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Praise for Femicide



‘It is one of the best Swedish crime novels I’ve read in years... impossible to put down.’


Camilla Läckberg, author of the Fjällbacka and Faye series, with more than 26 million copies sold worldwide


‘Fresh, brilliant writing and utterly compelling. I loved it.’


Peter James, UK No.1 bestselling author of the Detective Superintendent Roy Grace series


‘[Pascal Engman] never lets go of the reader’s desire to know just how the hell this is going to go.’


Fredrik Backman, best-selling author of A Man Called Ove


‘There is an incredible drive in [Pascal Engman’s] prose, and a wonderful sense of dramaturgy. With a light hand he throws you into his dramas. It is irresistible reading.’


David Lagercrantz, author of The Girl in the Spider’s Web - Millennium series by Stieg Larsson


‘[Pascal Engman] has an amazing ability to constantly accelerate the pace of the story. He absorbs the reader so you can’t stop reading.’


Inga-Lill Mosander, Swedish journalist









[image: Illustration]







Femicide: the new shocking Scandinavian thriller

Translated from: Råttkungen

Translated by: Michael Gallagher

Copyright © 2024 Pascal Engman and SAGA Egmont

All rights reserved

Ebook ISBN 9788727172491

1st ebook edition

Format: EPUB 3.0

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. It is prohibited to perform text and data mining (TDM) of this publication, including for the purposes of training AI technologies, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

www.sagaegmont.com

Saga is a subsidiary of Egmont. Egmont is Denmark’s largest media company and fully owned by the Egmont Foundation, which donates almost 13,4 million euros annually to children in difficult circumstances.







 


Pascal Engman’s debut novel The Patriots was published in 2017, and he has since become the best-selling Swedish crime novelist of his generation. He has been acclaimed by Camilla Läckberg, David Lagercrantz, The Swedish Crime Writers’ Academy and others as a rising star of Swedish crime fiction. Engman, who resides in his native Stockholm, was born to a Swedish mother and a Chilean father. Engman was a journalist at Swedish evening newspaper Expressen.
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One wants to be loved, in lack thereof admired, in lack thereof feared, in lack thereof loathed and despised. One wants to instil some sort of emotion in people. The soul trembles before emptiness and desires contact at any price.


From Doctor Glas by Hjalmar Söderberg.









PROLOGUE


A PLASTIC BAG had got stuck in the wire fence that surrounded Åkersberga Prison. Twenty-five-year-old Emelie Rydén turned the key in the ignition of her green Kia and the engine fell silent. She leaned forward, rested her head on the wheel.


Two years earlier, she had given birth to their daughter, Nova. Now she was here to end it with Karim, the man she had thought was the love of her life.


Emelie was scared. She straightened her back, raised her top lip and examined herself in the rear-view mirror. The bottom half of one of her front teeth was yellow. Four years before, Karim had flung her into a radiator during an argument. Emelie had fainted. When she came round, he had gone. Forty-eight hours later, he’d come home, stinking of bars and sweat, and asked for forgiveness with bloodshot eyes.


Emelie opened the car door and put her foot down in a puddle that had formed in a pothole. She had to bring this to an end. For Nova’s sake. Her daughter didn’t deserve to grow up with her father behind bars. Even if Karim was going to be released in three months’ time, Emelie was certain that he would be back. Sooner or later. Probably sooner.


She walked with long strides towards the visitor entrance, pressed the bell and was let in. For three years, with only a few exceptions, she’d been here every week. Nova had been conceived in one of the visiting rooms. Some of the prison officers showed empathy, others thinly veiled contempt.


Over the years, she’d done all she could to keep her head held high, to walk the corridors with her back straight. She recognised the officer in reception. He was quiet, seemed shy. Despite them having met on several occasions, he gave no indication of knowing who she was.


“I’m going to see Karim Laimani,” said Emelie.


The officer nodded.


“Could I borrow a pen?”


He kept his eyes fixed on the screen as he handed over a biro. Emelie unfolded Nova’s drawing and added the date in the top right-hand corner.


The procedure after that was the same as always: jacket, bag, mobile phone and keys were locked in a cabinet. She was then led over to the metal detector and searched. Emelie held out her arms and let the officer pat her down.


“Follow me,” he said mechanically as he pushed an access card against the reader. They walked down the corridor, then off to the right. The officer first, Emelie behind him with Nova’s folded drawing in her hand. He stopped in front of a white door with a round glass window. Emelie peered in. Karim was sitting there with his hands on the tabletop. The hood on his grey sweatshirt was up. The door was pushed open and Emelie stepped into the little room. She took a deep breath. Her hands and legs were shaking. She rehearsed everything she was about to say as the door was pulled to behind her.


Karim stood up. It was as if the words she’d learned by rote had been blown away. He pulled her towards him, grabbing hold of her breast.


“Karim, stop…”


He pretended not to hear her, instead pressing his groin against hers and pushing his tongue into her mouth. She pushed him away.


“What the fuck is up with you?” he said.


Karim stared at her angrily for a couple of seconds, turned around and sat down on the chair. Emelie placed Nova’s drawing on the table in front of him. He glanced at it impassively.


“You’ve put weight on. You’re not up the duff again, are you?”


Emelie straightened a lock of hair that had fallen out of place. She opened her mouth, but her throat was dry. Once she had said those words, she would no longer be his girlfriend, but an enemy. In Karim’s world, everything was black and white. Those words could never be unsaid. She cleared her throat and tried to keep her voice steady.


“I don’t want us to be together any more.”


Karim raised his eyebrows. His fingers made a scratching sound as he pushed them through his dark stubble.


“Stop it.”


“It can’t work,” she said. Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat once more. “I can’t take any more.”


Karim’s eyes narrowed. The chair legs scraped across the floor as he slowly got to his feet, his jaws grinding as he moved towards her.


“Do you think that’s up to you?”


He was almost touching her. Emelie braced herself.


“Please…” she whispered as her eyes welled up. She closed them. Swallowed. “Can’t you just let me go? You can see Nova when you come out.”


“Are you fucking someone?”


“No.”


