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Prologue

Early December, 2010

I don’t understand why … 

My body is fire.

All the seasons.

I have a hundred wounds that someone has scratched, torn and cut into me, and I am stumbling through the forest. Burning cold and icy pain.

It is me.

I have become pain.

What is there after pain?

The trees are hydras, whose thousand blazing heads are lunging at me, their teeth wanting to rip me to shreds, their poisonous blood seeking a way into me, and a millipede is crawling up one of my thighs, up inside me, where it unfurls its devilish fangs.

I scream.

Is this the end? Blood is running down my forehead but I stumble on, feeling the roots of the trees free themselves from the cold ground and wrap around my ankles, calves and thighs, trying to drag me to the ground, opening me up to the hydras’ barbed-wire tongues.

How did I end up here?

Who am I?

Why am I going to die now?

I am alone.

I don’t even have myself any more.

And something is hunting me.

What else is in that predator’s arsenal?

Every root, every branch, every cold wind wants to tear me to pieces and lap up my blood, eat my guts, my kidneys, my liver and my heart.

Mum.

There you are.

I can see you standing in the kitchen and I call out to you.

‘Mum, Mum!’

The branches are digging into me now, the cold and heat are me, and it’s raining and snowing and hailing and they’re howling now, the hydras, and where have all the flies come from? They want to lay their eggs in my wounds, so they can be born as maggots in what was once me.

Who will remember me?

Male faces carved into the trunks of the trees.

I can no longer breathe. The branches and twigs and thorns are cutting my feet to ribbons.

I want them to catch me, so that something else, a whiteness, a different sort of warmth can begin.

I move forward.

Burning. No skin on my lower legs.

I don’t want to feel any more, I don’t ever want to have another branch stuck inside me.

Hear the panting.

Hear the darkness.

Hear the loneliness.

Hear someone being suffocated by their own fear.

Hear someone who refuses to give up, refuses to die.

That someone is me.

 

I am howling now. 

It is my last scream, the last air I manage to force out of my lungs.

I am lying on my back on scalding roots, watching the trees’ branches lower themselves towards me, their faces spitting and hissing corrosive acid onto my cheeks, into my eyes, making me blind.

But the pain isn’t blind. 

It’s all that’s left now.

And the masks carved into the trees.

Something cold in my side.

Snow is falling.

White stars are falling on my naked body and the steel cuts at my insides, slicing my genitals, piercing something new, and there is nothing there but my scream.

I can’t even scream any more.

The forest is deaf.

Doesn’t want to see.

Mum.

I never want you to find out what happened to me.

I want you to believe that I died without fear, without pain, surrounded by good people.

I want to believe that myself.

But I know it wasn’t like that, and something cuts into me again, a polished tree-trunk, a millipede with a thousand knives for legs, I shudder and I’m dying, Mum, giving my body to the flies.

I leave myself, see my naked, mangled body lying in a glade in an abandoned patch of forest in Östergötland, and I become someone else, someone who drifts in a space separate from that of the living, and I’m free, Mum, I am, aren’t I?

I see myself being left there.

The ferns sniff at my sides; the trees want to eat the flesh that was me.

Someone walks away.

Wiping the knife on rotting leaves.

I am dead, Mum, burned, cut to pieces, raped and murdered.

I am not alone in that fate.

And it has to end.

The hydra must be killed, even if it has eternal life.

Maria.

That’s me.

Maria Murvall.

I am mute and the world does not exist, but I know where I am, even if I still lack a foothold in my own world, or that beyond.

There is no logic where I am.

It’s pointless looking for any.

I’m sitting on the bed, tucked into the corner of a room in Vadstena Hospital.

A madhouse.

This is where people like me end up.

People in white coats.

They all doubt whether I’m actually in their world, if I can hear what they’re saying, what they want with me, and if I understand what happened to me, if I remember anything about it, how the forest raped me.

I remember everything.

But I’m done with their life, I’ve left it behind and now there’s no way back, I no longer have the language of tongues.

I do not exist.

Not to the doctors or carers, not to my brothers, or Malin Fors, who comes here sometimes and tries to get me to talk, tries to get me to answer questions she doesn’t even know if I can understand.

I don’t want to exist.

And if I don’t exist, then the evil can’t exist, and then nothing evil has happened, and if nothing evil has happened, evil doesn’t exist.

It’s summer, or maybe spring, outside my window. Or is it late winter?

An in-between season that has no name. The world is out of joint, they say, and I know it’s been that way for a long time.

I no longer dream. I live in sleep and wakefulness and I still want the hydra, all its heads, to disappear.

But it can’t be killed. Not the hydra.

The first time it came was in the forest, then again and again, and then some time just before Christmas.

I screamed then.

Inside myself. It never stops moving, seeking out new flesh to debase, devour, destroy.

It never stops.

And now a cloud is drifting in front of the sun, a big, black, swollen, sulphurous cloud of evil.

Evil can’t reach in here.

Because I don’t exist.

My heart is beating but I’m not alive.

Definitely not.

If someone were to connect electrodes to my head they would see activity. But not as you know it. Not the flickering traces of the soul, when synapse after synapse is activated by curiosity about the world.

I embody all that is mute.

A different pattern.

But now it’s happening again, and I want to scream and I am screaming but my screaming can’t be heard, because I don’t exist.

But the hydra exists.

Those teeth.

The jaws that drag women into the very darkest depths, depths where there is nothing but fear, pain and loneliness.

It starts with women. Women come before children. And that’s why it has to start with women this time.

Women like me.

It’s moving now, the evil that exists in the depths.

It’s moving.

And I, Maria Murvall, curl up in my corner and scream my soundless scream, which the woman by the car a long way from here can’t hear.

A car door opens on the gravel drive in front of a large, gothic villa surrounded by trees, where the wind is dancing through dense foliage.

The woman being carried to the car has been drugged. Someone has stuck a needle in her arm and injected her with a sedative.

Her wrists bear the marks of the chains that have held her shackled to a wall.

A black case full of used notes changes hands.

The car door closes.

The car drives down a paved road and disappears into an unfamiliar landscape where a patch of water is constantly changing its appearance in the light. Then the car carries on into an unfamiliar season.

A room is waiting for the young woman in this season.

The room is merciless.

A room created of hidden darkness and cruel light.

A room without feelings.

A room in which life and death have no dividing line.

The room where a person can forget that they are human.


PART 1

The First-Mentioned Love
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Skåne, Saturday, 14, Sunday, 15 May, 2011

Can clouds close their eyes? Malin wonders. Choose not to see what happens beneath them?

Can clouds forget?

She pulls Peter closer to her as she looks out across the Skåne fields that his father owns.

She leans her cheek against his shoulder as they walk towards a low, green ridge a kilometre or so away.

Is everything OK now?

At long last?

Have I finally got peace in my life, come to terms with what has been and what can yet be?

Doesn’t the fact that I’m here in Skåne with Peter’s family, to help celebrate his father’s seventy-second birthday, prove that?

Before, a walk like this, without any real goal or purpose except the walk itself, would have made her restless, and left her wondering where the nearest bar was, so she could drink herself into a pit.

But now she is walking here.

Beside Peter.

Putting one foot in front of the other and not really wanting to be anywhere else.

It’s OK, just walking here.

Like this.

It’s OK doing this, right now.

Peter’s green corduroy jacket.

The fabric soft against her cheek.

His voice soft as well as he talks about the intrigues in the neurosurgery department rather than all the things he sometimes wants to talk about, and which she definitely doesn’t want to discuss.

