts, but it still feels like a shame, a waste of their shared future. She wonders about phoning her daughter even though it’s late. Since the divorce she’s been much more anxious than before, and calls Mia far too often.

    Through the door ahead of her she can hear the staff nurse talking on the phone. An ambulance is on its way in from a priority call. A serious RTA. The staff nurse is putting together an emergency team and calling a surgeon.

    Irma Goodwin stops and goes back to the room containing the unidentified patient. The red-cheeked auxiliary nurse is helping the other nurse to clean a bleeding wound in the man’s thigh. It looks like the young man had run straight into a sharp branch.

    Irma Goodwin stops in the doorway.

    ‘Add some Macrolide to the antibiotics,’ she says decisively. ‘One gram of Erythromycin, intravenous.’

    The nurse looks up.

    ‘You think he’s got Legionnaires’ disease?’ she asks in surprise.

    ‘Let’s see what the test—’

    Irma Goodwin falls silent as the patient’s body starts to jerk. She looks at his white face and sees him slowly open his eyes.

    ‘I’ve got to get home,’ he whispers. ‘My name is Mikael Kohler-Frost, and I’ve got to get home …’

    ‘Mikael Kohler-Frost,’ Irma says. ‘You’re in Södermalm Hospital, and—’

    ‘She’s screaming, all the time!’

    Irma leaves the treatment room and half-runs to her office. She closes the door behind her, puts on her reading glasses, sits down at her computer and logs in. She can’t find him in the health service database and tries the national population register instead.

    She finds him there.

    Irma Goodwin unconsciously rubs the empty place on her ring finger and rereads the information about the patient in the emergency room.

    Mikael Kohler-Frost has been dead for seven years, and is buried in Malsta cemetery, in the parish of Norrtälje.

  


    
      
        
          
            15
          
        
      
    

    Detective Inspector Joona Linna is in a small room whose walls and floor are made of bare concrete. He is on his knees while a man in camouflage is aiming a pistol at his head, a black SIG Sauer. The door is being guarded by a man who keeps his Belgian assault rifle trained on Joona the whole time.

    On the floor next to the wall is a bottle of Coca-Cola. The light is coming from a ceiling lamp with a buckled aluminium shade.

    A mobile phone buzzes. Before the man with the pistol answers he yells at Joona to lower his head.

    The other man puts his finger on the trigger and moves a step closer.

    The man with the pistol talks into the mobile phone, then listens, without taking his eyes off Joona. Grit crunches under his boots. He nods, says something else, then listens again.

    After a while the man with the assault rifle sighs and sits down on the chair just inside the door.

    Joona kneels there completely still. He is wearing jogging trousers and a white T-shirt that’s wet with sweat. The sleeves are tight across the muscles of his upper arms. He raises his head slightly. His eyes are as grey as polished granite.

    The man with the pistol is talking excitedly into the phone, then he ends the call and seems to think for a few seconds before taking four quick steps forward and pressing the barrel of the pistol to Joona’s forehead.

    ‘I’m about to overpower you,’ Joona says amiably.

    ‘What?’

    ‘I had to wait,’ he explains. ‘Until I got the chance of direct physical contact.’

    ‘I’ve just received orders to execute you.’

    ‘Yes, the situation’s fairly acute, seeing as I have to get the pistol away from my face, and ideally use it within five seconds.’

    ‘How?’ the man by the door asks.

    ‘In order to catch him by surprise, I mustn’t react to any of his movements,’ Joona explains. ‘That’s why I’ve let him walk up, stop and take precisely two breaths. So I wait until he breathes out the second time before I—’

    ‘Why?’ the man with the pistol asks.

    ‘I gain a few hundredths of a second, because it’s practically impossible to do anything without first breathing in.’

    ‘But why the second breath in particular?’

    ‘Because it’s unexpectedly early and right at the middle of the most common countdown in the world: one, two, three …’

    ‘I get it.’ The man smiles, revealing a brown front tooth.

    ‘The first thing that’s going to move is my left hand,’ Joona explains to the surveillance camera up by the ceiling. ‘It’ll move up towards the barrel of the pistol and away from my face in one fluid movement. I need to grasp it, twist upwards and get to my feet, using his body as a shield. In a single movement. My hands need to prioritise the gun, but at the same time I need to observe the man with the assault rifle. Because as soon as I’ve got control of the pistol he’s the primary threat. I use my elbow against his chin and neck as many times as it takes to get control of the pistol, then I fire three shots and spin round and fire another three shots.’

    The men in the room start again. The situation repeats. The man with the pistol gets his orders over the phone, hesitates, then walks up to Joona and pushes the barrel to his forehead. The man breathes out a second time and is just about to breathe in again to say something when Joona grabs the barrel of the pistol with his left hand.

    The whole thing is remarkably surprising and quick, even though it was expected.

    Joona knocks the gun aside, twisting it towards the ceiling in the same movement, and getting to his feet. He jabs his elbow into the man’s neck four times, takes the pistol and shoots the other man in the torso.

    The three blank shots echo off the walls.

    The first opponent is still staggering backwards when Joona spins round and shoots him in the chest.

    He falls against the wall.

    Joona walks over to the door, grabs the assault rifle and extra cartridge, then leaves the room.
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    The door hits the concrete wall hard and bounces back. Joona is changing the cartridge as he marches in. The eight people in the next room all take their eyes off the large screen and look at him.

    ‘Six and a half seconds to the first shot,’ one of them says.

    ‘That’s far too slow,’ Joona says.

    ‘But Markus would have let go of the pistol sooner if your elbow had actually hit him,’ a tall man with a shaved head says.

    ‘Yes, you would have won some time there,’ a female officer adds with a smile.

    The scene is already repeating on the screen. Joona’s taut shoulder, the fluid movement forward, his eye lining up with the sights as the trigger is pulled.

    ‘Pretty damn impressive,’ the group commander says, setting his palms down on the table.

    ‘For a cop,’ Joona concludes.

    They laugh, lean back, and the group commander scratches the tip of his nose as he blushes.

    Joona Linna accepts a glass of water. He doesn’t yet know that what he fears most is about to flare up like a firestorm. He doesn’t yet have any idea of the little spark drifting towards the great lagoon of petrol.

    Joona Linna is at Karlsborg Fortress to instruct the Special Operations Group in close combat. Not because he’s a trained instructor, but because he has more practical experience of the techniques they need to learn than just about anyone else in Sweden. When Joona was eighteen he did his military service at Karlsborg as a paratrooper, and was immediately recruited after basic training to a special unit for operations that couldn’t be solved by conventional forces or weaponry.

    Although a long time has passed since he left the military to study at the Police Academy, he still has dreams about his time as a paratrooper. He’s back on the transport plane, listening to the deafening roar and staring out through the hydraulic hatch. The shadow of the plane moves over the pale water far below like a grey cross. In his dream he runs down the ramp and jumps out into the cold air, hears the whine of the cords, feels his harness jerk as his limbs are thrown forward when the parachute opens. The water approaches at great speed. The black inflatable boat is foaming against the waves far below.

    Joona was trained in the Netherlands for effective close combat with knives, bayonets and pistols. He was taught to exploit changing situations and to use innovative techniques. These goal-orientated techniques were a specialised version of a system of close combat known by its Hebrew name, Krav Maga.

    ‘OK, we’ll take this situation as our starting point, and make it progressively harder as the day goes on,’ Joona says.

    ‘Like hitting two people with one bullet?’ The tall man with the shaved head grins.

    ‘Impossible,’ Joona says.

    ‘We heard that you did it,’ the woman says curiously.

    ‘Oh no.’ Joona smiles, running his hand through his untidy blond hair.

    His phone rings in his inside pocket. He sees on the screen that it’s Nathan Pollock from the National Criminal Investigation Department. Nathan knows where Joona is, and would only call if it was important.

    ‘Excuse me,’ Joona says, then takes the call.

    He drinks from the glass of water, and listens with a smile that slowly fades. Suddenly all the colour drains from his face.

    ‘Is Jurek Walter still locked up?’ he asks.

    His hand is shaking so much that he has to put the glass down on the table.
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    Snow is swirling through the air as Joona runs out to his car and gets in. He drives straight across the large exercise yard where he trained as a teenager, takes the corner with the tyres crunching, and leaves the garrison.

    His heart is beating hard and he’s still having trouble believing what Nathan told him. Beads of sweat have appeared on his forehead, and his hands won’t stop shaking.

    He overtakes a convoy of articulated lorries on the E20 motorway just before Arboga. He has to hold the wheel with both hands because the drag from the lorries makes his car shake.

    The whole time he can’t stop thinking about the phone call he received in the middle of his training session with the Special Operations Group.

    Nathan Pollock’s voice was quite calm as he explained that Mikael Kohler-Frost was still alive.

    Joona had been convinced that the boy and his younger sister were two of Jurek Walter’s many victims. Now Nathan was telling him that Mikael had been found by the police on a railway bridge in Södertälje, and had been taken to Södermalm Hospital.

    Pollock had said that Mikael’s condition was serious, but not life-threatening. He hadn’t yet been questioned.

    ‘Is Jurek Walter still locked up?’ was Joona’s first question.

    ‘Yes, he’s still in solitary confinement,’ Pollock had replied.

    ‘You’re sure?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘What about the boy? How do you know it’s Mikael Kohler-Frost?’ Joona had asked.

    ‘Apparently he’s said his name several times. That’s as much as we know … and he’s the right age,’ Pollock had said. ‘Naturally, we’ve sent a saliva sample to the National Forensics Lab—’

    ‘But you haven’t informed his father?’

    ‘We have to try to get a DNA match before we do that, I mean, we can’t get this wrong …’

    ‘I’m on my way.’
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    The car sucks up the black, slushy road, and Joona Linna has to force himself not to speed up as his mind conjures up images of what happened so many years before.

    Mikael Kohler-Frost, he thinks.

    Mikael Kohler-Frost has been found alive after all these years.

    The name Frost alone is enough for Joona to relive the whole thing.

    He overtakes a dirty white car and barely notices the child waving a stuffed toy at him through the window. He is immersed in his memories, and is sitting in his colleague Samuel Mendel’s comfortably messy living room.

    Samuel leans over the table, making his curly black hair fall over his forehead as he repeats what Joona has just said.

    ‘A serial killer?’

    Thirteen years ago Joona embarked on a preliminary investigation that would change his life entirely. Together with his colleague Samuel Mendel, he began to investigate the case of two people who had been reported missing in Sollentuna.