Karim’s face stopped ten centimetres or so from hers. He sniffed the air. “Oh yes, you’ve always been shit at lying. Have you been running around town opening your legs? You stupid. Fucking. Whore.”


Emelie turned around, reaching for the door handle. Karim got there first and grabbed hold of her.


“You won’t get away with it. If I find out you’ve been opening your cunt for anyone else, I will kill you.”


The prison officer flung open the door. Karim let go and held up his palms. Emelie pulled her arm in and rubbed her wrist.


The next second, the visiting room echoed with Karim’s voice.


“I will kill you. Just you wait. You are going to regret this,” he roared.


The officer stepped in between them.


“Calm down.”


Karim stared at Emelie over the guard’s shoulder. As he backed away, he smiled.









PART I


We are people too. We just want to be loved for who we are. Our hopelessness does not come out of nowhere. I am pleased that you have never felt this way, but I hope you can sympathise. You bully us, belittle us. Everywhere. Instead, you ought to ask yourselves what it is that has made us feel this way. There is often a story that has brought us here. If you heard our stories, you might be more sympathetic to our situation, which, after all, is involuntary.


An anonymous man.
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A STRING OF PURPLE fairy lights hung from the spruce tree in Monica Zetterlund Park. Detective Inspector Vanessa Frank was wearing a dark-blue coat. Underneath, she wore dark suit trousers and a newly ironed white shirt.


She ran the tip of her tongue across her gums. For the first time in her life, Vanessa had made a New Year’s resolution: to stop using snus tobacco. She had put it off all winter. Now it was April. The snow was gone. Forty-eight hours earlier she had finished her last tin and the abstinence was causing her whole body to itch.


In Hassan’s Phone Shop, which, despite the name, sold all sorts, the lights were still on.


The doorbell rang. Hassan smiled when he saw it was Vanessa.


“Sheriff Frank,” he greeted her in thickly accented Swedish and bowed half-heartedly. “I hope you’re not here to buy snus?”


“Give over, I’m forty-three. Give me a tin.”


“Two days ago, you were standing exactly there when you forbade me to sell you snus.”


“Either you sell me a tin, or I’ll rob you.”


Hassan moved quickly to shield the tobacco fridge with his body. “E-cigarettes, less dangerous, keep you busy,” he said, pointing to a glass display cabinet. “I mean it, Vanessa. You made me promise. I intend to keep it.”


Vanessa sighed and straightened her shirt collar. She appreciated people who kept their promises.


“Okay, okay, give me that shit then. But Hassan, careful you don’t scratch the floor.”


Bemused, he looked at her, then down at his feet.


“Eh?”


“Yeah, with that stick you’ve got shoved up your backside.”


On the corner by Odengatan, Vanessa stopped, got the vape going, took a drag and then thoughtfully studied the white steam dissipating into the spring night sky. She walked in the direction of Sveavägen. The restaurants’ outdoor terraces had opened. People were drinking beer with blankets draped across their shoulders, hunched over rickety wooden tables.


Vanessa’s life was being renegotiated. In December, Natasha – the sixteen-year-old Syrian girl who Vanessa had had living with her – had received a phone call from her father. He had survived the war, crippled but alive. On Christmas Day, as the snow fell heavily, Vanessa had waved Natasha off and watched the taxi’s rear lights disappear up Surbrunnsgatan. The brake lights had flickered. Made Vanessa hope, for a second, that Natasha would tear herself out, dragging her suitcase with her, and rush over to Vanessa as she explained it had all been a misunderstanding. Four months had passed, and still the loneliness felt like a rusty brown bike chain against her ribcage every single day.


On Sveavägen, the vintage cars cruised back and forth, carrying enthusiasts in vests and checked shirts singing along to Eddie Meduza and Bruce Springsteen. Petrol fumes. Confederate flags. A man pushed his anaemic arse cheeks against the rear windscreen of a passing white Chevrolet. Vanessa had planned to turn right, taking the route home through Vanadis Park – but just ahead, a huge scaffold towered over the pavement. She hated walking underneath them; they looked like they might collapse at any second. Instead, she crossed Odengatan and continued parallel to the bus stop.


As she passed Storstad bar, she caught a glimpse of a face she recognised – theatre director Svante Lidén’s. They had been married for twelve years, until she found out that he’d got a young actress pregnant. Vanessa didn’t flinch, just kept walking. She hadn’t got more than a couple of metres when she heard her name being called.


“You can at least say hello?”


“Hi.”


She turned on her heels. Svante rushed over and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.


“Can’t you come in for a little bit?”


He gave her a pleading look. The alternative was going home, flopping onto the sofa and watching Animal Planet.


“Okay.”


Svante held the door and asked what she would like to drink. Vanessa asked for a gin and tonic and took a seat by the window. She glanced towards the space between the bar and the tables, where inebriated people were trying it on with one another.


Us humans are just wild mammals in colourful clothes, she thought to herself. In a hundred years from now, everyone in this room will be dead. White bones and dust, buried six feet under. No one will know that they shared these hours together. The realisation made her feel bleak.


“You look fantastic,” Svante said, putting the drink down on the table between them.


Vanessa raised her glass towards him.


“You look like you died in 2003.”


“Cheers!” Svante responded, untroubled. “How are things?”


Vanessa took a gulp. Now she was here, she might as well be nice. For old times’ sake. In spite of everything, she was pleased to see Svante.


Those years she had lived with him had been good ones. The fact that he would shag anything with a pulse, she had learned to live with. What had wounded her was that he denied her a child. When Vanessa had become pregnant, a while before the divorce, he had persuaded her to have an abortion. And now it was too late.


“I’ve got a new job.”


“Have you left the police?”


Vanessa shook her head.


“New division. I left NOVA and I’m an investigator for the National Homicide Unit now.”


He put an ice cube in his mouth and crushed it between his teeth.


“Riksmord?”


‘Piano Man’ streamed from the speakers. Vanessa leaned in to be heard above Billy Joel.


“I travel around the country, helping colleagues in murder investigations.”


“A business traveller for murders, then. That would make a good film title. And plenty of work at the moment, if the papers are anything to go by?”