Or do I?

The ridge is getting closer.

Closer.

And then Malin Fors and Peter Hamse are standing at the foot of the ridge, and they look at each other and nod, and then they begin their ascent.

She’s faster than him.

She starts to run, and feels herself sweating under her top. She hears him panting behind her.

I’m going to win.

And love is a competition here on this unknown ridge in the south of Sweden, and run, Malin, run, because there’s always something to run from, isn’t there?

If nothing else, then the very feeling that things are OK?

Boring.

At the top now.

She’s got there something like fifty metres ahead of him.

She sits down on a rock.

Looks out across the world.

Looks at Peter as he comes towards her, panting and smiling and happy, as if she were a present waiting for him at the top of the tallest mountain in the world.

He sits down beside her.

Wraps his arms around her and gives her a sloppy kiss on the cheek.

‘You’ll be the death of me,’ he says. ‘You know that?’

‘I won!’ she says.

‘I didn’t even know it was a race.’

They look out across the landscape in silence. The fields where the earth is coming to life again, Lund to the north, and off to the west the chimneys and grey-black buildings of Copenhagen on the other side of the Sound.

Behind them is Martofta, Peter’s father’s estate, and Malin turns to look at the big house, glistening like a white fairy-tale castle in the distance.

The windows of the house are glinting in the sunlight.

The windows are eyes, Malin thinks.

They want something from me.

There’s a reason why I’m here.

I felt it before, but now I know. Something’s going to happen.

And Peter pulls her to him.

Starts saying how beautiful it is here, and she knows what he’s leading up to, she can hear it in the tone of his voice.

She hushes him.

‘Can’t we just enjoy the view?’ she says. ‘It’s beautiful here. That’s enough.’

‘Is anything ever enough for you?’

Warmth in Peter’s voice.

No accusation. Or is there?

‘How do you mean?’

‘I mean that you’re the most obsessive person I’ve ever had the honour of meeting.’

Malin is dazzled by the warm, playful light of the candles in the sconces on the walls.

She looks around Martofta’s dining room, letting her eyes move from face to face around the enormous walnut-wood dining table.

What am I doing here?

On an unfamiliar estate a short distance north of Malmö, in the middle of a vast, windswept prairie in Skåne. What am I doing in this oversized house with all these strangers?

It’s been a wonderful day, like something out of a lifestyle magazine.

But this?

The watch on Rudolph Hamse’s arm. The little jewels sparkling in the light. A painting by Zorn on the wall behind him, a farmhand and a kitchen maid surrounded by hens on a sloping meadow.

‘Skåne’s car-tyre king. That’s my dad,’ Peter said the first time he talked about his family. ‘He sold the business five years ago.’

Rudolph.

Named after the silent movie star Rudolph Valentino.

Must have been just as much of a charmer in his youth, the features of his face still sharp even though he’s over seventy.

Thirty people around the table.

Malin only knows a few of the guests at the ‘modest’ seventy-second birthday party. Most of their faces are flushed with Martini, champagne and wine, and the venison from the estate’s own deer, and to Malin’s ears their conversation sounds like a raging spring torrent. She can make out individual words as separate drops, but the context is lost in their shared drunken excitement.

Only water in the glass in front of her.

The nails of her forefingers are deep in the balls of her thumbs as the smell of alcohol threatens to get the better of her. The new, expensive and uncomfortable black dress from Hugo Boss that Peter bought her is chafing, the silky fabric is itchy and her shoes feel too small, their heels too high.

But I look lovely, Malin thinks. Just like the other guests.

Most of them are older than her. The sort of people who tell lies because it’s fun, who judge others according to the size of their bank accounts.

Peter.

He’s sitting opposite her, and she looks at him, his sharp nose and short blond hair, and his eyes are twinkling, aren’t they?

And she feels embarrassed.

Just from looking at him.

Warm.

Her cheeks blushing, just like everyone else’s.

‘I’m not like them,’ he said.

But that’s not true. He fits in perfectly here, with his quick-thinking doctor’s mind.

Dipping into conversations at exactly the right moment, with exactly the right comment, sitting back and waiting, going on the attack, making jokes, and he has just given a brilliant speech in his father’s honour.

The car-tyre king.

Smoking a cigar now, and he gets up, taps his glass and calls for quiet, clears his throat, snaps his head back and pulls his stomach in under the crocodile-skin belt and white dress-shirt, and it’s as if a lifetime of hard graft and deserved gravity suck the guests’ words out of the dining room in just a few seconds.

And then he begins to speak, Peter’s father.

He turns towards her, towards me, Malin thinks, and she wants to get up, but her backside feels as if it’s stuck to the green leather of her chair and she wants to throw herself at the half-empty wine glasses within reach.

Peter.

Help me.

But he’s just grinning at her with an amused, slightly sadistic look in his eyes. ‘Malin,’ the car-tyre king says.

Rudolph.

‘Malin Fors. Never did I think I’d be welcoming a tough, beautiful female cop into the Hamse family.’

The speech of the silent Valentino.

‘I never thought Peter would meet anyone who could hold his interest for more than five minutes. From the little I know and have heard about you, Malin, I like you a lot. Keep hold of each other.’ Then Rudolph’s gaze moves on to his wife, Peter’s mother, Siv, the face-lifted blonde in a clearly very expensive red dress, who must surely have hoped for better for her son than an alcoholic, albeit reformed, single mother from fucking Linköping, of all the wretched places in the country.

Give me something aristocratic, she’s probably thinking behind her cheery smile. A bit of tradition. And lots of money.

He’s swaying slightly, Rudolph, at his place at the top of the table.

But he’s done his homework, and talks briefly about the murders she has solved.

Admiring oohs from the other guests: lock all criminals up. Flay them alive.

Names of murderers. Threats to society. Rendered harmless, thanks to her.

Now we have nothing to fear from them.

‘Thanks to you, Malin Fors.’

‘Welcome to the Hamse family and Martofta. A toast!’

‘Cheers!’

Thirty strangers raising their glasses to her.

What do I do now?

Drink a toast with water, a toast to longing. For what? My daughter Tove, perhaps, or maybe just to feel Peter’s body next to mine.

 

She’s making conversation with a car-dealer from Simrishamn.

A bone-dry local in his sixties who has made a fortune from ‘the artistry of German engineering’.

Then the car-dealer goes to the toilet.

And Malin gets a chance to look at Peter.

At his face.

An archetypal shape for her. The lines that the first person etched in the sand of the first beach.

I’m lost, she thinks as she looks at him.

Surrounded by his family, and I’m the person who just happens to be his.

We’re both lost, aren’t we?

There’s no way back. No matter what your mother might want.

You started talking about it six months ago.

The child you’d like to have.

The child you’d like us to have together.

‘It would be a good thing, Malin. And it’s the right time for me, otherwise it will never happen.’

That’s what you said to me one evening when you found me at home in the living room bent over the contents of my file on Maria Murvall. The thirty-two-year-old social worker who was found brutally raped and abused on a forest road south of Hultsjön, a lake north of Stjärnorp, one autumn morning seven years ago.

The papers had been spread out over the floor. Like a sort of creation myth trying to make sense of itself.

Love.

Evil.

Like night and day.

Cold and heat.

Maria Murvall. Mute and distant in a room in Vadstena Hospital. A shell.

My brother.

Stefan.

Abandoned by his mother. Incapable of ever learning who I am. But you can feel that I’m here, can’t you, Stefan? Somehow I’ve found a way into you.