    The first case was a fifty-five-year-old woman who went missing when she was out walking one evening. Her dog had been found in a passageway behind the ICA Kvantum supermarket, dragging its leash behind it. Just two days later the woman’s mother-in-law vanished as she was walking the short distance between her sheltered housing and the bingo hall.

    It turned out that the woman’s brother had gone missing in Bangkok five years before. Interpol and the Foreign Ministry had been called in, but he had never been found.

    There are no comprehensive figures for the number of people who go missing around the world each year, but everyone knows the total is a disturbingly large number. In the USA almost one hundred thousand go missing each year, and in Sweden around seven thousand.

    Most of them show up, but there’s still an alarming number who remain missing.

    Only a very small proportion of the ones who are never found have been kidnapped or murdered.

    Joona and Samuel were both relatively new at the National Criminal Investigation Department when they started to look into the case of the two missing women from Sollentuna. Certain aspects were reminiscent of two people who went missing in Örebro four years earlier.

    On that occasion it was a forty-year-old man and his son. They had been on their way to a football match in Glanshammar, but never got there. Their car was found abandoned on a small forest road that was nowhere near the football ground.

    At first it was just an idea, a random suggestion.

    What if there was a direct link between the cases, in spite of the differences in time and location?

    In which case, it wasn’t impossible that more missing people could be connected to these four.

    The preliminary investigation consisted of the most common sort of police work, the sort that happens at a desk, in front of the computer. Joona and Samuel gathered and organised information about everyone who had gone missing in Sweden and not been traced over the previous ten years.

    The idea was to find out if any of those missing people had anything in common beyond the bounds of coincidence.

    They laid the various cases on top of each other, as if they were on transparent paper – and slowly something resembling an astronomical map began to appear out of the vague motif of connected points.

    The unexpected pattern that emerged was that in many of the cases more than one member of the same family had disappeared.

    Joona could remember the silence that had descended upon the room when they stepped back and looked at the result. Forty-five missing people matched that particular criterion. Many of those could probably be dismissed over the following days, but forty-five was still thirty-five more than could reasonably be explained by coincidence.
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    One wall of Samuel’s office in the National Criminal Investigation Department was covered with a large map of Sweden, dotted with pins to indicate the missing persons.

    Obviously they couldn’t assume that all forty-five had been murdered, but for the time being they couldn’t rule any of them out.

    Because no known perpetrator could be linked to the times of the disappearances, they started looking for motives and a modus operandi. There were no similarities with cases that had been solved. The murderer they were dealing with this time left no trace of violence, and he hid his victims’ bodies very well.

    The choice of victim usually divides serial killers into two groups: organised killers, who always seek out the ideal victim who matches their fantasies as closely as possible. These killers focus on a particular type of person, exclusively seeking out pre-pubertal blond boys, for example.

    The other group comprises the disorganised killers – here it is the availability of the victim that counts. The victim primarily fills a role in the murderer’s fantasies, and it doesn’t particularly matter who they really are, or what they look like.

    But the serial killer that Joona and Samuel were starting to envisage didn’t seem to fit either of these categories. On the one hand he was disorganised, because the victims were so varied, but on the other hand none of them was especially easy to get hold of.

    They were looking for a serial killer who was practically invisible. He didn’t follow a pattern, and left no evidence, no intentional signature.

    Days went by without the missing women from Sollentuna being found.

    Joona and Samuel had no concrete proof of a serial killer that they could present to their boss. They merely repeated that there couldn’t be any other explanation for all these missing people. Two days later the preliminary investigation was downgraded and the resources for further work reallocated.

    But Joona and Samuel couldn’t let it go, and started to devote their free time during the evenings and weekends to the search.

    They concentrated on the pattern that suggested that if two people had gone missing from the same family, there was an increased risk of a further family member going missing within the near future.

    While they were keeping an eye on the family of the women who had vanished from Sollentuna, two children were reported missing from Tyresö. Mikael and Felicia Kohler-Frost. The children of the well-known author, Reidar Frost.
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    Joona looks at the petrol gauge as he passes the Statoil filling station and a snow-covered lay-by.

    He remembers talking to Reidar Frost and his wife Roseanna Kohler three days after their two children went missing. He didn’t mention his suspicions to them – that they had been murdered by a serial killer whom the police had stopped looking for, a murderer whose existence they had only managed to identify in theory.

    Joona just asked his questions, and let the parents cling onto the idea that the children had drowned.

    The family lived on Varvsvägen, in a beautiful house facing a sandy beach and the water. There had been several mild weeks and a lot of the snow had thawed. The streets and footpaths were dark and wet. There was barely any ice along the shoreline, and what remained was grey slush.

    Joona remembers walking through the house, passing a large kitchen and sitting down at a huge white table next to a window. But Roseanna had closed all the curtains, and although her voice was calm her head was shaking the whole time.

    The search for the children was fruitless. There had been countless helicopter searches, divers had been called in, and the water had been dragged for bodies. The surroundings had been searched by chain gangs of both volunteers and specialist dog units.

    But no one had seen or heard anything.

    Reidar Frost looked like a captured animal.

    He just wanted to keep on searching.

    Joona had sat opposite the two parents, asking routine questions about whether they had received any threats, if anyone had behaved oddly or differently, if they had felt they were being followed.

    ‘Everyone thinks they fell in the water,’ the wife had said, her head starting to shake again.

    ‘You mentioned that they sometimes climb out of the window after their bedtime prayers,’ Joona went on calmly.

    ‘Obviously, they’re not supposed to,’ Reidar said.

    ‘But you know that they sometimes creep out and cycle off to see a friend?’

    ‘Rikard.’

    ‘Rikard van Horn, number 7 Björnbärsvägen,’ Joona said.

    ‘We’ve tried talking to Micke and Felicia about it, but … well, they’re children, and I suppose we didn’t think it was that harmful,’ Reidar replied, gently laying his hand over his wife’s.

    ‘What do they do at Rikard’s?’

    ‘They never stay for long, just play a bit of Diablo.’

    ‘They all do,’ Roseanna whispered, pulling her hand away.

    ‘But on Saturday they didn’t cycle to Rikard’s, but went to Badholmen instead,’ Joona went on. ‘Do they often go there in the evening?’

    ‘We don’t think so,’ Roseanna said, getting up restlessly from the table, as if she could no longer keep her internal trembling in check.

    Joona nodded.

    He knew that the boy, Mikael, had answered the phone just before he and his younger sister had left the house, but the number had been impossible to trace.

    It had been unbearable, sitting there opposite the children’s parents. Joona said nothing, but was feeling more and more convinced that the children were victims of the serial killer. He listened, and asked his questions, but he couldn’t tell them what he suspected.
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    If the two children were victims of this serial killer, and they were correct in thinking that he would soon try to kill one of the parents as well, they had to make a choice.

    Joona and Samuel decided to concentrate their efforts on Roseanna Kohler.

    She had moved out to live with her sister in Gärdet, in north-east Stockholm.

    The sister lived with her four-year-old daughter in a white apartment block at 25 Lanforsvägen, close to Lill-Jan’s Forest.

    Joona and Samuel took turns keeping watch on the building at night. For a week, one of them would sit in their car a bit further along the road until it got light.

    On the eighth day Joona was leaning back in his seat, watching the building’s inhabitants get ready for night as usual. The lights went off in a pattern that he was starting to recognise.

    A woman in a silver-coloured padded jacket went for her usual walk with her golden retriever, then the last windows went dark.

    Joona’s car was parked in the shadows on Porjusvägen, between a dirty white pickup and a red Toyota.

    In the rear-view mirror he could see snow-covered bushes and a tall fence surrounding an electricity substation.

    The residential area in front of him was completely quiet. Through the windscreen he watched the static glow of the streetlamps, the pavements and unlit windows of the buildings.

    He suddenly started to smile to himself when he thought about the dinner he had eaten with his wife and little daughter before he drove out there. Lumi had been in a hurry to finish so she could carry on examining Joona.

    ‘I’d like to finish eating first,’ he suggested.

    But Lumi had adopted her serious expression and talked to her mother over his head, asking if he was brushing his teeth himself yet.

    ‘He’s very good,’ Summa replied.

    She explained with a smile that all of Joona’s teeth had come through, as she carried on eating. Lumi put a piece of kitchen roll under his chin and tried to stick a finger in his mouth, telling him to open wide.

    His thoughts of Lumi vanished as a light suddenly went on in the sister’s flat. Joona saw Roseanna standing there in a flannel nightdress, talking on the phone.

    The light went out again.

    An hour passed, but the area remained deserted.

    It was starting to get cold inside the car when Joona caught sight of a figure in the rear-view mirror. Someone hunched over, approaching down the empty street.
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    Joona slumped down slightly in his seat and followed the figure’s progress in the rear-view mirror, trying to catch a glimpse of its face.

    The branches of a rowan tree swayed as he passed.

    In the grey lights from the substation Joona saw that it was Samuel.

    His colleague was almost half an hour early.

    He opened the car door and sat down in the passenger seat, pushed the seat back, stretched out his legs and sighed.

    ‘OK, so you’re tall and blond, Joona … and it’s really lovely being in the car and everything. But I still think I’d rather spend the night with Rebecka … I want to help the boys with their homework.’

    ‘You can help me with my homework,’ Joona said.

    ‘Thanks,’ Samuel laughed.

    Joona looked out at the road, at the building with its closed doors, the rusting balconies, the windows that shone blackly.

    ‘We’ll give it three more days,’ he said.

    Samuel pulled out the silver-coloured flask of yoich, as he called his chicken soup.

    ‘I don’t know, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,’ he said seriously. ‘Nothing about this case makes sense … we’re trying to find a serial killer who may not actually exist.’

    ‘He exists,’ Joona replied stubbornly.

    ‘But he doesn’t fit with what we’ve found out, he doesn’t fit with any aspect of the investigation, and—’

    ‘That’s why … that’s why no one has seen him,’ Joona said. ‘He’s only visible because he casts a shadow over the statistics.’

    They sat beside each other in silence. Samuel blew on his soup, and beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. Joona hummed a tango and let his eyes wander from Roseanna’s bedroom window to the icicles hanging from the guttering, then up at the snow-covered chimneys and vents.

    ‘There’s someone behind the building,’ Samuel suddenly whispered. ‘I’m sure I saw movement.’

    Samuel pointed, but everything was in a state of dreamlike peace.

    A moment later Joona saw some snow fall from a bush close to the house. Someone had just brushed past it.