An hour and three G&Ts later, Vanessa felt intoxicated. She didn’t want to go home. In many ways, Svante was a boil, a poor excuse for a man, but she liked him. They still hadn’t touched upon the subject of Johanna Ek, the actress who Svante now lived with. Nor had they raised the subject of the couple’s child. Vanessa was afraid of ruining the moment, but in the end, she could not hold back any longer.


In the middle of a question, she raised her palm towards Svante.


“How’s the kid then? The one-year-old, I mean, not the one you left me for.”


Svante opened his mouth to respond, but Vanessa cut in again. “What did you christen her? Yasuragi Lidén?”


“Yasuragi? That spa? Why would we…”


“I found a hotel bill in one of your jackets, paid nine months before she was born. You celebs usually name your kids after where they were conceived, don’t you?”


Svante scratched his cheek.


“Granted, I didn’t handle that very well,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


They stared into each other’s eyes for a couple of seconds until Vanessa waved her hand.


“Don’t be.”


She looked at his brown eyes, continued upwards to his spiky fringe. He was greyer than last time she saw him, almost completely, in fact.


Vanessa let her eyes wander to his big hands, his chewed nails.


She missed his humour. The security. That way he bit his bottom lip if he was reading something he didn’t agree with in the paper. How he grabbed hold of her. Decisively. Proprietorially. His poorly disguised jealousy when he noticed she was attracted to someone else.


“Are you happy with her?”


His chin was resting in his cupped hand.


“It’s different. Easier, somehow.”


“Do you have to be so bloody honest?”


A man bumped into Vanessa’s back. She moved her chair closer to Svante’s. “Do you know what gets to me most?” she asked.


“No?”


“That you turned me into a cliché.”


Svante raised his eyebrows. Vanessa grabbed hold of his hand and moved it inside her unbuttoned jacket, to her breast. She had had surgery six months before. “A walking fucking cliché of the ageing, jilted woman.”


He laughed and withdrew his hand. A bit too slowly for Vanessa not to notice. Why did she want Svante to want her? Why did he have that effect on her? She was fine. She didn’t need him. He had made his choice.


Did she want revenge on Johanna? Was it that simple?


“Say it.”


“Say what, Vanessa?”


She leaned in, could smell his aftershave.


“That you still want me.”









2


JASMINA KOVAC TOOK off her round-rimmed glasses and the editorial office of Kvällspressen immediately became a fuzzy haze. She felt inside her rucksack, which was hanging on her chair. Once she’d found the case, she pulled out the little blue cloth and rubbed it over the glass expertly.


She put her glasses back on her nose. Chairs, people and computer screens regained their sharp edges.


Jasmina often thought that if she’d been unfortunate enough to have been born before spectacles were invented, she would never have been able to live for twenty-eight years and would probably have ended up as wolf food a long time before that.


She tittered out loud at the thought of herself in a loincloth, and her colleague Max Lewenhaupt, sitting at the desk next to hers, turned towards her.


“What’s so funny?” he asked disapprovingly, peering over at Jasmina’s screen.


“Oh, nothing,” she replied, feeling the blush spreading across her cheeks.


Max opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted by a voice behind them. “Are you youngsters having coffee?”


Hans Hoffman, a senior reporter who occasionally came in to cover evenings and weekends, popped his head above his screen. Max rolled his eyes and mimed the word “mess”. Jasmina felt sorry for Hoffman.


“Great,” she said and stood up.


They walked past row after row of desks, past the Editor-in-Chief’s glazed office. The coffee machine coughed out a weak brown liquid.


“You’re from Småland region, aren’t you?”


Jasmina nodded. “Växjö.”


“And Kovac. Croatian?”


“Bosnian.”


Jasmina prepared to return to the computer to finish off the evening’s final article – a piece about a cat in the remote northern town of Ånge who had come home after having been missing for two years. Hoffman, though, gestured to her to stay.


“You’re going to have to start coming up with a few ideas of your own if you want to stay at this paper. Otherwise, the likes of him will eat you up,” Hoffman said, nodding in Max Lewenhaupt’s direction.


“I know. I’ve got something good about William Bergstrand. You know, the MP?”


“Good. Best foot forward, kiddo. That’s what you have to do. You’re good, you’ve read what you’re supposed to. That piece on unsolved murders of women was fantastic, but you need to broaden your scope. Hold the politicians to account.”


Jasmina glanced at the desk where news editor Bengt ‘the Bun’ Svensson was sitting with his feet up. His laptop was resting on his tummy. Jasmina plucked up courage. She walked back to her computer and opened the investigation. Earlier that week, she had requested copies of Social Democrat politician William Bergstrand’s receipts from the parliamentary administration. He had recently been to Paris, and among his receipts were two restaurant bills for five thousand crowns apiece, luxury hotels and shopping. All paid for with the parliamentary card. What was even more embarrassing for Bergstrand – who had been tipped for a great future in the party – was that he had been accompanied by fellow MP Annie Källman. She, however – according to her Instagram – had been in Sundsvall at the time.


“Where are you off to now then?” asked Max.


“I’m just going to get a print-out.”


“Stop talking so quietly. I can’t hear what you’re saying,” said Max. He mimed a telephone with his fingers and put it to his ear. “What have you printed out?”


“I’m working on something.” She hesitated, sat down at her desk again and leaned towards Max. He was good. She gave a quick account of what she’d discovered from Bergstrand’s receipts. “But I can’t get hold of him. He’s ducking me. Do you want to help me?”


Max nodded slowly. Jasmina noticed that he was reluctantly impressed. She was pleased.


As the printer whirred away, Jasmina looked at the classic headlines and news bills that adorned the walls. VJ Day 1945, the hostage drama at Norrmalmstorg 1973, the bombing of the West German Embassy in 1975, the MS Estonia disaster 1994, the attack on the Twin Towers, 2001.


She went and stood behind Bengt. He carried on staring at his screen.


“Yes?” he said, scratching his ear.


“I thought I’d ask if you’d… Have you got a few minutes? There’s this thing I’ve been working on.”


Bengt looked at his finger in disgust and then wiped it on his thigh, leaving a yellowy fleck on his jeans. “Jessica, I don’t know…”


“Jasmina.”


She smiled nervously.