His thin arms on the covers, he sleeps on his back with his mouth open and the Hälsingland night keeps watch outside the care home where he lives.

My bloody father, pretending that my brother didn’t exist. Keeping him secret from me for almost thirty-five years. Bastard.

Dad’s back in Tenerife. Haven’t spoken to him since he went back. He’s called, but I haven’t called back.

Forgive? Move on?

Never. Never ever. Not everything can be forgiven. And Mum. Dead and buried now. I’ll never be able to understand her betrayal. I know that now. And what does that sort of betrayal lead to?

Stefan’s cold, limp hand in mine, a tepid fallen leaf with soft bones and protruding, warm veins.

You can feel that I’m with you, can’t you?

You feel me, don’t you?

The world is a tormented scream.

A child. In this world?

Sure, Peter. Sure.

‘Coffee and liqueurs will be served in the drawing room.’

Siv’s voice reedy but full of contented warmth as she announced the next stage of the evening.

Peter took Malin’s hand as they made their way out of the dining room and sat down on a large blue Howard sofa facing an open fire with a gaping bearskin on the floor in front of it.

He fetched coffee for them both, and a cognac for himself.

Sat down beside her and whispered in her ear.

‘They might think you’re pregnant because you’re not drinking.’

That had occurred to her as well.

She decided she didn’t give a damn what they thought. I’m thirty-seven now.

‘I don’t care what they think. You know that.’

‘I know,’ he replied. ‘And that’s why Dad likes you. He’s only ever respected stubborn people.’

‘So you think I’m stubborn?’

‘That’s just the start of it, and you know it.’

Then he held her tightly and kissed her on the forehead.

‘They’re OK, aren’t they?’

She nodded.

‘It was nice, what he said about me.’

And then she closed her eyes. Thinking about Tove, and how she was probably at a party up in Lundsberg, how she seemed to be happy at boarding school, and how the gaps between their telephone conversations had got longer during the past year. At first they had spoken every day, then every other day, and now perhaps once a week, and then it was almost always Malin who called, with the anger of rejection bubbling inside.

But she had Peter now.

They had each other, and they practically lived together, even if they both still had their own flats. His dad hadn’t been wrong, she could very well imagine becoming part of this family, and maybe, just maybe, she already was.

Two weeks’ holiday.

It had been a quiet winter in the police station. No spectacular murders had shaken Linköping. Two alcoholics had managed to kill each other in a flat out in Berga in February, but that was pretty much it.

Malin had been longing for a difficult case. And had felt guilty about that. But solving difficult murders is what she does, and she knows she’s good at it. To fill up the time she’s been working on the Maria Murvall case.

It was as if she’d been raped by nature itself, and she is still in hospital, silent and shut off.

But Malin hadn’t got anywhere with the case. She’d exhausted every angle, examined every nook and cranny.

‘Take a couple of weeks off now, Malin,’ her boss, Police Superintendent Sven Sjöman, had said. ‘Go and visit Tove, do something nice.’

‘You think I look worn out?’

‘No, quite the contrary. But this quiet patch won’t last forever.’

She hadn’t gone to visit Tove, the timing was all wrong, but she was going to try to drive up for the end of the school year in a few weeks.

Instead, Peter had taken some time owing, and nagged at her to go down to Skåne with him for his father’s seventy-second birthday party. He had bribed her with a few days at the Hotel Angleterre in Copenhagen, assuring her that she’d love it.

She had to meet them again some time. The first time had been in Stockholm, before Christmas, at a Christmas meal in Operakällaren.

Rudolph and Siv.

The car-tyre king and his wife.

Peter’s sister Theresa, a researcher for Gambro, a pharmaceutical company in Lund.

And now I’m sitting here, Malin thinks, and what am I feeling?

I don’t know.

I’ve got no idea. Beyond the fact that I want to be with Peter.

And that something has to happen.
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Alcohol makes a promise to an alcoholic: I will give you peace and quiet and a few hours free from pain.

I will make something happen.

Then I’ll destroy you.

But isn’t it wonderful, being destroyed?

Malin digs the nails of her index fingers deep into her thumbs and thinks: How can anyone handle a party like this without drinking?

You steel yourself.

Think about how disgusting strong spirits taste.

How terrible it is to be hung-over.

That you get invisible medals for strength of character and good behaviour if you abstain.

You think about other things.

Fascinated by those who are drunk, how they permit themselves to become temporarily crazy.

You simply deceive yourself, Malin thinks.

Because you know how insanely wonderful it is to get drunk. Drinking your way into the mire, soft as cotton wool.

And that feeling, that longing never ends, Malin thinks. I’ll carry it with me as long as I live.

Malin is sitting alone on the sofa. None of the drunken guests appears to have the time or desire to talk to her, the cop. Even the men don’t seem to want to come over and chat about police work, which is what usually happens.

The fire in front of her.

Small sparks are jumping out of the hearth, but lack the strength to set fire to the well-polished parquet floor.

Someone puts some music on in a distant room. Dance music. Where’s Peter? Everyone must be dancing now, because the drawing room, so full of people a short while ago, is now almost deserted, apart from a fat old man in tails who’s fallen asleep in one of the armchairs.

She closes her eyes.

Thinks about Janne. They don’t speak to each other very often any more. Just about practical matters concerning Tove. And there aren’t many of those these days, seeing as she takes care of herself up at Lundsberg. But they celebrated Christmas together. She and Peter, Janne and his new blond bimbo, and Tove.

In Janne’s house.

Where Malin used to live.

Janne had cooked the ham himself, and made Christmas toffee. And to her surprise, she hadn’t felt like tearing the bimbo’s eyes out.

Then, suddenly, someone close to Malin.

Who?

She looks up and sees Sara, Peter’s sister’s girlfriend. Her surname was Markelberg, wasn’t it?

They’d spoken briefly when she and Theresa arrived at the party in time for afternoon cocktails, taken on the veranda in the dying light of the weak spring sun.

‘Do you mind if I sit down?’

In her black cocktail dress, with her medium-length, loose dark hair and full lips painted bright red, Sara Markelberg looks like a modern version of a forty-year-old Ava Gardner.

What does she want? Malin thinks. She pulls her Hugo Boss dress down towards her knees.

‘Of course.’

‘It’s so noisy through there,’ Sara says as she sinks into an armchair. ‘I need a bit of peace and quiet. I’ve never liked dancing.’

‘That makes two of us. The dancing, I mean,’ Malin says.

Sara puts her cognac glass on the table. Crosses her legs, revealing a black nylon-covered thigh.

What does she want?

‘You’re not drinking?’

Malin shakes her head.

‘There’s no new little person on the way?’

Malin shakes her head again, and something about Sara’s bluntness makes her feel like being honest.

‘I’m a sober alcoholic,’ Malin says, and the confession passes through her body like a shock, leaving her feeling drained and full of a strange sense of relief, and Sara nods and says: ‘Bloody hell, this must be a nightmare then.’

‘It’s OK,’ Malin says. ‘I’ve been through worse.’

‘I’m sure.’

‘But you know, when you’re among people who are drinking and getting drunk, it’s like you’re in a different world to everyone else.’

‘I know that feeling well enough,’ Sara says. 

‘Sometimes I feel incredibly thirsty,’ Malin says.

Sara nods, takes a gulp of her cognac and closes her eyes, appearing to enjoy the warmth of the fire, the cave-like feel of the moment.

And Malin has the feeling that something is getting closer, that the air in the room is contracting.

Then the feeling vanishes.

Almost as quickly as it appeared.