    Carefully they opened the car doors and crept out.

    The sleepy residential area was quiet. All they could hear were their own footsteps and the electric hum from the substation.

    There had been a thaw for a couple of weeks, then it had started to snow again.

    They approached the windowless gable-end of the building, walking quietly along the strip of grass, past a wallpaper shop on the ground floor.

    The glow from the nearest streetlamp reached out across the smooth snow to the open space behind the houses. They stopped at the corner, hunched over, trying to check the trees as they got denser towards the Royal Tennis Club and Lill-Jan’s Forest.

    At first Joona couldn’t see anything in the darkness between the crooked old trees.

    He was about to give Samuel the signal to proceed when he saw the figure.

    There was a man standing among the trees. He was as still as the snow-covered branches.

    Joona’s heart began to beat faster.

    The slim man was staring like a ghost up at the window where Roseanna Kohler was sleeping.

    The man showed no sign of urgency, had no obvious purpose.

    Joona was filled with an icy conviction that the man in the garden was the serial killer whose existence they had speculated about.

    The shadowy figure was thin and crumpled.

    He was just standing there, as if the sight of the house gave him a sense of calm satisfaction, as if he already had his victim in a trap.

    They drew their weapons, but were unsure of what to do. They hadn’t discussed this in advance. Even though they had been keeping watch on Roseanna for days, they had never talked about what they would do if it transpired that they were right.

    They couldn’t just rush over and arrest a man who was simply standing there looking at a dark window. They may find out who he was, but they might well be forced to release him.
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    Joona stared at the motionless figure between the tree trunks. He could feel the weight of his semi-automatic pistol and the chill of the night air on his fingers. He could hear Samuel’s breathing beside him.

    The situation was beginning to seem slightly absurd when, without warning, the man took a step forward.

    They could see he was holding a bag in one hand.

    Afterwards it was hard to know what it was that convinced them both that they had found the man they were looking for.

    The man just smiled up at the window of Roseanna’s bedroom, then vanished into the bushes.

    The snow covering the grass crunched faintly beneath their feet as they crept after him. They followed the fresh footprints through the dormant forest until they eventually reached an old railway line.

    Far off to the right they could see the figure on the track. He passed below an electricity pylon, crossing the tangle of shadows thrown by its frame.

    The railway was still used for goods traffic, and ran from Värta Harbour right through Lill-Jan’s Forest.

    Joona and Samuel followed, sticking to the deep snow beside the tracks to avoid being seen.

    The railway line carried on beneath a viaduct and into the expanse of forest. Suddenly everything got much quieter and darker again.

    The black trees stood close together with their snow-covered branches.

    Joona and Samuel silently speeded up so as not to lose sight of him.

    When they emerged from the curve around Uggleviken marsh they could see that the railway line stretching out ahead of them was empty.

    The man had left the track somewhere and gone into the forest.

    They climbed up onto the rails and looked out into the white forest, then started to walk back. It had been snowing over recent days and the snow was largely untouched.

    Then they found a set of footprints they had missed earlier. The skinny man had left the rails and headed off into the forest. The ground beneath the snow was wet and the prints left by his shoes had darkened. Ten minutes before they had been white and impossible to see in the weak light, but now they were dark as lead.

    They followed the tracks into the forest, towards the large reservoir. It was almost pitch-black among the trees.

    The murderer’s footprints were crossed three times by the lighter tracks of a hare.

    At one point it was so dark that they lost his trail again. They stopped, then spotted the tracks again and hurried on.

    Suddenly they could hear high-pitched whimpering sounds. It was like an animal crying, like nothing Joona and Samuel had ever heard before. They followed the footprints and drew closer to the source of the sounds.

    What they saw between the tree trunks was like something out of some grotesque medieval story. The man they had followed was standing in front of a shallow grave. The ground around him was covered with freshly dug earth. An emaciated, filthy woman was trying to get out of the coffin, crying and struggling to clamber up over the edge. But each time she was on her way up, the man pushed her down again.

    For a couple of seconds Joona and Samuel could only stand there, staring, before taking the safety catches off their weapons and rushing in.

    The man wasn’t armed, and Joona knew he ought to aim at the man’s legs, but he couldn’t help aiming at his heart.

    They ran over the dirty snow, forced the man onto his stomach and cuffed both his wrists and feet.

    Samuel stood panting, pointing his pistol at the man as he called emergency control.

    Joona could hear the sob in his voice.

    They had caught a previously unknown serial killer.

    His name was Jurek Walter.

    Joona carefully helped the woman up out of the coffin, and tried to calm her down. She just lay on the ground gasping. When Joona explained that help was on the way, he caught a glimpse of movement through the trees. Something large was running away, a branch snapped, fir trees swayed and snow fell softly like cloth.

    Perhaps it was a deer.

    Joona realised later that it must have been Jurek Walter’s accomplice, but right then all they could think about was saving the woman and getting the man into custody in Kronoberg.

    It turned out that the woman had been in the coffin for almost two years. Jurek Walter had regularly supplied her with food and water, then covered the grave over again.

    The woman had gone blind, and was severely undernourished, her muscles had atrophied and compression sores had left her deformed, and her hands and feet had suffered frostbite.

    At first it was assumed that she was merely traumatised, but as time passed it became clear that she had incurred severe brain damage.
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    Joona locked the door very carefully when he got home at half past four that morning. His heart thudding with trepidation, he moved Lumi’s warm, sweaty body closer to the middle of the bed before putting his arm round both her and Summa. He realised he wasn’t going to be able to sleep, but just needed to lie down with his family.

    He was back in Lill-Jan’s Forest by seven o’clock. The area had been cordoned off and was under guard, but the snow around the grave was already so churned up by the police, dogs and paramedics that there was no point trying to find any tracks of a potential accomplice.

    Before ten o’clock a police dog unit had identified a location close to the Uggleviken reservoir, just two hundred metres from the woman’s grave. A team of forensics experts and crime-scene analysts was called in, and a couple of hours later the remains of a middle-aged man and a boy of about fifteen had been exhumed. They were both squashed into a blue plastic barrel, and forensic examination indicated that they’d been buried almost four years before. They hadn’t survived many hours in the barrel even though there was a tube supplying them with air.

    Jurek Walter was registered as living on Björnövägen, part of a large housing estate built in the early 1970s, in the Hovsjö district of Södertälje. It was the only address in his name. According to the records, he hadn’t lived anywhere else since he arrived in Sweden from Poland in 1994 and was granted a work permit.

    He had taken a job as a mechanic for a small company, Menge’s Engineering Workshop, where he repaired train gearboxes and renovated diesel engines.

    All the evidence suggested that he lived a lonely, peaceful life.

    Joona and Samuel and the two forensics officers didn’t know what they might find in Jurek Walter’s flat. A torture chamber or trophy cabinet, jars of formaldehyde, freezers containing body parts, shelves bulging with photographic documentation?

    The police had cordoned off the immediate vicinity of the block of flats, and the whole of the second floor.

    They put on protective clothing, opened the door and started to set out boards to walk on, so that they wouldn’t ruin any evidence.

    Jurek Walter lived in a two-room flat measuring thirty-three square metres.

    There was a pile of junk mail below the letterbox. The hall was completely empty. There were no shoes or clothes in the wardrobe beside the front door.

    They moved further in.

    Joona was prepared for someone to be hiding inside, but everything was perfectly still, as if time had abandoned the place.

    The blinds were drawn. The flat smelled of sunshine and dust.

    There was no furniture in the kitchen. The fridge was open and switched off. There was nothing to suggest it had ever been used. The hotplates on the cooker had rusted slightly. Inside the oven the operating instructions were still taped to the side. The only food they found in the cupboards was two tins of sliced pineapple.

    In the bedroom was a narrow bed with no bedclothes, and inside the wardrobe one clean shirt hung from a metal hanger.

    That was all.

    Joona tried to work out what the empty flat signified. It was obvious that Jurek Walter didn’t live there.

    Perhaps he only used it as a postal address.

    There was nothing in the flat to lead them anywhere else. The only fingerprints belonged to Jurek himself.

    He had no criminal record, had never been suspected of any crime, he wasn’t on any registers held by social services. Jurek Walter had no private insurance, had never taken out a loan, his tax was deducted directly from his wages, and he had never claimed any tax credits.

    There were so many different registers. More than three hundred of them, all covered by the Personal Records Act. Jurek Walter was only listed in the ones that no citizen could avoid.

    Otherwise he was invisible.

    He had never been off sick, had never sought help from a doctor or dentist.

    He wasn’t in the firearms register, the vehicle register, there were no school records, no registered political or religious affiliations.

    It was as if he had lived his life with the express intention of being as invisible as possible.

    There was nothing that could lead them any further.

    The few people he had been in contact with at his workplace knew nothing about him. They could only report that he never said much, but he was a very good mechanic.

    When the National Criminal Investigation Department received a response from the Policja, their Polish counterparts, it turned out that Jurek Walter had been dead for many years. Because this Jurek Walter had been found murdered in a public toilet at the central station, Kraków Główny, they were able to supply both photographs and fingerprints.

    Neither pictures nor prints matched the Swedish serial killer.

    Presumably he had stolen the identity of the real Jurek Walter.

    The man they had captured in Lill-Jan’s Forest was looking more and more like a frightening enigma.

    They went on combing the forest for another three months, but after the man and boy in the barrel no more of Jurek Walter’s victims had been found.

    Not until Mikael Kohler-Frost turned up, walking across a bridge, heading for Stockholm.
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    A prosecutor took over responsibility for the preliminary investigation, but Joona and Samuel led the interviews, from the custody proceedings to the principal interrogation. Jurek Walter didn’t confess to anything, but he didn’t deny any crimes either. Instead he philosophised about death and the human condition. Because of the relative lack of supporting evidence, it was the circumstances surrounding his arrest, his failure to offer an explanation and the forensic psychiatrist’s evaluation that led to his conviction in Stockholm Courthouse. His lawyer appealed against the conviction and while they were waiting for the case to be heard in the Court of Appeal, more interviews were held in Kronoberg Prison.

    The staff at the prison were used to most things, but Jurek Walter’s presence troubled them. He made them feel uneasy. Wherever he was, conflicts would suddenly flare up; on one occasion two warders started fighting, with one of them ending up in hospital.

    A crisis meeting was held, and new security procedures agreed. Jurek Walter would no longer be allowed to come into contact with other inmates, or use the exercise yard.