“Jasmina,” Bengt said with a sigh. “I don’t know how it works in Norrköping or where…”


“Växjö. I’m from Växjö.”


Bengt was busy with his other ear.


“Whatever,” he said. The only piece I want from you is three columns about that fucking cat that turned up, wherever the hell that was again, Haparanda?”


“Ånge.”


“Yes. Is it done?”


“Basically, yes, but…”


“No buts,” Bengt grunted irritably. “Shuffle on back to your desk and do as you’re told. That’s how things work here at Kvällspressen. It’s been a winning concept since the paper was founded in 1944. I’m sure whatever you’ve come up with is a lovely idea, but I don’t have time.”


An hour later, Jasmina Kovac left Kvällspressen’s offices and took a seat right at the back of the number one bus. It was only when they got to Fridhemsplan that other passengers got on board. An ambulance flew past at high speed. It was a chilly Friday night, and Kungsholmen was bathed in a yellowish light that ran from the street lamps. Freezing people congregated outside the bars. Rough sleepers sought shelter in stairwells and under awnings. They slept huddled together, like starving, frozen animals.


Stockholm was Jasmina’s dream city. She’d wanted to be a journalist for as long as she could remember, just like her father had been until war came to Yugoslavia.


A couple of months before, as a reporter on local paper Smålandsposten, Jasmina had investigated a number of unsolved murders of women. In some cases, she had been able to demonstrate that the police’s mistakes had led to the murders going unsolved. The article had had a big impact and been picked up by syndicated news agency TT and both of the main tabloids. Two hours after publication, Kvällspressen’s editor-in-chief had phoned her to offer her a temporary role.


So far, though, nothing was going her way. “Tomorrow is a new day,” she muttered.
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THEY WERE TEARING each other’s clothes off as soon as they got into the hall. Svante pushed Vanessa against the wall, changed his mind, pushed her in front of him over towards the sofa, bent her over and entered her from behind. Animalistic. Rough. Desperate. The way she wanted it, the way she’d always wanted it.


Afterwards, Vanessa produced a bottle of red wine. She handed him the wine and a corkscrew while she turned on the vape.


She stared at the ceiling through the white vapour.


“I haven’t been screwed that well since…” Vanessa muttered to herself before realising and going quiet.


“Since when?”


“I was going to say, ‘since I had a very passionate romance with my high-school teacher,’ but I thought that might hurt your feelings.”


“Did you sleep with your teacher?”


“Have I never told you about Jacob? He was twenty-eight and was a maths supply teacher. I was seventeen and pretty pissed off at most things in life. We used to…”


“That’ll do, won’t it?”


Svante gave her the bottle.


“By the way, what’s going on with the windows?” he asked. They were covered with white plastic sheeting.


“The frontage is being restored.”


“You can’t even tell if it’s dark out there.”


“No, this really is an environment to lose your mind in.”


She wished he could say something meaningful. That life was boring without her. Instead, he started telling a story from a rehearsal that she’d already heard. Vanessa listened with one ear while stroking the inside of his thigh. It’s weird, she thought, what time can do with feelings. Svante was finding it increasingly difficult to deliver his anecdote as her hand wandered further and further up his thigh. His breathing became strained. She straddled him. He closed his eyes, mouth half-open. Vanessa imagined that he was thinking of Johanna, and she gave him a slap. Svante jolted his eyes open in surprise. For a second she thought he was going to return the blow, but he laughed and closed his eyes again. She pushed herself harder against him, felt him getting deeper and deeper inside her as she rode him with slow, rolling movements.


When she came, she clasped her fingernails into his hairy chest, and he batted them away.


It was half two in the morning when Svante mumbled that he was going to have to go home. He gathered up his clothes. Vanessa followed, with the blanket wrapped around her body.


“How are you going to explain the scratches?”


He stared down at his black shirt as he was buttoning it and shrugged.


“Are you angry?” she asked.


“No.”


Vanessa pressed her lips together to physically stifle the question of whether he could stay. They kissed before she gave him a light shove. “See you later,” said Svante.


“I suppose you will,” she replied, closing the door.
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THE EDITORIAL OFFICE at Kvällspressen was in a state of sleepy Saturday morning calm. Jasmina Kovac was on her way to the canteen to grab herself a stale pasty when Bengt called out. She assumed it was about an error in the cat piece and prepared herself for a ticking off.


“I need a big piece. For the Monday edition.”


“Sure,” Jasmina said, struggling to hide her surprise. “What were you thinking?”


“A double-page spread.”


Jasmina was actually supposed to have finished her shift. They had attempted to contact MP William Bergstrand, who was still avoiding their calls. Max and Jasmina had decided that they were going to try and get hold of him when they got off work in the middle of next week. She planned to go to Växjö, to visit her mum. She’d already booked the tickets. But it couldn’t be helped. The opportunity to write an in-depth piece was a chance she had to take.


“Of course. What’s it about?”


“A summary of the latest on #metoo. Hoffman was busy and he put forward your name when I asked him if he could do it. You know I’m really not sure you’re ready, so don’t leave me disappointed.”


Jasmina couldn’t supress a smile as she returned to her desk. Hoffman came walking towards her with that day’s paper opened out in front of him.


She bounded over and gave him a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered.


“For what? I’m too old to be up all night writing copy,” he said. “But if you’re going to manage it, you’d better get started. Go home. If they see you here, they’ll dump more work on you.”


Jasmina realised that Hoffman was right. The article could be her ticket to bigger things, but she was going to need to work undisturbed. She gathered her things, squeezed her laptop into her backpack and hurriedly said goodbye to the other reporters.


Mum was going to be disappointed. Jasmina was her whole life. She had read every little notice Jasmina had ever written, cut out the pages and saved them in boxes that she kept under the bed.


“Hi, Mum.”


“Are you here already? I thought you were coming tonight?”


“I have to stay here. They want me to do a big article. It needs to be ready by tomorrow.”


Despite Jasmina’s best efforts to hide the fact, her mum had understood that things hadn’t gone according to plan so far in Stockholm.


“That’s great,” her mum exclaimed. “Of course you have to do that.”


“Are you sure? I miss you. You do know that I want to see you?”