‘I’m a doctor,’ Sara says. ‘I think our jobs are fairly similar, you know?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘We help people. Make them believe that bad things don’t exist. That everything can be fixed. We create the security that every society needs if people aren’t going to end up tearing each other to pieces.’

Malin laughs.

‘Extreme, but true. Unfortunately.’

‘Have you ever shot anyone?’

Usually this question would make Malin angry, but from Sara it seems entirely natural.

‘Yes, I have. But it was unavoidable.’

‘No angst afterwards?’

‘Yes, but not much. How about you? Is there anything following you around?’

Sara looks as if she’d rather not answer, seems to have something to say, but holds back.

‘I work in mental health, so it’s usually my patients who are tormented by demons. I try to keep a distance.’

‘It doesn’t always work, does it?’

Sara shakes her head.

‘It works all too rarely.’

She can’t see me, Peter thinks.

He’s standing in the gloom in a red-painted servants’ corridor, studying Malin as she talks to Sara Markelberg.

Go-getting Sara. Fearless Sara. She’s been improbably good for Theresa, who has always been antisocial. Opening her up to a world outside her laboratories.

Malin.

They had met by chance at the hospital after a bomb went off in the main square in Linköping.

Peter sees her lean forward now. They’re almost touching, she and Sara.

What are they talking about? It seems to be something important, and he can see a hint of obsession in Malin’s eyes, her desire, greater than herself, to forge ahead when she picks up the scent of something important, something that it’s usually impossible for even her to put into words.

She’s a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma, Peter thinks.

Just when I think I understand her, or at least part of her, she slips away, changing before my eyes, turning off in a different, unexpected direction.

Do you want to live with Malin Fors? Best fasten your seatbelt.

Do you want her as a mother to your child?

Give her something to anchor her to this world?

Peter takes a sip of his freshly mixed Martini. Cold and sharp and pure.

He sees the loneliness and fear in Malin’s eyes. That feeling she carries, of something broken and irreparable, of having somehow been deceived by the world.

He walks out into the large drawing room. 

Sees his father dancing with an elderly woman whose name he can’t remember. Sees the smile on his face, the look of an irrepressible ladies’ man.

He has been notoriously unfaithful for forty-five years. Often with several women at the same time. Mum must know, she does know, but chooses to focus on other things. On her money, her comfortable life. Putting blinkers on to shield herself from anything resembling an unwelcome emotion.

His dad is one of those men who take and take, and then take a bit more of what they want. Everything must be available to those sorts of men. And they charm the world with their smiles, their shamelessness and their money, leaving human wreckage in their wake.

Mum.

Completely disconnected from herself. One big mask of convention and ideas about how things ought to be.

Peter knows that his family has influenced him. In relationships he has always ended up in a no-man’s-land, hesitating until it’s too late, until love has deflated in the face of his indecision.

That’s not going to happen with Malin.

Leaning forward on the sofa over there, its blue fabric like an unfamiliar ocean around her body.

I’ve made my choice now. I’m going to hold on.

I’m where I should be with Malin. Wherever it is we’re heading together.

Sara Markelberg got up and left shortly after Peter came over to them.

Now he’s sitting next to Malin and she feels his body against hers, and wishes they were up in their room, away from the party.

‘What were you talking about?’

‘All sorts of things.’

‘Such as?’

‘We were talking about your sister, among other things.’

Peter doesn’t seem interested in what they said about his sister.

‘You talked about more than that.’

‘Yes,’ Malin says. ‘We talked about you.’

‘And what did you say?’

‘That you’re a right idiot. What do you think?’

Malin kisses him on the cheek, letting her tongue wander over his rough skin, and feels that her conversation with Sara isn’t over yet, that the words are still shimmering, unspoken, and that there’s a reason why she, Malin Fors, is here now, some reason that’s bigger than her.

Peter’s body on top of Malin’s, pushing deeper inside her, and now he’s there, right at the top against her innermost wall, in a vain attempt to vanquish some sort of loneliness.

No child.

Not yet.

The coil is where it should be.

She scratches his back and whispers in his ear: harder, faster, don’t be so fucking gentle with me, don’t be so tame, and he pulls out of her, turns her over, puts her on all fours facing the hundred-year-old oak bedstead and starts pumping, pumping, pumping, and she wants to cry out, groan, but holds back, just lets her head hit the old wood, in this absurdly oversized house, among all these people with their oversized egos, and now she yells: is that the best you can do? Huh? Harder, and the unknown beast has to be drawn out, has to be driven out, and then killed, killed, killed, so it can never come back again.

Afterwards.

Beside each other.

Wet with sweat.

‘You frightened me,’ Peter says.

‘Frightened you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I don’t know what got into me.’

‘What are you scared of, Malin?’

‘I don’t know.’

His hand on her back, warm, gentle, present.

‘I’m here,’ he whispers. ‘We’re here together. You know that, don’t you?’

The clock on the wood-panelled wall of their bedroom says it’s a quarter past five. 

Thirsty.

Malin creeps out of bed, pulls on a grey flannel dressing gown, then makes her way out of the room, down the cold staircase and on towards the kitchen.

The party finished at three o’clock. The last car left at half past. She had woken up when the music fell silent. Then she fell asleep again until her thirst woke her up, and now she’s walking into the gloomy kitchen.

A dark shadow is looking out of the far window.

‘God, you scared me!’

It’s Sara Markelberg, in a similar dressing gown to her own.

‘I felt thirsty,’ Malin says, turning the tap on as Sara sits down at the kitchen table.

Malin drinks straight from the tap.

‘You’d think there’s champagne in that tap,’ Sara hisses. ‘I don’t drink much, but I still have trouble getting to sleep.’

Malin laughs and sits down opposite her. Breathing in the lingering smell of alcohol and left-over food, even though the staff have done a good job of clearing up.

Sara looks at Malin through the gloom, holding her gaze before saying: ‘I work in the secure unit of St Lars Hospital in Lund. We’ve got a girl there, barely over twenty, and she’s completely distant, like she’s in another world.’

Why are you telling me this? Malin wonders. Because I’m a police officer?

Maria Murvall, she thinks.

‘I’m having trouble letting go of her case. Her psychosis is bad,’ Sara goes on. ‘And it seems to be permanent. No one knows who she is, or where she’s from. We haven’t given her a name. We just call her “you”.’

Silence.

Curiosity transformed into a growing black lump in the darkness.

Malin leans forward.

‘What happened to her? How did she end up there? Something must have happened to her, surely?’

Sara leans forward as well.

Takes a deep breath.

‘She was found one morning, on a road beside a field east of Malmö,’ she says, then goes on: ‘Naked, raped. Mute. As if she’d been terrified out of her life, but without actually dying. That was more than five years ago now, and the police aren’t getting anywhere with her case. They’ve dropped the investigation.’

What she’s saying makes Malin feel wide awake. Alert, eager, even though she’s only had a few hours’ sleep.

Shameless.

Straight to the point:

‘Could I see her?’

Sara looks at Malin, not surprised or curious, more like expectant.

‘I’ve got a similar case that I’ve been trying to solve, up in Linköping,’ Malin says. ‘But I haven’t got anywhere. So I’d really like to meet this girl, no matter what condition she’s in.’

Inside she’s cursing the authorities’ failure to compile a shared, searchable database. Once the preliminary investigation was dropped, this woman’s case would have been hard to find. You’d have to go through official channels, and Malin’s investigation into Maria’s case is anything but official. No archives get opened up for a freelancing police officer investigating an old case in her spare time.