    When Samuel called in sick, Joona found himself walking alone down the corridor, past the row of white thermos flasks, one outside each of the green doors. The shiny linoleum floor had long, black marks on it.

    The door to Jurek Walter’s cell was open. The walls were bare and the window barred. The morning light reflected off the worn plastic-covered mattress on the fixed bunk and the stainless-steel basin.

    Further along the corridor a policeman in a dark-blue sweater was talking to a Syrian Orthodox priest.

    ‘They’ve taken him to interview room two,’ the officer called to Joona.

    A guard was waiting outside the interview room, and through the window Joona could see Jurek Walter sitting on a chair, looking down at the floor. In front of him stood his legal representative and two guards.

    ‘I’m here to listen,’ Joona said when he went in.

    There was a short silence, then Jurek Walter exchanged a few words with his lawyer. He spoke in a low voice and didn’t look up as he asked the lawyer to leave.

    ‘You can wait in the corridor,’ Joona told the guards.

    When he was on his own with Jurek Walter in the interview room he moved a chair and put it so close that he could smell the man’s sweat.

    Jurek Walter sat still on his chair, his head drooping forward.

    ‘Your defence lawyer claims that you were in Lill-Jan’s Forest to free the woman,’ Joona said in a neutral voice.

    Jurek went on staring at the floor for another couple of minutes, then, without the slightest movement, said:

    ‘I talk too much.’

    ‘The truth will do,’ Joona said.

    ‘But it really doesn’t matter to me if I’m found guilty of something I didn’t do,’ Walter said.

    ‘You’ll be locked up.’

    Jurek looked up at Joona and said thoughtfully:

    ‘The life went out of me a long time ago. I’m not scared of anything. Not pain … not loneliness or boredom.’

    ‘But I’m looking for the truth,’ Joona said, intentionally naïve.

    ‘You don’t have to look for it. It’s the same with justice, or gods. You make a choice to fit your own requirements.’

    ‘But you don’t choose the lies,’ Joona said.

    Jurek’s pupils contracted.

    ‘In the Court of Appeal the prosecutor’s description of my actions will be regarded as proven beyond all reasonable doubt,’ he said, without the slightest hint of a plea in his voice.

    ‘You’re saying that’s wrong?’

    ‘I’m not going to get hung up on technicalities, because there isn’t really any difference between digging a grave and refilling it.’

    When Joona left the interview room that day, he was more convinced than ever that Jurek Walter was an extremely dangerous man, but at the same time he couldn’t stop thinking about the possibility that Jurek had been trying to say that he was being punished for someone else’s crimes. Of course he understood that it had been Jurek Walter’s intention to sow a seed of doubt, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that there was actually a flaw in the prosecution’s case.
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    The day before the appeal, Joona, Summa and Lumi went to dinner with Samuel and his family. The sun had been shining through the linen curtains when they started eating, but it was now evening. Rebecka lit a candle on the table and blew out the match. The light quivered over her luminous eyes, and her one strange pupil. She had once explained that it was a condition called dyscoria, and that it wasn’t a problem, she could see just as well with that eye as the other.

    The relaxed meal concluded with dark honey cake. Joona borrowed a kippah for the prayer, Birkat Hamazon.

    That was the last time he saw Samuel’s family.

    The boys played quietly for a while with little Lumi before Joshua immersed himself in a video game and Reuben disappeared into his room to practise his clarinet.

    Rebecka went outside for a cigarette, and Summa kept her company with her glass of wine.

    Joona and Samuel cleared the table, and as soon as they were alone started talking about work and the following day’s appeal.

    ‘I’m not going to be there,’ Samuel said seriously. ‘I don’t know, it’s not that I’m frightened, but it feels like my soul gets dirty … that it gets dirtier for every second I spend in his vicinity.’

    ‘I’m sure he’s guilty,’ Joona said.

    ‘But …?’

    ‘I think he’s got an accomplice.’

    Samuel sighed and put the dishes in the sink.

    ‘We’ve stopped a serial killer,’ he said. ‘A lone lunatic who—’

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

    ‘Yes, he was.’ Samuel started to rinse the dishes.

    ‘It’s not unusual for serial killers to work with other people,’ Joona objected.

    ‘No, but there’s nothing that suggests that Jurek Walter belongs to that category,’ Samuel said brightly. ‘We’ve done our job, we’re finished, but now you want to stick a finger in the air and say [image: ].’

    ‘I do?’ Joona said with a smile. ‘What does that mean?’

    ‘Perhaps the opposite is the case.’

    ‘You can always say that.’ Joona nodded.
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    The sun was shining in through the mottled glass in the windows of the Wrangelska Palace. Jurek Walter’s legal representative explained that his client had been so badly affected by the trial that he couldn’t bear to explain the reason why he was at the crime scene when he was arrested.

    Joona was called as a witness, and described their surveillance work and the arrest. Then the defence lawyer asked if Joona could see any reason at all to suspect that the prosecutor’s account of events was based on a false assumption.

    ‘Could my client have been found guilty of a crime that someone else committed?’

    Joona met the lawyer’s anxious gaze, and in his mind’s eye saw Jurek Walter calmly pushing the woman back into the coffin every time she tried to get out.

    ‘I’m asking you, because you were there,’ the defence lawyer went on. ‘Could Jurek Walter actually have been trying to rescue the woman in the grave?’

    ‘No,’ Joona replied.

    After deliberating for two hours, the Chair of the Court declared that the verdict of Stockholm Courthouse was upheld. Jurek Walter’s face didn’t move a muscle as the more rigorous sentence was announced. He was to be held in a secure psychiatric clinic with extraordinary conditions applied to any eventual parole proceedings.

    Seeing as he was closely connected to numerous ongoing investigations, he was also subject to unusually extensive restrictions.

    When the Chair of the Court had finished, Jurek Walter turned towards Joona. His face was covered with fine wrinkles, and his pale eyes looked straight into Joona’s.

    ‘Now Samuel Mendel’s two sons are going to disappear,’ Jurek said in a measured voice. ‘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, but when he eventually realises that he’ll never see his family again, he’ll kill himself.’

    Joona stood up to leave the courtroom.

    ‘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.

    Ordinarily the convict is taken back to a holding cell until their destination and transportation to the facility have been organised. But the staff at Kronoberg were so keen to be rid of Jurek Walter that they had arranged transport directly from the Wrangelska Palace to the secure criminal psychology unit twenty kilometres north of Stockholm.

    Jurek Walter was to be held in strict isolation in Sweden’s most secure facility for an indeterminate amount of time. Samuel Mendel had regarded Jurek’s threat as empty words from a defeated man, but Joona had been unable to avoid the thought that the threat had been presented as a truth, a fact.

    The investigation was downgraded when no further bodies were found.

    Although it wasn’t dropped altogether, it went cold.

    Joona refused to give up, but there were too few pieces of the puzzle, and what lines of inquiry they had turned out to be dead ends. Even though Jurek Walter had been stopped and convicted, they didn’t really know any more about him than before.

    He was still a mystery.

    One Friday afternoon, two months after the appeal, Joona was sitting with Samuel at Il Caffé close to police headquarters, drinking a double espresso. They were busy with other cases now, but still met up regularly to discuss Jurek Walter. They had been through all the material about him many times, but had found nothing to suggest that he had an accomplice. The whole thing was on the verge of becoming an in-joke, with the two of them weighing up innocent passers-by as possible suspects. And then something terrible happened.
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    Samuel’s phone buzzed on the café table next to his espresso cup. The screen showed a picture of his wife Rebecka. Joona listened idly to the conversation as he picked the crystallised sugar from his cinnamon bun. Evidently Rebecka and the boys were heading out to Dalarö earlier than planned, and Samuel agreed to pick up some food on the way. He told her to drive carefully, and ended the call with lots of kisses.

    ‘The carpenter who’s been repairing our veranda wants us to take a look at the carving as soon as possible,’ Samuel explained. ‘The painter can start this weekend if it’s ready.’

    Joona and Samuel returned to their offices in the National Criminal Investigation Department and didn’t see each other again for the rest of the day.

    Five hours later Joona was eating dinner with his family when Samuel called. He was panting and talking so fast that it was difficult to make out what he was saying, but apparently Rebecka and the boys weren’t at the house in Dalarö. They hadn’t been there, and weren’t answering the phone.

    ‘There’s bound to be an explanation,’ Joona said.

    ‘I’ve called the police, and all the hospitals, and—’

    ‘Where are you now?’ Joona asked.

    ‘I’m out on the Dalarö road, but I’m heading back to the house again.’

    ‘What do you want me to do?’ Joona asked.

    He had already thought the thought, but the hairs on the back of his neck still stood up when Samuel said:

    ‘Make sure Jurek Walter hasn’t escaped.’

    Joona checked with the secure criminal psychology unit of the Löwenströmska Hospital at once, and spoke to Senior Consultant Brolin. He was told that nothing unusual had occurred in the secure unit. Jurek Walter was in his cell, and had been in total isolation all day.

    When Joona called Samuel back, his friend’s voice sounded different, shrill and hunted.

    ‘I’m out in the forest,’ Samuel almost shouted. ‘I’ve found Rebecka’s car, it’s in the middle of the little road leading to the headland, but there’s no one here, there’s no one here!’

    ‘I’m on my way,’ Joona said at once.

    The police searched intensively for Samuel’s family. All traces of Rebecka and the boys vanished on the gravel road five metres from the abandoned car. The dogs couldn’t pick up any scent, just walked up and down, sniffing and circling, but they couldn’t find anything. The forests, roads, houses and waterways were searched for two months. After the police had withdrawn, Samuel and Joona carried on looking on their own. They searched with a determination and a fear that grew until it was on the brink of being unbearable. Not once did they mention what this was all about. Both refused to voice their fears about what had happened to Joshua, Reuben and Rebecka. They had witnessed Jurek Walter’s cruelty.
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    Throughout this period Joona suffered such terrible anxiety that he couldn’t sleep. He watched over his family, following them everywhere, picking them up and dropping them off, making special arrangements with Lumi’s preschool, but he was forced to accept that this wouldn’t be enough in the long term.

    Joona had to confront his worst horror.

    He couldn’t talk to Samuel, but he could no longer deny the truth to himself.

    Jurek Walter hadn’t committed his crimes alone. Everything about Jurek Walter’s understated grandiosity suggested that he was the leader. But after Samuel’s family was abducted, there could be no doubt that Jurek Walter had an accomplice.