“I miss you too, my little girl, but you’ll have to come next time you’re off instead.”


Jasmina got off the bus at Stureplan. She had always produced her best writing while surrounded by people, and she found it hard to concentrate when she was alone. The gloomy studio flat she was renting on Valhallavägen did not appeal. She walked over the pelican crossing and into the Hotel Anglais. The lobby was half-empty. Perfect, she thought to herself as she ordered a mineral water and a coffee. She asked for the Wi-Fi password, sat down on one of the sofas near the window and got out her laptop.


Before she got started, she felt a wave of pride wash through her body. Here she was, sitting in a hotel bar, writing a piece for Sweden’s biggest tabloid. Living the dream.


The next time Jasmina looked up from her screen, the lobby was full. Her glass was empty, and her coffee was cold. She could barely see the bar for all the people. A DJ was standing by the decks.


Her eyes were stinging, and her body was stiff. She straightened her back and decided to take a break. A man a little way away was staring at her. She looked away and closed her laptop. Jasmina assumed he’d misread the situation, because he then made a beeline for her.


“Would you like a cocktail?” he asked.


He looked to be about thirty-five. Black shirt. Handsome, in a rough-hewn way. Jasmina pointed at her laptop.


“I’m working, so I’m on alcohol-free tonight,” she said with a smile. “Thanks though.”


He squeezed in alongside Jasmina.


“Come on. One cocktail. It’s Saturday.”


She figured she did need a break after all. Every sentence in that article needed to be perfect and if she was going to keep her concentration up, she’d have to focus on something else for a while.


“A coffee?” she said. “Then I have to go home and carry on with it.”


“My name is Thomas,” he said, standing up. After shaking her hand, he moved it to his mouth, the stubble on his chin prickling against the thin skin on the back of her hand.


A while later and the coffee was drunk. During the conversation, Thomas had moved closer and closer. He’d asked a load of questions without seeming particularly interested in the answers. His eyes stared at her body, settling with increasing frequency on her breasts. Jasmina thought he was creepy. She felt dozy and tired.


She excused herself, explaining that she needed to go to the toilet and freshen up.


The room started spinning, her legs folded, and she grabbed hold of the table. Thomas caught her. Where was her backpack? The computer?


“Thanks,” she heard herself slur. Her voice sounded metallic, as if she was talking into a can.


He held her by one arm, with his other arm around her waist. Her jaw felt slack, her eyelids heavy – she could barely keep them open. Jasmina tried to protest as he led her through the throng, but no sound emerged from her lips.


Suddenly, they were outside. She could see the pavement beneath her feet and could feel his strong hand on her shoulder. Blinding headlights. Jasmina closed her eyes. Her head slumped onto his shoulder. A car door opened, someone laughed. She was lifted into the back seat. The engine started and the car moved off. Thomas’ face appeared, over her own. Jasmina tried to say something, but the only thing to come out was nonsense. Even more laughter. She tried to turn her head, but that didn’t work either.


How many of them were there? Where were they taking her? A hand pushed under her top, felt its way across her stomach and grabbed hold of her breast. Another hand sought its way between her legs. The car picked up speed, the streetlights disappeared, and Jasmina lost consciousness.
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EMELIE RYDÉN LOOKED around the empty two-bed apartment on Åkerbyvägen in Täby. Although she would never say as much, it was nice not having to look after Nova sometimes. She and Ilan had been supposed to spend the weekend together; that was why she’d asked her parents to look after her daughter.


Ilan, though, had had to go to Malmö for work.


He had promised to call her from the hotel room after he’d had dinner with his bosses, who he’d gone to meet. It was now 10.32 pm and he still hadn’t rung.


Emelie flicked on the telly and zapped between channels.


For a second she imagined that Karim had somehow found out about their relationship, gone to Malmö and hurt Ilan.


It had been three weeks since she’d visited Karim in prison for the last time. He could have got parole without her knowing about it. Since there were only two months left of his sentence, he would be completely unsupervised if that was the case.


Emelie had met Ilan four months earlier, when she had four large crates of product delivered to her salon. The courier shook his head when she’d asked him to carry them inside.


Ilan, who had happened to be walking past, spotted Emelie and the crates and asked if she needed any help.


He’d rolled up his sleeves, carried the crates inside and then disappeared. The following day, Ilan had returned, and Emelie – much to her surprise – had discovered that she was pleased to see him and invited him in for a coffee. A week after that meeting, they slept with each other for the first time.


Her phone rang, and Ilan’s face appeared on the display.


“Sorry it took so long,” he opened. “They wouldn’t stop drinking.”


“Are you drunk?” she asked, taking a gulp of her tea.


“Not at all. I stopped drinking early.”


Emelie put the cup on the coffee table and lay down with her head on the armrest.


“I’m sorry it turned out like this,” said Ilan. “I really was looking forward to seeing you this weekend.”


“It’s okay. We’ll make up for it next week.”


“I’ve got something I have to tell you,” said Ilan.


Emelie heard a sound outside the window and looked towards it. Probably just a branch blowing against the window in the wind.


“I lied to you. The reason I came down here is because they’ve offered me a job. Here in Malmö.”


Part of her felt relieved, another part of her felt grief. He was going to take the job and leave her. And she couldn’t fault him. They had just met. Obviously he wasn’t keen on dragging a kid around that wasn’t his. And even if she hadn’t told him everything about Karim, she presumed he had his suspicions.


“I understand.”


“I know it’s early, but I am just so fond of you and Nova. I might be mad, but I was wondering whether you’d like to move with me?”


Emelie laughed with astonishment. “Are you being serious?”


“Yes.”


Emelie closed her eyes.


“Of course we would.”


She could see his thin, lanky body in front of her. Those kind, dark eyes. She wished he was there. With her. When they moved to Malmö, she wouldn’t need to long for him any more.


A movement outside the window made Emelie jump. Ilan was still talking, but Emelie had stopped listening. She stood up slowly, with the phone glued to her ear, and peered out into the gloom.


She moved closer to the window, put her head against the cold pane and looked one way and then the other. Nothing. Just the dark, deserted courtyard where Nova loved to play with the neighbours’ kids.


“What did you say?”