How many women like Maria are there around the country?

How many similar cases?

She’s wondered about that occasionally, and made limited attempts to find out, but nothing has ever shown up.

But the cases are there.

She’s sure of that.

Sara leans forward a bit further and whispers: ‘Tomorrow. We’ll go to Lund tomorrow. You have to see her. God knows what happened to her.’

And inside her Malin feels something simultaneously break and become whole.

As if she were entering an unfamiliar season, where everything normally taken for granted is called into question.
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Malin is up first, in spite of her nocturnal conversation with Sara Markelberg.

Jeans and a white top.

I’m the only one who isn’t hung-over, she thinks, the only one not being chased by an internal devil wielding a sledgehammer. If there’s one advantage to not drinking, it’s this.

Hangover-free mornings, no feeling like a pig, no throbbing skull, a body that’s not tormented by regret and shame. And, in their place, early morning moments like this one, silent and caressing.

The big country kitchen is bathed in a magnetic light from a vibrant blue sky. There’s no holding back the spring out there, unless it’s actually already summer? What season is this?

It was snowing less than three weeks ago.

Then the thaw, followed by a hailstorm the like of which no one had seen before.

Hailstones the size of tennis balls battered cars, and it was sheer good fortune that no one was killed.

Then almost summer heat. Shy little flowers trying to push up from the ground, only to be forced back by a sudden frosty night. Grass that wanted to grow but didn’t dare, bright greens fading to grey, best not to appear presumptuous.

Shiny stainless-steel machines in the kitchen, two big fridges, the sort usually found in restaurant kitchens, one of them bearing a note saying:

‘Breakfast! Help yourselves!’

Coffee.

Malin makes herself a cup with the Nespresso machine, the strongest, blackest kind, and drinks it standing by the ten-metre-long worktop, listening to the house creak with the memories of centuries, and wondering if it’s complaining that the nobility has been replaced by a robber baron?

Sunday today.

Peter ought to be down soon, they’re supposed to be heading off to Copenhagen, and Malin sits down at the long table in the centre of the kitchen.

One end wall is covered with blue, flower-patterned tiles.

She inhales the smell that permeates the room, a strange mix of enclosure and freedom, of privilege and slowly simmering game stews, vases of dried lavender from the estate’s own fields.

‘You’re up early.’

Malin looks around.

Sara isn’t wearing any lipstick, and is dressed in the grey dressing gown. She doesn’t seem hung-over either. She’s standing just inside the door looking in Malin’s direction, yet somehow past her, out through a window towards a sky that is so blue it seems to have no end.

‘Peter and I are going to Copenhagen today,’ Malin says after a while.

Sara sits down opposite her.

‘I thought we were going to Lund,’ she says, and Malin knows that Sara knows there’s nothing she’d rather do.

Malin nods.

‘But there isn’t time. Peter’s booked a table for lunch.’

‘There’s time,’ Sara says. ‘Isn’t there, Peter?’

And Malin turns her head, and there he is, in his perfectly faded jeans, looking at her, yet past her again, towards the sky.

‘It’s a hell of a day,’ he says. ‘Couldn’t be better. What’s there time for?’

Malin opens her mouth, trying to find the words that will persuade Peter that she has to go to Lund, to the secure unit of St Lars Hospital to meet a silent young woman whom the world has forced to turn away from life.

But she doesn’t manage to say anything.

Sara gets in first.

‘You know Maria Murvall, Malin’s special case? I’ve got a woman in exactly the same state, in my ward at St Lars. Malin ought to see her.’

Peter shakes his head.

Malin has made an effort to conceal her interest in Maria from him when she talks about the case, but he’s still noticed her obsession.

But has avoided making any comment.

‘Copenhagen?’ he says, holding out his arms.

Then he walks over to Malin and hugs her shoulders from behind.

‘What a day,’ he repeats. ‘Perfect for working outside. And there’s no point me saying no, is there? You’d still go. I’ll cancel lunch, we can go this evening instead.’

Malin puts her hands on his and squeezes them tightly.

‘That sounds good.’

She can’t be bothered to play games and tenderly ask him if that’s what he really wants, and just resigns herself to her own nature. On the other side of the table Sara smiles.

Tarmac and swaying yellow fields that seem to melt into the sky, a shimmering jade streak on the horizon.

Plumes of smoke to the west.

Faint through sunglasses that turn the surrounding rape fields orange, and make an avenue of poplars to the east look like wine bottles stuck in the ground upside down.

A smell of sulphur on the air from farmers’ fires.

An open-topped yellow BMW.

Malin is sitting beside Sara Markelberg, feeling the wind tug at her hair amid the noise of the world around them.

The car conquers metre after metre of tarmac, eating up the distance between them and the mystery ahead.

Peter’s sister Theresa hadn’t appeared before they set off. ‘She’s always liked sleeping in,’ was Peter’s comment. ‘The hangover from hell,’ Sara declared. ‘Believe me, she won’t be out of bed before three.’

‘What do you know about the police investigation?’ Malin yells over the howl of the wind.

‘A hundred and fifty pages of nothing, from what I could see. Some doctor, a gynaecologist, suggesting that her injuries could have been self-inflicted, but I have trouble believing that, no one could do that to themselves, it’s out of the question,’ Sara shouts, without taking her eyes off the road. ‘I read the case notes in an effort to understand what happened, to find some way into her, but it was pointless.’

Behind the words lurks a blunt scientific worldview: I don’t understand this, I’ve failed. No more than that.

Then Sara looks away from the road and turns to Malin, looking into her eyes, a little too long, with an expression that’s almost a plea: Do something, help me find out something about this nameless young woman.

Smooth out the question marks.

Explain why.

Some fifteen minutes later they pull up outside the entrance of St Lars Hospital in one of the parking spaces reserved for doctors. The large, red-brick building is set apart, yet still in the centre of Lund, built as an imposing castle for madmen, with a heavy, tiled roof to press the madness into the ground.

Malin follows Sara Markelberg in through the automatic doors. They take a lift that smells of vomit up to the second storey, where a grimy yellow linoleum floor leads them down a windowless corridor. They turn a corner into a different corridor, lined with textured grey wallpaper.

Bars behind a locked door with reinforced glass.

A guard in a built-in booth.

The guard nods in recognition to Sara before pressing a button, and there’s a click and the first door slides open automatically.

And now Malin can see that the bars are behind the next door, rather than in front of it, as she had thought.

Sara puts a key in the door.

‘So they can’t get out? Are they criminals?’ Malin asks. ‘The patients here, I mean?’

‘Some of them are a danger both to themselves and the wider community. They’re here because they’ve been sectioned under the Mental Health Act.’

‘And our girl?’

‘I don’t think she cares,’ Sara says. ‘We’ve tried everything. Different languages even, but nothing seems to come close to breaking through her silence. There’s no chance that she’s faking. No one could pull that off.’

Behind the bars a corridor lined with locked doors.

At the end of the corridor more bars, in front of a window.

Behind the window the sky.

So blue now that it almost seems to be turning black.

‘I’ll go in alone,’ Malin says, and Sara Markelberg doesn’t protest. ‘I know what to expect.’

The door to the nameless woman’s room is at the far end of the corridor.

Not locked, and now Malin can feel Sara’s hand on her shoulder, encouraging her to go on, to go in, and Malin presses the handle and opens the door.

A tree with fresh foliage outside a window.