    This accomplice had been ordered to take Samuel’s family, and he had done so without leaving a single piece of evidence.

    Joona realised that his family was next. It was probably only good fortune that had spared him this far.

    Jurek Walter showed no mercy to anyone.

    Joona raised this with Summa on numerous occasions, but she refused to take the threat as seriously as he did. She humoured him, accepting his concern and precautionary measures, but she assumed that his fears would subside over time.

    He had hoped that the intensive police operation that followed the disappearance of Samuel Mendel’s family would lead to the capture of the accomplice. When the search first got under way, Joona saw himself as the hunter, but as the weeks went by the dynamic changed.

    He knew that he and his family were the prey, and the calm he tried to demonstrate to Summa and Lumi was merely a façade.

    It was half past ten in the evening, and he and Summa were lying in bed reading when a noise from the ground floor made Joona’s heart suddenly begin to beat faster. The washing machine hadn’t finished its programme yet and it sounded like a zip rattling against the drum, nevertheless he couldn’t help getting up and checking that all the windows downstairs were in one piece, and that the outside doors were locked.

    When he returned, Summa had switched off her lamp and was lying there watching him.

    ‘What did you do?’ she asked gently.

    He forced himself to smile and was about to say something when they heard little footsteps. Joona turned and saw his daughter come into the bedroom. Her hair was sticking up and her pyjama trousers had twisted round her waist.

    ‘Lumi, you’re supposed to be asleep,’ he sighed.

    ‘We forgot to say goodnight to the cat,’ she said.

    Every evening Joona would read Lumi a story, and before he tucked her in for the night they always had to look out of the window and wave to the grey cat that slept in their neighbours’ kitchen window.

    ‘Go back to bed now,’ Summa said.

    ‘I’ll come and see you,’ Joona promised.

    Lumi mumbled something and shook her head.

    ‘Do you want me to carry you?’ he asked, and picked her up.

    She clung onto him and he suddenly noticed her heart beating fast.

    ‘What is it? Did you have a dream?’

    ‘I only wanted to wave to the cat,’ she whispered. ‘But there was a skeleton out there.’

    ‘In the window?’

    ‘No, he was standing on the ground,’ she replied. ‘Right where we found the dead hedgehog … he was looking at me …’

    Joona quickly put her in bed with Summa.

    ‘Stay here,’ he said.

    He ran downstairs silently, not bothering to get his pistol from the gun cabinet, not bothering to put shoes on, and just opened the kitchen door and rushed outside into the cold night air.

    There was no one there.

    He ran behind the house, climbed over the neighbours’ fence and carried on into the next garden. The whole area was quiet and still. He returned to the tree in the garden where he and Lumi had found a dead hedgehog in the summer.

    There was no doubt that someone had been standing in the tall grass, just inside their fence. From there you could see very clearly in through Lumi’s window.

    Joona went inside, locked the door behind him, fetched his pistol, and searched the whole house before going back to bed. Lumi fell asleep almost instantly between him and Summa, and a little while later his wife was asleep beside him.
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    Joona had already tried to talk to Summa about taking off and starting a new life, but she had never encountered Jurek Walter, she didn’t know the extent of what he had done, and she simply didn’t believe that he was behind Rebecka’s, Joshua’s and Reuben’s disappearance.

    With fevered concentration, Joona began to confront the inevitable. A chill focus consumed him as he started to examine every detail, every aspect of it, and draw up a plan.

    A plan that would save all three of them.

    The National Criminal Investigation Department knew almost nothing about Jurek Walter. The disappearance of Samuel Mendel’s family after his arrest provided strong support for the theory that he had an accomplice.

    But this accomplice hadn’t left a single shred of evidence.

    He was a shadow of a shadow.

    His colleagues said it was hopeless, but Joona wouldn’t give up. Naturally he understood it wasn’t going to be easy to find this invisible accomplice. It might take several years, and there was only one of Joona. He couldn’t search and protect Summa and Lumi at the same time, not every second.

    If he hired two bodyguards to accompany them everywhere, the family’s savings would be exhausted in six months.

    Jurek’s accomplice had waited months before seizing Samuel’s family. Clearly this was a man who was in no hurry, patiently biding his time until he was ready to strike.

    Joona tried to find a way they could stay together. They could move, get new jobs and change identities, and live quietly somewhere.

    Nothing mattered more than being with Summa and Lumi.

    But as a police officer, he knew that protected identities aren’t secure. They just give a breathing space. The further away you got, the more breaths you would manage to take, but in the file of Jurek Walter’s suspected victims was a man who went missing in Bangkok, disappearing without trace from the lift in the Sukhothai Hotel.

    There was no escape.

    Eventually Joona was forced to accept that there was something that mattered more than him being together with Summa and Lumi.

    Their lives mattered more.

    If he ran away or disappeared with them, it would be a direct challenge to Jurek to try to track them down.

    And Joona knew that once you start looking, sooner or later you are going to find your quarry, no matter how hard they might try to hide.

    Jurek Walter mustn’t look, he thought. That’s the only way not to be found.

    There was only one solution. Jurek and his shadow had to believe that Summa and Lumi were dead.
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    By the time Joona reaches the outskirts of Stockholm the traffic has built up. Snowflakes are swirling about before vanishing on the damp asphalt of the motorway.

    He can’t bear to think about how he arranged Summa and Lumi’s deaths in order to give them a different life. Nils Åhlén helped him, but didn’t like it. He understood that they were doing the right thing, assuming the accomplice really did exist. But if Joona was wrong, this would be a mistake of incomprehensible proportions.

    Over the years this doubt has settled over the pathologist’s slender figure as a great sorrow.

    The railings of the Northern Cemetery flicker past the car and Joona remembers the day Summa and Lumi’s urns were lowered into the ground. The rain was falling on the silk ribbons on their wreaths, and pattering on the black umbrellas.

    Both Joona and Samuel carried on looking, but not together; they were no longer in touch with each other. Their different fates had made them strangers to one another. Eleven months after his family disappeared, Samuel gave up searching and returned to duty. He lasted three weeks after abandoning hope. Early in the morning of a glorious March day, Samuel went to his summer house. He walked down to the beautiful beach where his boys used to swim, took out his service pistol, fed a bullet into the chamber and shot himself in the head.

    When Joona got the call from his boss telling him that Samuel was dead, he felt a deep, unsettling numbness.

    Two hours later he made his way, shivering, to the old clockmaker’s on Roslagsgatan. It was long past closing time, but the aged clockmaker with the magnifying glass over his left eye was still working amidst a sea of different clocks. Joona tapped on the glass window in the door and was let in.

    When he left the clockmaker’s two weeks later he weighed seven kilos less. He was pale, and so weak he had to stop and rest every ten metres. He threw up in the park that would subsequently be renamed in honour of the singer Monica Zetterlund, then stumbled on to Odengatan.

    Joona had never thought that he would be losing his family for ever. He had imagined being obliged to abstain from meeting them, seeing them, touching them for a while. He realised that it might take years, possibly several years, but he had always been convinced that he would find Jurek Walter’s accomplice and arrest him. He had assumed that one day he would uncover their crimes, let in the light on their deeds and calmly examine every detail, but after ten years he had progressed no further than he had done in the first ten days. There was nothing that led anywhere. The only concrete proof that the accomplice actually existed was the fact that Jurek’s prophecy for Samuel had been realised.

    Officially there was no connection between the disappearance of Samuel’s family and Jurek Walter. It was regarded as an accident. Joona was the only person who still believed that Jurek Walter’s accomplice had taken them.

    Joona was convinced that he was right, but had started to accept the impasse. He wasn’t going to find the accomplice, but his family was still alive.

    He stopped talking about the case, but because it was impossible to ignore the likelihood that he was being watched, he was pretty much condemned to loneliness.

    The years passed, and the fabricated deaths came to seem more and more real.

    He truly had lost his wife and daughter.

    Joona pulls up behind a taxi outside the main entrance of Södermalm Hospital, gets out and walks through the falling snow towards the revolving glass door.
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    Mikael Kohler-Frost has been moved from the emergency room of Södermalm Hospital to Ward 66, which specialises in acute and chronic cases of infection.

    A doctor with tired eyes and a kind face introduces herself as Irma Goodwin, and is now walking across the shiny vinyl floor with Joona Linna. A light flickers above a framed print.

    ‘His general condition is very poor,’ she explains as they walk. ‘He’s malnourished, and he’s got pneumonia. The lab found the antigens for Legionnaires’ in his urine, and …’

    ‘Legionnaires’ disease?’

    Joona stops in the corridor and runs his hand through his tousled hair. The doctor notices that his eyes have turned an intense grey, almost like burnished silver, and she hurriedly assures him that the disease isn’t contagious.

    ‘It’s linked to specific locations with—’

    ‘I know,’ Joona replies, and carries on walking.

    He remembers that the man who was found dead in the plastic barrel had been suffering from Legionnaires’ disease. To contract the disease, you had to have been somewhere with infected water. Cases of infection in Sweden are extremely rare. The Legionella bacteria grow in pools, water tanks and pipes, but cannot survive if the temperature is too low.

    ‘Is he going to be OK?’ Joona asks.

    ‘I think so, I gave him Macrolide at once,’ she replies, trying to keep up with the tall detective.

    ‘And that’s helping?’

    ‘It’ll take a few days – he’s still got a high fever and there’s a risk of septic embolisms,’ she says, opening a door and ushering him through before following him into the patient’s room.

    Daylight is passing through the bag on the drip-stand, making it glow. A thin, very pale man is lying on the bed with his eyes closed, muttering manically:

    ‘No, no, no … no, no, no, no …’

    His chin is trembling and the beads of sweat on his brow merge and trickle down his face. A nurse is sitting beside him, holding his left hand and carefully removing tiny splinters of glass from a wound.

    ‘Has he said anything?’ Joona asks.

    ‘He’s been delirious, and it isn’t easy to understand what he’s saying,’ the nurse replies, taping a compress over the wound on his hand.

    She leaves the room and Joona carefully approaches the patient. He looks at his emaciated features, and has no difficulty discerning the child’s face he has studied in photographs so many times. The neat mouth with the pouting top lip, the long, dark eyelashes. Joona thinks back to the most recent picture of Mikael. He was ten years old, sitting in front of a computer with his fringe over his eyes, an amused smile on his lips.

    The young man in the hospital bed coughs tiredly, takes a few irregular breaths with his eyes closed, then whispers to himself:

    ‘No, no, no …’

    There’s no doubt that the man lying in the bed in front of him is Mikael Kohler-Frost.