“That I’m happy,” said Ilan. “Today I walked past a unit that would make the perfect skincare salon. Not that there’s any rush. I’ll be getting a hefty rise, so you really don’t need to feel like you have to start working straight away.”


Emelie crossed the living room, went out into the hall and checked that the front door was locked.


“I thought you were going to say that you’d slept with someone else.”


Ilan laughed. A loud, liberating laugh.


Emelie peered out at the stairwell through the peephole. Empty. She relaxed. If Karim was on parole, and he turned up, she was going to call the police. But she didn’t want Ilan to understand what was going on. She had told him about Karim but held back on the details. Said he was living overseas.


Emelie lay down on the sofa again, but she couldn’t relax and concentrate on what Ilan was saying. She really hated living on the ground floor.


As they said goodbye, she could hear the entrance door opening, and she rushed to hang up. She didn’t want Ilan to start asking questions if there was suddenly banging at the door.


Emelie stood up again and listened to the footsteps in the hallway.


She closed her eyes, hoping that the person out there would walk past her door and that the lift machinery would start. Just when she thought she’d heard the familiar rumble from the lift shaft, there was a ring on the doorbell.
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JASMINA REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS with a hard slap. She was lying on a bed in a dark room. Her head was pounding, she felt nauseous. Another slap struck her cheek. Where was she?


“Time to wake up.”


She remembered the bar, and Thomas. Jasmina grabbed her waistband and tried to resist. Her hands felt weak, the fabric slipped between her fingers. Her trousers came off. He stood over her and tore off her knickers.


“No,” she croaked.


She could hear voices. She squinted, trying to understand what or who was around her. But everything was blurred. On the right was a wardrobe with a mirrored door. She could make out movement in it. There were several people in the room.


They pulled her jumper off, ripped her bra apart.


“Please stop,” Jasmina pleaded.


The panic was rising, and she lunged back and forth, kicking her legs. A blow struck her stomach, and her body was emptied of air. Wheezing and coughing, she gasped for oxygen.


“If you make a fuss, we’ll have to get the knife out, and you don’t want that,” said Thomas. His hand glanced her cheek. “That would be a shame, on such a pretty face.” His breath was moist and sour.


“She’s not as shy as she’s making out. Look at this,” he added, grabbing her nipple ring and tugging at it curiously. “You are a right little whore after all, aren’t you?”


“Please, let me go,” she whispered, blinking.


“Little whores like you like this, even if you pretend you don’t.”


He stroked her cheek and then unbuckled his belt. Strong arms turned Jasmina onto her stomach and pinned her down. Someone pushed her face into the mattress. Breathing became difficult. She tried to struggle free. Her screams were drowned in the feathers.


Thomas groaned as he pushed into her. It hurt like hell. She felt powerless. Small. The movements got harder, hurt more and more. Jasmina screamed straight into the mattress.


“Fuck, it’s been a while. A real tight little cunt she’s got. Maybe she’s younger than we thought?”


“Or else no one’s ever fucked her properly. Look how she’s enjoying it.”


New laughs.


They took turns, turning her over, prising her legs apart when she tried to resist. She caught a glimpse of their naked bodies in the mirror. She turned her eyes away. Forced herself to stare up at the ceiling. It was like her body was paralysed. They didn’t need to hold her down any more. There was nowhere to escape. She fell in and out of consciousness until one of them tore out her ring. She screamed. A large hand slammed over her mouth.


“Shut up.”


She was struggling to breath, wheezing. She flailed her arms in blind panic. She could see a shiny, blurred face.


“Open your legs.”


They kept groaning, egging each other on, humiliating her.


Eventually they tired of it. Stood up and disappeared. A moment’s peace. Jasmina lay perfectly still and moved her hand down between her legs, then held up her fingers. She was bleeding.


Muffled, hoarse voices and cigarette smoke found their way under the door. Jasmina lay on her side, feeling for her glasses. She couldn’t find them. She was shaking with cold. Then she touched her breast. The blood stuck between her fingers.


Hearing footsteps, she curled into a ball, turned to face the wall and closed her eyes. She could take no more. Not again.


“You’re out.”


Thomas sat down on the edge of the bed and forced her to turn around. He leaned over her.


“If you tell anyone about this, we will kill you, Jasmina Kovac.”


He grabbed her hair, turned her face to his, held up her driving licence a couple of centimetres from her face and read out all her information.


She started crying.


“Hear that, you little slut? We’ll get hold of you, and next time we won’t be so nice.”


He threw her clothes at her. Jasmina managed to get her trousers on. It was stinging and throbbing between her legs. She could see the outline of Thomas’ unshaven face out of the corner of her eye. He dragged her to her feet and shoved her ahead of him. Jasmina stumbled into the living room. She waddled as she walked. Each step was painful.


“You look like you’ve had a good time,” said a voice.


They led her out into the stairwell, down some stairs and foisted her into the back seat of a car.


The car started. The men seemed tired, didn’t say much. The sun was about to come up. Jasmina tried to read the signs to work out where she was.


“Here will do,” one of them said to the driver.


They pulled into the kerb and the door swung open. Someone beeped. “Remember what I said, Jasmina Kovac – we’ll find you, and kill you.”


She put her feet down onto the ground.


“Out, now, fuck’s sake.”


She felt a shove, almost tripped but managed to stay upright.
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VANESSA PICKED UP that day’s copy of Dagens Nyheter from the doormat. The paper edition was old-fashioned and a strain on the already hard-pushed environment, but the world was unavoidably going to pot anyway. And while it did, Vanessa could entertain herself by staying abreast of the latest political scandals, Brexit and the American president’s tweets. The world was getting weirder all the time, and she felt less and less at home in it. For the first time in human history, more people were dying from overeating than malnutrition. Old age was killing more people than infectious diseases. And above all: more people were taking their own lives than deaths caused by war, violent crime and terrorism. Yet people were more scared than ever before.


She put the paper on the kitchen island, switched on the coffee machine and caught herself missing Svante. The television hummed in the background.


“Three men have been found dead in Frihamnen. TV4 News understands that the men were shot in the head. All three were known to the police.”


Vanessa turned up the volume.


Another gangland revenge attack.