A small desk in front of a whitewashed concrete wall, a green and lilac rug on the floor, and exactly the same sort of old-fashioned hospital bed that Maria Murvall has got, pushed into a similar corner, and at the top of the bed, wearing a white hospital gown, sits the mute young woman, staring out into space.

Like Maria.

Just like Maria.

And Malin wonders why Maria in particular ended up as a victim. The kind-hearted social worker about whom no one had anything but good to say, the woman who took on the cases of the very weakest in society and helped them, supported them, gave them a few crumbs of dignity in their lives when everyone else despised them, consciously and unconsciously.

Is friendliness dangerous? Did she have an inclination towards darkness? Did she want to expose herself to danger? Or was it her utterly uncompromising engagement on the side of good that led to her ending up where she did? Had she simply sacrificed herself for the sake of good? There was no question that evil had been victorious out there in the forest. Leading her to a dark, cold place that she both wouldn’t and couldn’t leave.

‘We feed her,’ Sara had told her. ‘She won’t eat by herself, but she does go to the toilet. She goes on living, in a way, but not properly.’

The door closes behind Malin.

There’s a silence here unlike any other.

An all-absorbing silence that suggests there is a place between life and death where people can flee. That there is a place where none of the laws of nature applies, a place of silence, exactly the same silence that surrounds Maria.

How old is she?

Malin moves closer to the bed.

Twenty-five? No more, and she has high cheekbones framed by greasy dark-brown hair that looks as if it needs a wash and a good dose of conditioner.

The young woman blinks, brown eyes that don’t seem to see anything, hidden ears that don’t seem to hear anything. Malin sits down beside her on the bed.

The woman doesn’t pull away, just breathes calmly, taking absolutely no notice of Malin’s presence. Her legs are stretched out on the bed, and Malin finds herself wishing that she would curl up, pull away, try to hide, show any reaction at all, but she just sits there.

The loneliest of all lonely people.

As if abandoned by herself.

Like a very specific type of person who has known a terror that has nothing to do with life, with breathing.

‘What’s your name?’ Malin asks. ‘Nobody knows, but a lot of people would like to know. There must be people wondering where you are.’

Her breath smells, Malin thinks. It smells of emptiness, of a longing to get even further away.

‘She isn’t suicidal. At least we don’t think she is.’

‘What happened to you?’ Malin asks.

‘What happened to Maria, do you know?’

‘Are you connected?’

Words.

Am I saying them, or just thinking them? Malin wonders.

But it doesn’t matter, because you’re not hearing anything anyway, are you? You don’t even know that I’m here.

What happened to Maria? You know, don’t you? What happened to you?

Right now your name is nothing, I’m going to give you your name back. If it’s the last thing I do in my life, I’m going to give you your name back.

I’m going to give all lost women their names back.

I’m coming now, Malin thinks. I’m coming after you now, you bastards.

I want you to know that.

I’m coming after you now.
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Before Malin leaves St Lars Hospital, she and Sara Markelberg have coffee in the hospital cafeteria.

The walls of the shabby room, covered with textured yellow wallpaper, are hung with colourful paintings of indistinct monster-like human faces that Malin guesses have been made by the hospital’s patients.

At first they sit opposite one another in silence.

Unwilling to say anything, just letting the horror sink in, and Malin wonders what’s going to happen now, and realises that she hasn’t thought about Peter once since they left Martofta.

Eventually Malin asks Sara if she’s happy with Peter’s sister. Surprised at her own curiosity, and ashamed of being intrusive.

‘We’re good. How about you two?’

‘Good.’

‘Children?’

‘He wants children.’

‘And you?’

‘To be honest, I don’t know. Don’t tell anyone, I’d rather we kept this between us. How about you?’

‘No, neither of us.’

Sara takes a sip of coffee and Malin feels her compulsive thoughts creeping up on her, merging with the institutional smell and the taste of tannic acid, in the middle of this intimate yet oddly superficial conversation.

Does Peter like hunting? He’s never mentioned it. Is he a hunter?

Is his dad a hunter?

She’s seen the gun cabinet in the house. There must be at least ten different rifles, two of them extremely handsome shotguns with detailed engraving of seabirds with serpents in their beaks.

A beautiful death.

A swarm of shot spreading over the landscape, a tiny ball of lead capturing and destroying something living mid-flight.

She asks Sara about Peter’s father, and she has nothing but good to say of him. ‘OK, he’s a patriarch, but entirely free from prejudice, and when it comes down to it he’s actually a very fair and kind man.’

Before they part Sara tells Malin the name of the police officer who was in charge of the investigation, a Sören Lind.

They say goodbye with a hug on the steps of the hospital, and Malin feels the unfamiliar woman’s body against her own.

Somehow they have a shared mission now.

Somehow they are going to save all women.

She walks towards where the railway station is supposed to be.

Lund.

Just like Linköping.

Similar buildings, similar people. Just a bit smarter, a bit more precious. Brown brick buildings from the seventies with tiny windows, the smell of hamburger stalls and well-kept little cafés with blue window frames and organic sprouted grain on the ciabatta, sorry, paninis, in their chiller cabinets.

Malin is keen to go and see Sören Lind straight away, but knows she ought to go back to Martofta, where Peter is waiting for her.

But Sören Lind might well be at work in the police station in Malmö.

Working on a Sunday.

Nothing unusual about that. Detectives are often required to cover emergency calls. In Malmö there’s presumably a rolling rota, there always is in the big cities, with officers required to work every third weekend.

She dials Sören Lind’s number.

Thinks: Peter will have to wait. He can handle that.

Sören Lind was at work.

He agreed to dig out the files, everything he’d got on the case.

Then the train to Malmö, and during the eighteen-minute journey Malin reflects on how quickly things are moving now, and how she prefers it like that, doesn’t want to be held back now that she’s finally got a lead in the Maria Murvall case.

Maria.

Her name like a mantra in time with the sound of the train on the rails as she passes through small communities where the modest little houses square up against anything unfamiliar.

Maria.

A promise.

To me. To her. To Tove. To all bloody women, and all bloody, bloody men.

A door opens to one side of the reception desk in Malmö police station, its worn hinges creaking.

An elderly, almost unhealthily thin man with a face covered in leathery suntanned skin nods in her direction. He’s wearing beige trousers and a crumpled white shirt that’s seen better days, hanging off shoulders that seem to have shrunk over the past decade or so as enthusiasm and curiosity were gradually replaced with exhaustion and eventually disappeared altogether.

His face cracks into a weary smile as he shakes Malin’s hand, and his handshake is firm yet hesitant, and Malin follows him into his office.

‘Well, you can see for yourself,’ Sören Lind says, leaning back in his creaking office chair as Malin leafs through the photographs that were taken of the nameless young woman’s naked body, the pictures pulled from a folder on the grey desktop.

The room is shabby.

Ingrained with smoke.

He probably smokes in his office, even though he’s not allowed to. Smoking’s banned in every police station in the country.

‘You can see for yourself,’ he repeats.

And Malin does indeed see for herself on the other side of the desk.

The skin on the woman’s legs looks as if it’s been torn by huge thorns, she has bruises as if the tree branches had turned into boa constrictors and tried to squeeze all life out of her, her face is beaten beyond all recognition, she has gaping wounds where her nipples once were, and around her navel someone has carved a flower into her skin, a perfectly formed little coltsfoot. Her vagina appears to have been burned and shredded with blunt instruments from another age, and between the wounds on her thighs there are blue bruises with yellow edges gradually fading to orange, as if the most vicious flames of hell had tried to rape her.