    ‘You’re safe now, Mikael,’ Joona says.

    Irma Goodwin is standing silently behind him, looking at the emaciated man in the bed.

    ‘I don’t want to, I don’t want to.’

    He shakes his head and jerks, tensing every muscle in his body. The liquid in the drip-bag turns the colour of blood. He’s trembling, and starts to whimper quietly to himself.

    ‘My name is Joona Linna, I’m a detective inspector, and I was one of the people who looked for you when you didn’t come home.’

    Mikael opens his eyes a little, but doesn’t seem to see anything at first, then he blinks a few times and squints at Joona.

    ‘You think I’m alive …’

    He coughs, then lies back panting and looks at Joona.

    ‘Where have you been, Mikael?’

    ‘I don’t know, I just don’t know, I don’t know anything, I don’t know where I am, I don’t know anything …’

    ‘You’re in Södermalm Hospital in Stockholm,’ Joona says.

    ‘Is the door locked? Is it?’

    ‘Mikael, I need to find out where you’ve been.’

    ‘I don’t understand what you’re saying,’ he whispers.

    ‘I need to find out—’

    ‘What the hell are you doing with me?’ he asks in a despairing voice, and starts to cry.

    ‘I’m going to give him a sedative,’ the doctor says, and leaves the room.

    ‘You’re safe now,’ Joona explains. ‘Everyone here is trying to help you, and—’

    ‘I don’t want to, I don’t want to, I can’t bear it …’

    He shakes his head and tries to pull the drip from his arm with tired fingers.

    ‘Where have you been all this time, Mikael? Where have you been living? Were you hiding? Were you locked up, or—’

    ‘I don’t know, I don’t understand what you’re saying.’

    ‘You’re tired, and you’ve got a fever,’ Joona says gently. ‘But you have to try to think.’
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    Mikael Kohler-Frost is lying in his hospital bed, panting like a hare that’s been hit by a car. He’s talking quietly to himself, moistening his mouth and looking up at Joona with big, questioning eyes.

    ‘Can you be locked up in nothing?’

    ‘No, you can’t,’ Joona replies calmly.

    ‘Can’t you? I don’t get it, I don’t know, it’s so hard to think,’ the young man whispers quickly. ‘There’s nothing to remember, it’s just dark … it’s all a big nothing, and I get mixed up … I mix up what was before and how it was in the beginning, I can’t think, there’s too much sand, I don’t even know what’s dreams and …’

    He coughs, leans his head back and closes his eyes.

    ‘You said something about how it was in the beginning,’ Joona says. ‘Can you try—’

    ‘Don’t touch me, I don’t want you to touch me,’ he interrupts.

    ‘I’m not going to.’

    ‘I don’t want to, I don’t want to, I can’t, I don’t want to …’

    His eyes roll back and he tilts his head in an odd, crooked way, then shuts his eyes and his body trembles.

    ‘There’s no danger,’ Joona repeats.

    After a while Mikael’s body relaxes again, and he coughs and looks up.

    ‘Can you tell me anything about how it was in the beginning?’ Joona repeats gently.

    ‘When I was little … we were huddled together on the floor,’ he says, almost soundlessly.

    ‘So there were several of you at the start?’ Joona asks, a shiver running up his spine and making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

    ‘Everyone was frightened … I was calling for Mum and Dad … and there was a grown-up woman and an old man on the floor … they were sitting on the floor behind the sofa … She tried to calm me down, but … but I could hear her crying the whole time.’

    ‘What did she say?’ Joona asks.

    ‘I don’t remember, I don’t remember anything, maybe I dreamed the whole thing …’

    ‘You just mentioned an old man and a woman.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Behind the sofa,’ Joona says.

    ‘No,’ Mikael whispers.

    ‘Do you remember any names?’

    He coughs and shakes his head.

    ‘Everyone was just crying and screaming, and the woman with the eye kept asking about two boys,’ he says, his eyes focused inwardly.

    ‘Do you remember any names?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Do you remember the names of—’

    ‘I don’t want to, I don’t want to …’

    ‘I’m not trying to upset you, but—’

    ‘They all disappeared, they just disappeared,’ Mikael says, his voice getting louder. ‘They all disappeared, they all …’

    Mikael’s voice cracks, and it’s no longer possible to make out what he’s saying.

    Joona repeats that everything is going to be all right. Mikael looks him in the eye, but he’s shaking so much he can’t speak.

    ‘You’re safe here,’ Joona says. ‘I’m a police officer, and I’ll make sure that nothing happens to you.’

    Dr Irma Goodwin comes into the room with a nurse. They walk over to the patient and gently put his oxygen mask back on. The nurse injects the sedative solution into the drip while calmly explaining what she’s doing.

    ‘He needs to rest now,’ the doctor says to Joona.

    ‘I need to know what he saw.’

    She tilts her head and rubs her ring finger.

    ‘Is it very urgent?’

    ‘No,’ Joona replies. ‘Not really.’

    ‘Come back tomorrow, then,’ Irma says. ‘Because I think—’

    Her mobile rings and she has a short conversation, then hurries out of the room. Joona is left standing by the bed as he hears her vanish down the corridor.

    ‘Mikael, what did you mean about the eye? You mentioned the woman with the eye – what did you mean?’ he asks slowly.

    ‘It was like … like a black teardrop …’

    ‘Her pupil?’

    ‘Yes,’ Mikael whispers, then shuts his eyes.

    Joona looks at the young man in the bed, feeling his pulse roar in his temples, and his voice is brittle and metallic as he asks:

    ‘Was her name Rebecka?’

  


    
      
        
          
            34
          
        
      
    

    Mikael is crying as the sedative enters his bloodstream. His body relaxes, his sobbing grows more weary, then subsides completely seconds before he drifts off to sleep.

    Joona feels oddly empty inside as he leaves the patient’s room and pulls out his phone. He stops, pauses for breath, then calls Åhlén, who carried out the extensive forensic autopsies on the bodies found in Lill-Jan’s Forest.

    ‘Nils Åhlén,’ he says as he takes the call.

    ‘Are you sitting at your computer?’

    ‘Joona Linna, how nice to hear from you,’ Åhlén says in his nasal voice. ‘I was just sitting here in front of the screen with my eyes closed, enjoying its warmth. I was fantasising that I’d bought a facial solarium.’

    ‘Elaborate daydream.’

    ‘Well, if you look after the pennies …’

    ‘Would you like to look up some old files?’

    ‘Talk to Frippe, he’ll help you.’

    ‘No can do.’

    ‘He knows as much as—’

    ‘It’s about Jurek Walter,’ Joona interrupts.

    A long silence follows.

    ‘I’ve told you, I don’t want to talk about that again,’ Åhlén says calmly.

    ‘One of his victims has turned up alive.’

    ‘Don’t say that.’

    ‘Mikael Kohler-Frost … He’s got Legionnaires’ disease, but it looks as though he’s going to pull through.’

    ‘What are the files you’re interested in?’ Åhlén asks with nervous intensity in his voice.

    ‘The man in the barrel had Legionnaires’ disease,’ Joona goes on. ‘But did the boy who was found with him show any signs of the disease?’

    ‘Why are you wondering that?’

    ‘If there’s a connection, it ought to be possible to put together a list of places where the bacteria might be present. And then—’

    ‘We’re talking about millions of places,’ Åhlén interrupts.

    ‘OK …’

    ‘Joona. You have to realise, even if Legionella was mentioned in the other reports, that doesn’t mean that Mikael was one of Jurek Walter’s victims.’

    ‘So there were Legionella bacteria?’

    ‘Yes, I found antibodies against the bacteria in the boy’s blood, so he’d probably had Pontiac fever,’ Åhlén says with a sigh. ‘I know you want to be right, Joona, but nothing you’ve said is enough to—’

    ‘Mikael Kohler-Frost says he met Rebecka,’ Joona interrupts.

    ‘Rebecka Mendel?’ Åhlén asks with a tremble in his voice.

    ‘They were held captive together,’ Joona confirms.

    There is a long silence, then: ‘So … so you were right about everything, Joona,’ Åhlén says, sounding as if he’s about to start crying. ‘You’ve no idea how relieved I am to hear that.’

    He gulps hard down the phone, and whispers that they did the right thing after all.

    ‘Yes,’ Joona says, in a lonely voice.

    He and Åhlén had done the right thing when they arranged the car-crash for Joona’s wife and daughter.

    Two dead bodies were cremated and buried in place of Lumi and Summa. Using fake dental records, Åhlén had identified the bodies. He believed Joona, and trusted him, but it had been such a big decision, so momentous, that he has never stopped worrying about it.

    Joona daren’t leave the hospital until two uniformed officers arrive to guard Mikael’s room. On his way out along the corridor he calls Nathan Pollock and says they need to send someone to pick up the man’s father.

    ‘I’m sure it’s Mikael,’ he says. ‘And I’m sure he’s been held captive by Jurek Walter all these years.’

    He gets in the car and slowly drives away from the hospital as the windscreen wipers clear the snow aside.

    Mikael Kohler-Frost was ten years old when he disappeared – and he was twenty-three when he managed to escape.

    Sometimes prisoners manage to escape, like Elisabeth Fritzl in Austria, who escaped after twenty-four years as a sex-slave in her father’s cellar. Or Natascha Kampusch, who fled her kidnapper after eight years.

    Joona can’t help thinking that, like Elisabeth Fritzl and Natascha Kampusch, Mikael must have seen the man holding him captive. Suddenly a conclusion to all this seems possible. In just a few days, as soon as he is well enough, Mikael ought to be able to show the way to the place where he was held captive for so long.

    The car’s tyres rumble as Joona crosses the ridge of snow in the middle of the road to overtake a bus. As he drives past the Palace of Nobility the city opens up in front of him once more, with heavy snow falling between the dark sky and the swirling black water below the bridge.

    Obviously the accomplice must know that Mikael has escaped and can identify him, Joona thinks. Presumably he has already tried to cover his tracks and switch to a new hiding place, but if Mikael can lead them to where he was held captive, Forensics would be able to find some sort of evidence and the hunt would be on again.

    There’s a long way to go, but Joona’s heart is already beating faster in his chest.

    The thought is so overwhelming that he has to pull over to the side of Vasa Bridge and stop the car. Another driver blows his horn irritably. Joona gets out of his car and steps up onto the pavement, breathing the cold air deep into his lungs.