Stockholm was flooded with firearms, and young men were prepared to use them to gain a share of the cocaine market or to take revenge for some perceived slight. Automatic Kalashnikov weapons were being sold on the streets for twenty-five thousand crowns. A pistol cost ten. A hand grenade could be obtained for about a thousand, unless there was a major conflict in progress, in which case the dealers raised the price to two thousand five hundred.


The executions in Frihamnen were probably to do with drug deals, but anything was possible – the criminals were even more easily offended than Donald Trump, whose angry little eyes were staring out at her from DN’s front page.


After leaving what had been known as NOVA, but after reorganisation was renamed Investigations Unit, Surveillance Group 5 & 6, Vanessa was at least able to avoid having to get involved in those gang attacks which were so tough to crack, ones in which neither witnesses nor those directly involved wanted to talk to the police. She had spent the previous week in Kalmar, where a house party had got out of control and one of the guests had been found stabbed to death with a pair of scissors.


Vanessa poured some coffee and prepared to return to the sofa when her work phone rang.


“Good morning,” said Mikael Kask, director of Riksmord, chirpily. “How are things?”


“I’m halfway through my breakfast.”


“Anything nice?”


“Coffee and a vape. Breakfast of champions.”


“Sounds healthy.”


Presumably Mikael had been on a management course where he’d learned to use a familiar tone with his subordinates.


On TV, the piece about the triple murder was over, replaced by a panel discussion on children’s parties.


Mikael cleared his throat. Enough small talk.


“I know you are off today, but Serious Crimes have been in touch. They need help.”


“The triple murder in Frihamnen.”


“No, although that is eating up their resources. A young woman was found dead in Täby this morning. They don’t have enough detectives. Can you get down there? Forensics are already at the scene.”


Although perhaps it was wrong of her to feel that way, Vanessa was always more upset by women falling victim to violence than when gang members were found shot dead. Perhaps that was because she’d lost her own daughter Adeline when she was younger. Maybe it wasn’t the women’s deaths themselves that affected her, but the parents’ loss. Vanessa knew what kind of a life they were being sentenced to.


“Sure.”


Mikael gave her the address. Vanessa jumped in the shower, then got dressed – suit trousers and a shirt. She stopped by the mirror and studied her face. After that, she punched in the code to open the gun safe and stuffed her Sig Sauer in its holster.


After smashing the Södertälje Network a couple of years earlier, Vanessa had been given permission to store weapons at home. In recent years, the threat faced by police had grown significantly. Yet the main reason Vanessa kept her weapon at home was not one her bosses knew about.


A little over a year earlier, she had been involved in an investigation into a criminal organisation that called itself ‘The Legion’. During a deal in a safe house north of Stockholm, Vanessa and Nicolas Paredes, a former elite soldier, had shot dead four members of the group. The Legion had – aside from supplying Greater Stockholm with large volumes of high-quality cocaine – kidnapped refugee children and sent them to South America.


A police officer and the witness who lived in the house were already dead when Nicolas and Vanessa arrived at the scene.


The air felt fresh and dry as Vanessa stepped out onto Odengatan. A pale sun struggled to climb above the tall buildings. People at leisure picking their way between the puddles to get to the cafés and vegan bars. A muscular man with green-blue tattoos sticking out over his collar walked past the garage. His head was shaved. With one arm, he was steadying a white-haired woman. She looked tiny by his side, leaning into him almost.


His mother? He walked slowly, cautiously, so that she could keep up. Vanessa thought about how, forty years ago, he would have been the one hanging onto her.


Down in the garage, her phone bleeped again. The murdered woman’s name was Emelie Rydén.
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THIRTY-YEAR-OLD NICOLAS PAREDES waited for the kettle to finish its job before he got up from the sofa, picked out a mug, poured a spoonful of Nescafé into the bottom and drowned it in boiling water. He opened the balcony door and shielded his eyes against the sunlight with his hand.


On the next-door balcony, a girl with long green hair was sitting on the railing. Her legs were dangling way above the ground.


“Hej, Nicolas,” she said cheerfully without turning her head. He raised his cup towards her but didn’t say anything. “Want a toke?” she asked.


He shook his head.


“How old are you, Celine?”


“Twelve.”


“Jesus.”


“Scrambled eggs then?” she continued, untroubled.


Nicolas gave her a weary glance and noticed that she had a fresh black eye. Probably her dad’s doing. Or a classmate. Nicolas ought to have a word with the dad or at least call social services, but he could not get involved in anything that might attract the interest of the authorities.


“Do you never cook anything other than scrambled eggs?”


“I can boil them too, if you prefer?”


“You cook whatever you like, but don’t sit like that – you know it makes me nervous. If I eat the eggs, do you promise not to get stoned then?”


Celine nodded, jumped down from the railing and disappeared into the flat. From inside his own flat, Nicolas heard the letter box opening and something landing on the parquet floor. He walked in, bent down and picked up a brown envelope. His name and address were written in childish handwriting. Nicolas took the letter with him back out onto the balcony – at the same time as Celine reappeared holding a frying pan. He used the spoon from his coffee cup and took a taste. Celine looked at him expectantly. As usual, they were far too salty.


“Nice.”


Nicolas ate hungrily; he hadn’t had any breakfast yet. “Thanks,” he said, wiping his mouth and handing back the frying pan.


Celine put it down on the floor. She leaned forward, arms resting on the railing, and looked miserable.


“I know that neither of us have got a particularly good day ahead of us. Do you want to hear our horoscope?”


Without waiting for a reply, she picked up the newspaper from the balcony floor and started reading aloud. Nicolas tore open the envelope.


The message was short and written in the middle of a sheet of A4.


Need to speak to you. Ivan.


“Looks like it’s going to be a really shitty day,” Nicolas said as he crumpled the paper into a ball.


“Told you so.”
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THE APARTMENT BLOCKS were three storeys high, and the spaces between them were filled with lawns and playgrounds. Vanessa approached the uniformed officer who had been posted by the cordon, showed her ID and lifted the blue-and-white tape.


The front door was open.


“Hello?”