‘She was penetrated with some sort of spiked object,’ Sören Lind says.

Just like Maria, Malin thinks.

And it dawns on her that she hasn’t explained to her colleague in Malmö why she’s there, why the case is of interest to her, and he hasn’t asked.

‘She was found by a motorist,’ Sören Lind says. ‘A woman on her way to work, out by the Hisna hills, twenty kilometres east of Lund, in an area of mixed forest and open farmland.’

‘I heard there was a gynaecologist who thought she might have inflicted the wounds herself?’

‘That’s right,’ Sören Lind says. ‘But I don’t agree.’

‘It really doesn’t look like it,’ Malin says.

And Sören Lind adjusts his shirt, and takes a deep breath, with obvious difficulty.

‘I’m not going to ask what you’re doing here, or why you’re interested in this case, but I can tell you one thing.’

Sören Lind pauses.

He gives her his weariest look, a look that says I don’t care any more, I’m going to tell you everything important, no matter what the consequences.

‘What?’

Sören Lind takes another deep breath.

‘I’m due to retire next year. I’ve stopped caring.’

Malin puts the pictures back in the file, closes it, shifts on her chair and looks at Sören Lind.

More exhausted than Sven Sjöman, Malin thinks. Unless Sven is actually as tired as this? He’s been getting more exhausted, her boss. And sometimes she’s found herself wondering if he’s starting to get old, or if it’s something else, an illness of some sort? He’s at the age where you almost start to expect that.

‘You wanted to tell me that you’re due to retire soon?’

Sören Lind grins.

‘No, I want to tell you that there was something odd about this investigation five years ago. The prosecutor kept wanting to drop the case. Implied that the girl was probably a messed-up prostitute, and he got that independent gynaecologist, not the usual one from Malmö General Hospital, to examine her injuries, and sure enough he declared that her injuries could very well have been self-inflicted.’

‘But you didn’t believe that?’

‘No, no one could inflict those sorts of wounds on themselves. I was in charge of the investigation, but when the prosecutor decided that the case should be dropped, there was nothing I could do. And it wasn’t as if she was likely to appeal against the decision.’

‘Who was the prosecutor?’

‘Fredrik Kantsten. He works in Stockholm now.’

‘I’ve never heard of him.’

‘He’s about fifty. He gets the pick of the really big jobs. He’s a smart bloke. I always had the impression that he was the sort of man who got things off his hands quickly.’

Malin nods.

‘I know the sort,’ she says. ‘Probably didn’t want anything to do with a sexually motivated crime. There are other prosecutors like that. And if an investigation looks like it might be a dead end, they drop it quickly to improve the statistics.’

‘Yes, because a case that’s been closed is a crime that’s been cleared up, according to the National Council for Crime Prevention,’ Sören Lind says.

‘It’s completely insane,’ Malin says. ‘It just encourages weakness and passivity in prosecutors.’

‘There are too many cowards among that lot.’

Bloody prosecutors, Malin thinks. They watch each others’ backs, look after their own. Just look at the prosecutor who dropped the preliminary investigation into a rape allegation against Police Commissioner Göran Lindberg, although they had DNA, his car registration, and a mobile number. But at least he was given a long sentence in the end.

Career men.

Cowards in public service.

‘Just after the woman was discovered there was a murder in Rosengård, an immigrant was found tortured to death in a garbage room, and to be honest we weren’t getting anywhere with the girl in St Lars. Maybe Kantsten was right to drop the case after all.’

Malin stands up.

Holds Sören Lind’s gaze.

‘So you still don’t have any idea who the woman is?’

‘No. It was even on Crimewatch, but no one recognised her.’

I should have seen that, Malin thinks, but simultaneously, why? I don’t watch the programme, no one I know does.

‘So you have absolutely no idea who she is?’

Sören Lind shakes his head.

‘No. None at all. But, like I said, there was something funny about the whole investigation, a sort of fog surrounding our work. Everything seemed to go so damn slowly.’

Malin recognises the feeling Sören Lind is describing, the way work on a police investigation can feel like stumbling over a terrifying field in milk-thick fog, all the while sensing predators snapping at your heels, and knowing you have to press on, into the unknown.

‘I swear the investigation was very thorough. For instance, we checked if any cottages had been rented out in the surrounding area, but we didn’t come up with anything. I can give you a copy of the file. Hang on while I sort it out for you.’

Alone in the room.

The pictures of the wounded woman burned into her retinas.

Malin thinks of Tove, Janne, and then Peter. Lets them fill the room, make it less empty. She thinks of her colleagues in the Linköping Police. Sven Sjöman, Police Chief Karim Akbar, her partner Zacharias ‘Zeke’ Martinsson, Johan Jakobsson, Waldemar Ekenberg and Börje Svärd.

There’s space for them all in the room.

Filling it with her memories of them.

Good memories.

The taxi has stopped on the road cutting straight through a cornfield by a solitary tree, a large beech, where a female motorist found the mute, battered young woman who is now sitting in a psychiatric hospital in Lund like one of the living dead.

The woman I met a little while ago, yet somehow didn’t, Malin thinks.

Copies of the pictures in the folder. The map.

This must be the place.

Just a few dozen kilometres from Peter’s family’s estate.

Could she have come from there?

Absurd, Malin thinks. Don’t let your brain get out of control, Fors.

And Malin gets out and the taxi driver, a dark-skinned man in his fifties who isn’t the talkative sort, hasn’t asked why she wanted to come out to the middle of nowhere, and the sun is pressing her to the ground, unnaturally warm now, and she hurries into the shade of the beech, trying to see the scene before her, on a day like today, the woman stumbling along the road, bleeding, gone for good, and how the motorist doesn’t believe her eyes at first, it can’t be, yes, it is, oh no, oh dear God, oh God … 

God.

Is he here? She?

Are you who I’m looking for? Malin wonders. Is your soothing whisper what I want to hear? And she steps out into the sunlight, away from the silence of the tree, and she thinks she’s going to burst into flames, and tries to listen to the blue, blowtorch air, listening out for an unfamiliar voice explaining what happened.

The nameless woman.

Maria Murvall.

Anyone else, any others?

She looks at her own shadow. Tries to step into the dark outline of herself, and the ground is full of dried blood, isn’t it? Bone dry and thirsty beneath her feet.

But there’s nothing except silence here.

And the ever-present loneliness.

And the stench of ill-will. Sulphur.

The unmistakable, rotten odour of bad intentions.

Why?

People confronted with evil, afflicted by it and its manifestations, always ask themselves that question, Malin thinks.

And sometimes there is an answer.

But not always.

Sometimes it’s as if evil were a force of its own, something unquestionable that always exists, everywhere, just waiting for the right opportunity to show its teeth.

But there’s always some sort of explanation for evil, somewhere.

The sadist takes pleasure in what he does. And everyone can understand pleasure.

But what if the evil that struck Maria Murvall and the nameless woman in St Lars was of a different sort?

A directionless evil, without pleasure, without any goal or purpose.

An evil without explanation.

An evil that is an echo of itself, and which therefore never disappears.

An evil that can’t be eradicated.

Malin crouches down and picks up a handful of soil, then lets it slip through her fingers, back down to the ground again.

Then she hears the scream.

A lonely woman’s tormented scream.

As if she had become aware for the first time of the deepest experience of human life, and wants nothing more at that moment than to die.

And Malin wants to shake off that scream, make it disappear, but it’s there and she knows that this woman exists somewhere, that she’s alive, and that it mustn’t be too late.

It mustn’t be, it simply mustn’t be too late.