    A sudden burst of migraine makes him stumble and he grabs the railing for support. He closes his eyes for a moment, waits, and feels the pain ebb away before he opens his eyes again.

    Millions and millions of white snowflakes are flying through the air, vanishing on the dark water as if they had never existed.

    It’s too early to dare to think the thought, but he is well aware of what this means. His body feels weighed down by the realisation. If he manages to catch the accomplice, there will no longer be any threat to Summa and Lumi.
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    It’s too hot to talk in the sauna. Gold-coloured light is shining on their naked bodies and the pale sandalwood. It’s 97 degrees now and the air burns Reidar Frost’s lungs when he breathes in. Drops of sweat are falling from his nose onto the white hair on his chest.

    The Japanese journalist, Mizuho, is sitting on the bench next to Veronica. Their bodies are both flushed and shiny. Sweat is running between their breasts, over their stomachs and down into their pubic hair.

    Mizuho is looking seriously at Reidar. She has come all the way from Tokyo to interview him. He told her good-naturedly that he never gives interviews, but that she was very welcome to attend the party. She was probably hoping he would say something about the Sanctum series being turned into a manga film. She has been here four days now.

    Veronica sighs and closes her eyes for a while.

    Mizuho didn’t take off her gold necklace before entering the sauna, and Reidar can see that it’s starting to burn. Marie only lasted five minutes before she went off to the shower, and now the Japanese journalist leaves the sauna as well.

    Veronica leans forward and rests her elbows on her knees, breathing through her half-open mouth as sweat drips from her nipples.

    Reidar feels a sort of brittle tenderness towards her. But he doesn’t know how to explain the desolate landscape inside him, and that everything he does now, everything he throws himself into, is just random fumbling for something to help him survive the next minute.

    ‘Marie’s very beautiful,’ Veronica says.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Big breasts.’

    ‘Stop it,’ Reidar mutters.

    She looks at him with a serious expression as she goes on:

    ‘Why can’t I just get a divorce …?’

    ‘Because that would be the end for us,’ Reidar says.

    Veronica’s eyes fill with tears and she is about to say something else when Marie comes back in and sits down next to Reidar with a little giggle.

    ‘God, it’s hot,’ she gasps. ‘How can you sit here?’

    Veronica throws a scoop of water onto the stones. There’s a loud hiss and hot clouds of steam rise up and surround them for a few seconds. Then the heat becomes dry and static again.

    Reidar is hanging forward over his knees. The hair on his head is so hot he almost scalds himself when he runs his hand through it.

    ‘No, that’s enough,’ he gasps, and climbs down.

    The two women follow him out into the soft snow. Dusk is spreading its darkness across the snow, which is already glowing pale blue.

    Heavy snowflakes drift down as the three naked people pound through the deep snow.

    David, Wille and Berzelius are eating dinner with the other members of the Sanctum scholarship committee, and the drinking songs can be heard all the way out to the back of the garden.

    Reidar turns and looks at Veronica and Marie. Steam is rising from their flushed bodies, they’re enveloped in veils of mist as the snow falls around them. He is about to say something when Veronica bends over and throws an armful of snow up at him. He backs away, laughing, and falls onto his back, vanishing under the loose snow.

    He lies there on his back, listening to their laughter.

    The snow feels liberating. His body is still scorching hot. Reidar looks straight up at the sky, the hypnotic snow falling from the centre of creation, an eternity of drifting white.

    A memory takes him by surprise. He is peeling off the children’s snowsuits. Taking off hats with snow caught in the wool. He can remember their cold cheeks and sweaty hair. The smell of the drying cupboard and wet boots.

    He misses the children so much that his longing feels purely physical in its intensity.

    Right now he wishes he was alone, so he could lie in the snow until he lost consciousness. Die, surrounded by his memories of Felicia and Mikael. Of how they had once been his.

    He gets to his feet with an effort and gazes out across the white fields. Marie and Veronica are laughing, making angels in the snow and rolling around a short distance away.

    ‘How long have these parties been going on?’ Marie calls to him.

    ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ Reidar mumbles.

    He is about to walk off, drink until he’s drunk, then tie a noose round his neck, but Marie is standing in front of him, legs akimbo.

    ‘You never want to talk. I don’t know anything,’ she says with a laugh. ‘I don’t even know if you’ve got children, or—’

    ‘Just leave me the fuck alone!’ Reidar shouts, and pushes past. ‘What is it you want?’

    ‘Sorry, I …’

    ‘Leave me the fuck alone,’ he snaps, and disappears into the house.

    The two women walk shivering back into the sauna. The steam on their bodies runs off as the heat closes round them again, as if it had never been gone.

    ‘What’s his problem?’ Marie asks.

    ‘He’s pretending to be alive, but feels dead,’ Veronica replies simply.
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    Reidar Frost is wearing a new pair of trousers with a double stripe, and an open shirt. The back of his hair is damp. He is clutching a bottle of Château Mouton Rothschild in each hand.

    That morning he had been on his way to the room upstairs to remove the rope from the beam, but when he reached the door he had been filled instead with an aching sense of longing. He stood with his hand on the door handle and forced himself to turn round, go downstairs and wake his friends. They poured spiced schnapps into crystal glasses and rustled up some boiled eggs with Russian caviar.

    Reidar is walking barefoot along a corridor lined with dark portraits.

    The snow outside is casting an indirect light, like a pale darkness.

    In the reading room with its shiny leather furniture he stops and looks out of the huge window. The view is like a fairytale. As if the king of winter had blown snow across a landscape of apple trees and fields.

    Suddenly he sees flickering lights on the long avenue leading from the gates to the front of the house. The branches of the trees look like embroidered lace in the glow. A car approaching. The snow swirling into the air behind it is coloured red by its rear-lights.

    Reidar can’t recall inviting anyone else to join them.

    He is just thinking that Veronica will have to take care of the new arrivals when he sees that it’s a police car.

    Reidar stops and puts the bottles down on a chest, then goes back downstairs and pulls on the felt-lined winter boots beside the door. He heads out into the cold air to meet the car as it arrives in the broad turning circle.

    ‘Reidar Frost?’ a woman in plain clothes says as she gets out of the car.

    ‘Yes,’ he replies.

    ‘Can we go inside?’

    ‘Here will do,’ he says.

    ‘Would you like to sit in the car?’

    ‘Does it look like it?’

    ‘We’ve found your son,’ the woman says, taking a couple of steps towards him.

    ‘I see,’ he sighs, holding up a hand to silence the police officer.

    He is breathing, feeling the smell of the snow, of water that has frozen to ice high up in the sky. Reidar composes himself, then slowly lowers his hand.

    ‘So where did you find Mikael?’ he says in a voice that has become strangely calm.

    ‘He was walking over a bridge—’

    ‘What?! What the hell are you saying, woman?’ Reidar roars.

    The woman flinches. She’s tall, and has a long ponytail down her back.

    ‘I’m trying to tell you that he’s alive,’ she says.

    ‘What is this?’ Reidar asks uncomprehendingly.

    ‘He’s been taken into Södermalm Hospital for observation.’

    ‘Not my son, he died many years—’

    ‘There’s no doubt whatsoever that it’s him.’

    Reidar is staring at her with eyes that have turned completely black.

    ‘Mikael’s alive?’

    ‘He’s come back.’

    ‘My son?’

    ‘I appreciate that it’s strange, but—’

    ‘I thought …’

    Reidar’s chin trembles as the policewoman explains that his DNA is a one hundred per cent match. The ground beneath him feels soft, rolling like a wave, and he fumbles in the air for support.

    ‘Sweet God in heaven,’ he whispers. ‘Dear God, thank you …’

    His face cracks into a broad smile and he looks completely broken, and he stares up at the falling snow as his legs give way beneath him. The policewoman tries to catch him, but one of his knees hits the ground and he falls to the side, putting his hand out to break his fall.

    The police officer helps him to his feet, and he is holding her arm as he sees Veronica come running down the steps barefoot, wrapped in his thick winter coat.

    ‘You’re sure it’s him?’ he says, staring into the policewoman’s eyes.

    She nods.

    ‘We’ve just had a one hundred per cent match,’ she repeats. ‘It’s Mikael Kohler-Frost, and he’s alive.’

    Veronica has reached him. He takes her arm as he follows the policewoman back to the car.

    ‘What’s going on, Reidar?’ she asks, sounding worried.

    He looks at her. His face is confused and he suddenly seems much older.

    ‘My little boy,’ he says simply.
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    From a distance the white blocks of Södermalm Hospital look like gravestones looming out of the thick snow.

    Moving like a sleepwalker, Reidar Frost buttoned his shirt on the way to Stockholm and tucked it into his trousers. He’s heard the police say that the patient who has been identified as Mikael Kohler-Frost has been moved from intensive care to a private room, but it all feels as if it’s happening in a parallel reality.

    In Sweden, when there are grounds to believe someone is dead, the relatives can apply for a death certificate after one year even though there is no body. Reidar had waited six years for his children’s bodies to be found before he applied for death certificates. The Tax Office authorised his request, the decision was taken, and the declarations became legally binding six months later.

    Now Reidar is walking beside the plain-clothed officer down a long corridor. He doesn’t remember which ward they’re on their way towards, he just follows her, staring at the floor and interwoven tracks left by the wheels of countless beds.

    Reidar tries to tell himself not to hope too much, that the police might have made a mistake.

    Thirteen years ago his children disappeared, Felicia and Mikael, when they were out playing late one evening.

    Divers searched the waters, and the whole of the Lilla Värtan inlet was dragged, from Lindskär to Björndalen. Search parties had been organised and a helicopter spent several days searching the area.

    Reidar provided photographs, fingerprints, dental records and DNA samples of both children to assist in the search.

    Known offenders were questioned, but the conclusion of the police investigation was that one of the siblings had fallen into the cold March water, and the other had been dragged in while trying to help the first one out.

    Reidar secretly commissioned a private detective agency to investigate other possible leads, primarily everyone in the children’s vicinity: all their teachers, football coaches, neighbours, postmen, bus drivers, gardeners, shop assistants, café staff, and anyone the children had come into contact with by phone or on the internet. Their classmates’ parents were checked, and even Reidar’s own relatives.

    Long after the police had stopped looking, and when everyone with even the faintest connection to the children had been investigated, Reidar began to realise that it was over. But for several years after that he carried on walking along the shore every day, expecting his children to be washed ashore.

    Reidar and the plain-clothes officer with the blonde ponytail down her back wait while a bed containing an old woman is wheeled into the lift. They head over to the doors to the ward and pull on pale blue shoe-covers.