While she was waiting for someone to come and get her, she studied the lock. No signs of forced entry. On the other hand, the apartment was on the ground floor – it would hardly take an acrobat to get in through an open window. A female technician in a white overall poked her head out.


Vanessa pulled on the overall, shoe protectors and plastic gloves that the woman passed her, then put her feet where she was directed. In the living room was another technician, kneeling down with a camera and filming the body.


Emelie Rydén was lying in a pool of blood on the parquet floor. Her torso and throat were perforated with knife wounds. Her eyes stared blankly, and her mouth was wide open, giving her a surprised expression. Vanessa walked in an arc around the body and turned to the female technician who had shown her in. Above the face mask, Vanessa could make out a pair of dark eyes and a light brown complexion.


“What do we know?”


The woman gestured with her thumb that they should go to the kitchen. By the worktop counter, she pulled off her hood. Beneath it, a hairnet strained to keep her thick – probably long – hair in place.


She looked to be around thirty. Vanessa guessed that she was of Indian origin.


“Her mother found her this morning, when she came to hand over her granddaughter who she’d been looking after for the weekend,” the woman said, with a Norwegian accent. “More than twenty stab wounds to the abdomen and neck. She was twenty-five years old. She made a living from skincare, and she had a salon in a basement unit near here.”


“Did the neighbours hear anything?”


The woman shrugged.


“Don’t know. Your colleagues are doing house-to-house.”


Vanessa took a shine to her. She was sharp, expressed herself clearly and concisely, and didn’t bother with unnecessary detail. “Mobile phone?”


“Password protected. The IT technician has just packed it away to be sent to technical investigations.”


“How much more time are you going to need here?” Vanessa asked.


“If there’s nothing else, we’ll be done soon.”


Vanessa heard the sound of an engine and turned her head towards it. Outside the window, a first call vehicle pulled up to collect the corpse. As two men mechanically lifted in the bloody body that only hours before had been a living person with dreams, childhood memories and emotions, Vanessa went into the bedroom.


The double bed in the middle of the room had been made. She opened the wardrobe. The clothes were either neatly folded or hung on coat hangers. She turned around and walked over to a dresser, on top of which stood three framed photographs.


Flanked by four friends, a teenaged Emelie Rydén was depicted making the sign of the horns with her tongue out. Her hair was platinum blonde, heavy eye make-up, and the teeth in her top jaw were adorned with a shining rail. She was wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the words Tokio Hotel.


Vanessa found it hard to look at pictures of people who were now dead. One day, when I’m dead, someone will be looking at photos of me.


She put the picture back and walked to the other bedroom.


There was a cot by the window. Translucent plastic boxes stood stacked on top of each other, full of toys. Vanessa sniffed the air, thought she could detect a faint smell of detergent. Two photos in Disney frames stood on the window sill. One of them, taken on a beach, showed Emelie Rydén lifting her daughter high in the air. Behind the mother and daughter, the sun was setting. The girl appeared to be squealing with laughter.


Vanessa glanced at the other photograph. It was black and white, taken in a hospital. A muscular man with a shaved head holding a newborn baby wrapped in a blanket. He was studying the baby with loving intensity. His straining arms were covered in tattoos.


“It can’t be,” she muttered.


The sound of someone clearing their throat came from behind her, and Vanessa spun around, still holding the photo. Standing in the doorway was a man of about forty-five with short red hair, wearing a green long-sleeve T-shirt over a paunch.


“Vanessa Frank?”


They shook each other’s gloved hands.


“Ove Dahlberg. Serious Crime Unit.”


Vanessa held up the frame towards her colleague and pointed to the man in the picture.


“Do you know who this is?”


He squinted at the image before shaking his head.


“Not from Adam, but if I might allow myself to be judgemental, he doesn’t look like the local bible salesman.”


“Karim Laimani. Member of the Sätra Network. Convicted of GBH, drugs offences, weapons offences and domestic abuse. He is the father of the victim’s baby.”


“Where is he?”


“In Åkersberga Prison, if I remember rightly.”
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JASMINA STUMBLED OVER to the bedside table and took out the spare glasses she kept in the top drawer. Her hands were shaking. Her body shuddered as if she was fitting.


The events of the last few hours played again on her retinas. The blows, the pain. The men’s laughter, the smell of alcohol. The film rewound. Played again. Jasmina lay in the recovery position on the bed and pressed her hands against her ears. Clamped her jaws together. Her teeth squeaked; she was hyperventilating. She closed her eyes. Tried to get the film to stop, to get the blurry figures to dissolve.


The sounds that came out of her were not human. They sounded as if they came from an injured, stressed animal.


She put the pillow over her head. She lay down on her back, pushing the soft fabric against her face, and screamed out loud. She screamed like she’d never screamed before, with her whole body.


As Jasmina turned onto her side and carefully put her feet on the floor, she didn’t know how long she’d been lying on the bed. Whether she’d been awake or sleeping. Her glasses were skew-whiff, and she straightened them out. She reached past the photo of her father and turned the alarm clock to face her. The red digits showed 13.47. She got to her feet, found her phone on the worktop in the kitchenette and saw that she had nineteen missed calls, all from Kvällspressen numbers. One number belonged to Hans Hoffman; the other was Bengt’s.


She’d missed the meeting, and the piece was not ready.


Jasmina leaned against the cooker, holding her hand to her mouth as she pondered.


How many reports and articles had she written about rape victims? Her Dictaphone had recorded lots of police quotes that always said the same thing: Report it.


Jasmina had always been convinced that if she was ever raped, she would not hesitate to do just that. To stand up for herself. But, if she did report it to the police, everyone would find out. Every one of her colleagues. She would always be ‘that reporter who got raped’. Worst of all, her mother would find out. Poor Mum. She could not subject her to that. Anything but that.


Besides, she couldn’t face talking to anyone, having to answer questions, remember and explain. At least not for now.


Jasmina opened the cupboard and took out a carrier bag. She removed her clothes and underwear and stuffed them in. Slowly, she walked into the bathroom, stood with legs apart on the cold tiles and carefully inserted a cotton bud inside herself. Moved it around. Picked up another and repeated the procedure. She put them in a plastic lunchbox, wrapped it in clingfilm and threw it into the empty fridge.
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