And Malin feels her stomach clench, feels her whole body surge with unfamiliar electricity.

And she gets the feeling that it’s urgent.

That something is urging her on towards the evil.

That the woman is real.

Like her, like Tove.

Then the scream ebbs away.

And it’s as if it had never been there.

But Malin knows she can’t hold back. Whatever it was that was once in the vicinity of this tree has now moved into a hole so dark that the darkness itself seems to consist of shining light.

Fredrik Kantsten.

Stockholm.

Malin wants to set off at once, not be tramping down this ridiculous street in this absurdly bohemian city.

The top part of Strøget.

But it’s still wonderful to be here, and their room at the Angleterre, an insanely luxurious hotel in overblown fin de siècle style, is magnificent, and is called a junior suite. Although she has no idea what could possibly be considered junior about such an obviously old room.

And now she’s walking through Copenhagen on this strange spring evening, dressed in her usual jeans and fake Converse trainers bought at Skänninge market, with Peter’s arm around her shoulders, walking past hundreds and hundreds of people sitting at the pavement cafés, strolling slowly along a street free of cars, lined with elegant red-brick buildings. The evening is wonderful, in the most banal sense of the word, and she can feel his body beside her, and doesn’t wish anyone else were here, not even Tove, as they walk through this dream-like fine evening in a dream-like good life, yet she still wishes she were somewhere else.

Back in the hotel room. With her head buried in the report from Malmö Police.

At the police station in Linköping. Showing Zeke and Sven Sjöman the similarities between the two cases.

In Stockholm. Hearing what that prosecutor, Kantsten, has to say about the case, and where the gynaecologist came from, the one who said the injuries could have been self-inflicted.

She wants the gynaecologist’s name.

His report.

And Malin looks at the people going past.

Thinks: I can go to Stockholm if I want to.

I’m still on leave. I can do whatever I like.

But what would Peter say?

I’m here. With him now.

And she pulls him closer to her and rests her cheek against his corduroy jacket.

Women in floaty dresses, men with briefcases even though it’s the weekend. A few of them are carrying oversized cases of shiny brown leather.

What have they got in those cases? Malin wonders. All the secrets of the world? Documents? Aftershave?

Or something worse. Like the Boston Strangler with his nylon stockings?

‘We’d better speed up,’ Peter says. ‘Or we’ll lose our table.’

‘What table?’

‘We’ve got a table booked at Noma. Best restaurant in the world. Do you know how impossible it is to get a booking there? The chef, René Redzepi, is a genius.’

Maria Murvall, Malin thinks, has never eaten there. That much is certain.

Peter stops.

Turns towards her.

‘You’re not really here, are you, Malin? Can you try to be here, this evening, just for my sake?’

‘I’m here,’ she says with a smile. ‘Where else would I be?’
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Arlanda.

One of the arseholes of the world.

I’m here now, Malin thinks as she cruises between the businessmen in terminal four shortly after eleven. Stressed, they’re hurrying to or from their flights beneath the black roof where forgotten wires dangle, evidence of sloppy electricians.

The metallic voice from the loudspeaker above her, as though it comes from the other side.

They had cut short their trip to Copenhagen by a day.

Noma had been a revelation. Twenty small, strange but refined dishes. Improbably beautiful creations that made her long for a fat steak with Béarnaise sauce.

Peter had noticed her mind was somewhere else during breakfast, and realised that she wasn’t really going to be present during the visit to the restaurant, or the Glyptotek, or the shopping in exclusive boutiques at his expense.

Shopping.

When they’d been together a few months, it dawned on Malin that he had money. And that had simultaneously horrified and appealed to her. He didn’t just have his generous doctor’s salary topped up with antisocial-hours supplements, but had money in the bank as well. He could indulge in things for himself, for her, for them, and it was as if he’d held back on this so as not to seem boastful or arrogant, as if he had wanted to prove to her that she was good enough for him even though she was just a poor bloody police officer.

But in spite of the money, in spite of all the wonderful things they could buy in a city like Copenhagen, she had just wanted to get away.

Not even the sheets on the hotel bed could hold her there.

Thick, infinitely soft cotton sheets, washed precisely the right number of times to be able to caress a tired body, and somehow impregnated with a smell of apple blossom that transported Malin back to the garden of the house in Sturefors where she grew up.

She had loved that garden.

But the memory of budding apples wasn’t enough to keep her in Copenhagen. Nor the memories of her mother and father in that house, the feeling that nothing was the way it should be, that nothing was the way it seemed.

Peter hadn’t even made an objection.

He helped her book the ticket just a few hours later.

She would have liked him to beg her to stay in Copenhagen, in Skåne, beg her to let them spend some time together, but he hadn’t.

He had waved her off in the taxi from the Angleterre, before himself setting off back to his family estate to do, as he put it, ‘a bit of work in the garden’.

‘Do what you have to do, Malin,’ he had whispered. ‘Do what you have to do.’

In bed on Sunday night, between the apple-scented sheets, he had whispered those same words, and they’re like a mantra inside her now as she sits in the taxi from Arlanda on the E4, heading towards the central courthouse on Kungsholmen, where Prosecutor Fredrik Kantsten has his office.

She leafs through a copy of Aftonbladet as they pass the futuristic offices of Sun Microsystems.

Unable to concentrate on what she’s reading.

Thinking: I’m crazy to do this.

I could be living it up in Copenhagen, but instead I’ve set off on a wild goose chase to Stockholm.

Leaving Peter behind.

Fredrik Kantsten probably isn’t even there. Malin hadn’t wanted to call, because he would doubtless have refused to see her if she had actually managed to get hold of him.

Because she’s got absolutely nothing to show him, just a gut feeling.

Better to take her chances.

Better to assuage her restlessness.

She focuses on the paper, forces herself to read.

The chief executive of Save the Children, Sten Dinman, former minister for equality for the Social Democrats, has written an article encouraging people to donate money to the victims of a disastrous flood in Indonesia, in Sumatra. He suggests that we have to treat them as human beings in spite of their Muslim faith, and implies that he has discerned a lack of generosity towards the victims because of this.

The article has been endorsed by a whole series of big names, at least fifty of them. Some of them Malin recognises, others not. Then she sees Fredrik Kantsten’s name.

In his capacity as district prosecutor he has signed the article, along with a number of his colleagues.

She looks at the photograph of Dinman.

Youthful, in spite of his forty-plus years, a broad, powerful face framed by short, fair hair. One of the people to watch in the Social Democrats. Handsome, engaged, potential prime ministerial material.

She closes the paper.

Tucks it into the pocket behind the driver’s seat.

What am I actually doing here?

The taxi bores its way past Stockholm’s glistening office blocks, where success seems to be taken for granted. They’re packed in along the road from Arlanda. The façades are made of tinted, polished glass, through which financial power can look out, but no one can see in. Petrol stations, a steady stream of lorries in the other lane, and at the edge of a field is a diminutive factory with a sign announcing that they make vests.

Must be a huge demand for vests these days, Malin thinks. Modern chain mail. Everyone wants to protect themselves from something, everyone’s afraid, so why not put on some chain mail and pretend that nothing bad can happen, that nothing can hurt you.

But all is not well in the country’s largest city. The gaps that had existed between people while she was studying at Police Academy have grown into chasms now.

Beyond the glittering office buildings, hidden behind thin scraps of forest where no sensible person would venture after dark, lie Stockholm’s most tragic suburbs, seemingly endless clusters of grey blocks that life seems to have abandoned long ago.
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