    Reidar staggers and leans against the wall. He has wondered several times if he’s dreaming, and daren’t let his thoughts get carried away.

    They carry on into the ward, passing nurses in white uniforms. Reidar feels composed, he’s clenched tight inside, but he can’t help walking faster.

    Somewhere he can hear the noise of other people, but inside him there is nothing but an immense silence.

    At the far end of the corridor, on the right, is room number four. He bumps into a food trolley, sending a pile of cups to the floor.

    It’s as if he’s become detached from reality as he enters the room and sees the young man lying in bed. He has a drip attached to the crook of his arm, and oxygen is being fed into his nose. An infusion bag is hanging from the drip-stand, next to a white pulse-monitor attached to his left index finger.

    Reidar stops and wipes his mouth with his hand, and feels himself lose control of his face. Reality returns like a deafening torrent of emotions.

    ‘Mikael,’ Reidar says gently.

    The young man slowly opens his eyes and Reidar can see how much he resembles his mother. He carefully puts his hand against Mikael’s cheek, and his own mouth is trembling so much that he can hardly speak.

    ‘Where have you been?’ Reidar asks, and realises that he’s crying.

    ‘Dad,’ Mikael whispers.

    His face is frighteningly pale and his eyes incredibly tired. Thirteen years have passed, and the child’s face that Reidar has hidden in his memory has become a man’s face, but he’s so skinny that he looks like he did when he was newborn, wrapped in a blanket.

    ‘Now I can be happy again,’ Reidar whispers, stroking his son’s head.
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    Disa is finally back in Stockholm again. She’s waiting in his flat, on the top floor of number 31 Wallingatan. Joona is on his way home from buying some turbot that he’s planning to fry and serve with remoulade sauce.

    Alongside the railings the snow is piled about twenty centimetres deep. All the lights of the city look like misty lanterns.

    As he passes Kammakargatan he hears agitated voices up ahead. This is a dark part of the city. Heaps of snow and rows of parked cars throw shadows. Dull buildings, streaked with melt-water.

    ‘I want my money,’ a man with a gruff voice is shouting.

    There are two figures in the distance. They’re moving slowly along the railings towards the Dala steps. Joona carries on walking.

    Two panting men are staring at each other, hunched, drunk and angry. One is wearing a chequered coat and a fur hat. In his hand is a small, shiny knife.

    ‘Fucking bastard,’ he rattles. ‘Fucking little—’

    The other one has a full beard and a black overcoat with a tear on one shoulder, and is waving an empty wine-bottle in front of him.

    ‘I want my money back, with interest,’ the bearded man repeats.

    ‘Kiskoa korkoa,’ the other man replies, spitting blood on the snow.

    A thickset woman in her sixties is leaning against a blue box of sand for the steps. The tip of her cigarette glows, lighting up her puffy face.

    The man with the bottle backs in beneath the snow-covered branches of the big tree. The other man stumbles after him. The knife blade flashes as he stabs with it. The bearded man moves backwards, waving the bottle and hitting the other man in the head. The bottle breaks and green glass flies around the fur hat. Joona has an impulse to reach for his pistol, even though he knows it’s locked away in the gun cabinet.

    The man with the knife stumbles but manages to stay on his feet. The other is holding the jagged remains of the bottle.

    There’s a scream. Joona jumps over the piled-up snow and ice from the gutters.

    The bearded man slips on something and falls flat on his back. He’s fumbling with his hand on the railings at the top of the steps.

    ‘My money,’ he repeats with a cough.

    Joona sweeps some snow off a parked car and presses it to make a snowball.

    The man in the chequered coat sways as he approaches the prone man with the knife.

    ‘I’ll cut you open and stuff you with your money—’

    Joona throws the snowball and hits the man holding the knife in the back of the neck. There’s a dull thud as the snow breaks up and flies in all directions.

    ‘Perkele,’ the man says, confused, as he turns round.

    ‘Snowball fight, lads!’ Joona shouts, forming a new ball.

    The man with the knife looks at him and a spark appears in his clouded eyes.

    Joona throws again and hits the man on the ground in the middle of the chest, spraying snow in his bearded face.

    The man with the knife looks down at him, then laughs unkindly:

    ‘Lumiukko.’

    The man on the ground throws some loose snow up at him. He backs off, putting the knife away and forming a snowball. The bearded man rises unsteadily, clinging to the railing.

    ‘I’m good at this,’ he mutters as he forms a snowball.

    The man in the chequered jacket takes aim at the other man, but abruptly turns round instead and throws a ball that hits Joona on the shoulder.

    For several minutes snowballs fly in all directions. Joona slips and falls. The bearded man loses his hat and the other man rushes over and fills it with snow.

    The woman claps her hands, and is rewarded with a snowball to her forehead which sits there like a white bump. The bearded man bursts out laughing and falls backwards into a pile of old Christmas trees. The man in the chequered jacket kicks some snow over him, but gives up. He’s panting as he turns to look at Joona.

    ‘And where the hell did you come from?’ he asks.

    ‘National Criminal Police,’ Joona replies, brushing the snow from his clothes.

    ‘The police?’

    ‘You took my child,’ the woman mutters.

    Joona picks up the fur hat and shakes the snow off it before handing it to the man in the jacket.

    ‘Thanks.’

    ‘I saw the wishing star,’ the drunken woman goes on, looking Joona in the eye. ‘I saw it when I was seven … and I wish you’d burn in the fires of hell and scream like—’

    ‘You shut your mouth,’ the man in the chequered jacket shouts. ‘I’m glad I didn’t stab you, little brother, and—’

    ‘I want my money,’ the other man calls with a smile.
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    There’s a light on in the bathroom when Joona gets home. He opens the door slightly and sees Disa lying in the bath with her eyes closed. She’s surrounded by bubbles and is humming to herself. Her muddy clothes are in a big heap on the bathroom floor.

    ‘I thought they’d locked you up in prison,’ Disa says. ‘I was all prepared to take over your flat.’

    Over the winter Joona has been under investigation by the Prosecution Authority’s national unit for internal investigations, accused of wrecking a long-term surveillance operation and exposing the Security Police rapid-response unit to danger.

    ‘Apparently I’m guilty,’ he replies, picking her clothes up and putting them in the washing machine.

    ‘I said that right at the start.’

    ‘Yes, well …’

    Joona’s eyes are suddenly grey as a rainy sky.

    ‘Is it something else?’

    ‘A long day,’ he replies, and goes out into the kitchen.

    ‘Don’t go.’

    When he doesn’t come back she climbs out of the bath, dries herself and puts on a thin dressing gown. The beige silk clings to her warm body.

    Joona is standing in the kitchen, frying some baby potatoes golden brown when she comes in.

    ‘What’s happened?’

    Joona glances at her.

    ‘One of Jurek Walter’s victims has come back … he’s been held captive all this time.’

    ‘So you were right – there was an accomplice.’

    ‘Yes,’ he sighs.

    Disa takes a few steps towards him, then gently rests her palm flat against the small of his back.

    ‘Can you catch him?’

    ‘I hope so,’ Joona says seriously. ‘I haven’t had the chance to question the boy properly, he’s in a bad way. But he should be able to lead us there.’

    Joona takes the frying pan off the heat, then turns and looks at her.

    ‘What is it?’ she asks, suddenly looking worried.

    ‘Disa, you have to say yes to the research project in Brazil.’

    ‘I’ve told you, I don’t want to go,’ she says quickly, then realises what he means. ‘You can’t think like that. I don’t give a damn about Jurek Walter. I’m not scared, I won’t be governed by fear.’

    He gently brushes aside the wet hair that has fallen over her face.

    ‘Only for a little while,’ he says. ‘Until I get this sorted out.’

    She leans against his chest and hears the muffled double beat of his heart.

    ‘There’s never been anyone but you,’ she says simply. ‘When you stayed with me after your family’s accident, well, that was … you know, that was when I … lost my heart, as they say … but it’s true.’

    ‘I’m just worried about you.’

    She strokes his arm and whispers that she doesn’t want to go. When her voice breaks, he pulls her to him and kisses her.

    ‘But we’ve seen each other all the way through,’ Disa says, looking up into his face. ‘I mean, if there is an accomplice who’s a threat to us, why hasn’t anything happened? It doesn’t make sense …’

    ‘I know, I agree, but … I have to do this. I’m going after him, and now is when it’s all happening.’

    Disa can feel a sob rising in her throat. She fights it back down and turns her face away. Once she had been Summa’s friend. That was how they met. And when his life fell apart, she was there.

    He moved in and stayed with her for a while when things were at their very worst for him.

    At night he would sleep on her sofa, and she would hear him moving about, and knew that he knew she was lying awake in the next room. That he was looking at the door to her bedroom and thinking about her lying in there, more and more confused and hurt by how distant he was being, how cold. Until one night he got up, got dressed and left her flat.

    ‘I’m staying,’ Disa whispers, wiping the tears from her face.

    ‘You have to go.’

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Because I love you,’ he says. ‘You must know that …’

    ‘Do you really think I’d go now?’ she asks with a broad smile.
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    Jurek Walter is visible on one of the nine squares of the huge monitor. Like a caged beast he is pacing the dayroom, walking round the sofa, then turning left and going past the television. He goes round the running machine, turns left again and goes back into his room.

    Anders Rönn watches him from above on another of the screens, as well as on the other monitor.

    Jurek washes his face, then sits down on the plastic chair without drying himself. He stares at the door to the corridor as the water drips onto his shirt and dries.

    My is sitting in the operator’s chair. She checks the time, waits another thirty seconds, looks at Jurek, makes a note of the zone on the computer, and locks the door to the dayroom.

    ‘He’s getting faggots this evening … he likes that,’ she says.

    ‘He does?’

    Anders Rönn already thinks that the routines surrounding this one patient are so repetitive and static that it would be hard to tell the days apart if it weren’t for the daily meeting up on Ward 30. The other doctors talk about their patients and care plans. No one even expects him to repeat that the situation in the secure unit is unchanged.

    ‘Have you ever tried talking to the patient?’ Anders asks.

    ‘With Jurek? We’re not allowed to,’ she replies, and scratches her tattooed arm. ‘It’s because … well, he says things you can’t forget.’

    Anders hasn’t spoken to Jurek Walter since that first day. He just makes sure that the patient gets his regular injection of neuroleptic drugs.


Конец ознакомительного фрагмента.
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