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A fire had broken out in a building belonging to the Free Church congregation in Viserum. The actual sanctuary was spared, but an adjacent community hall was completely destroyed. This was the seventh fire at a religious site in Småland in recent times.

It had started with the Swedish Alliance Mission church in Värnamo on August 7th, and like the others that followed, it was confirmed to be arson. Murder by fire, the headlines screamed in bold type—which was also the accurate legal classification of the crime. The fires were now being investigated by Superintendent Peter Krantz and Inspector Pierre Valfridsson, both of whom had been sent from the Växjö police and were in charge of the overall case.

Krantz stood staring at a charred plank he held in his hand, cursing quietly to himself over having to investigate something he already believed he knew the answer to.

— That fucking idiot. We should’ve killed him back then, he said, looking meaningfully at his colleague, who gave a small nod.

— I know, I know, Valfridsson muttered sourly. But come on, we’ve got nothing, not a damn thing, and you know that...

He didn’t get further before Krantz snapped:

— Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know! Fuck, we should have killed the bastard. Goddamn it, he finished, moving away from the burned-out building. Krantz kicked at a few boards and threw the one he was holding over his head—nearly hitting one of the techs who was crouched down, digging through a trash bin by the side of the house. He strode out onto the cordoned-off street, shaking his head angrily while muttering about all the things he should have done.

His outburst was aimed at an older man they’d once had in custody, suspected of murder. The murder of a man from Gothenburg, who’d been beheaded at a hotel just outside Växjö.

The man had been investigated multiple times but had always managed to slip away.

Last time, he might actually have been innocent—probably some junkie named Jaros Dervan was the real killer, even if they couldn’t prove it. But Krantz had a deep, personal need to take down the old man. Not so much because he cared about justice—but mostly because he felt humiliated that the guy couldn’t be broken. That, and the fact that every time they met, the man would sneer and laugh contemptuously at his attempts to force a confession.

All the evidence had turned out to be useless, and the guy—who Krantz saw as nothing but a smirking parasite and a completely rotten criminal—was, in his view, long overdue for several lifetime sentences.

That the man was now a suspect in multiple arson attacks across Småland was thanks to his sister, who’d phoned Krantz “anonymously.” She had explained how her brother first knocked out her front teeth and then tried to run over her cat—while screaming that he was going to burn down her goddamned church.

Krantz had taken it literally and gone out to pay the old man a visit. The encounter only made him even angrier, especially since the man just grinned mockingly and sarcastically told him to go to hell.

Colleague Valfridsson didn’t quite agree with his superior’s take on who the perpetrator was. He’d rather expand the investigation—check out some other tips from the public and see if that might move things forward.

But to keep the peace, he kept that opinion to himself and hoped things would somehow resolve on their own. Maybe the arsonist would burn himself up, or maybe he’d find religion, feel remorse, and turn himself in. Or, well, something might happen that would finally land the man in custody.

Still, he was fairly sure Anton Ljung had actually been at his cabin during several of the fires—even if Krantz didn’t want to hear it and insisted it had been “someone else” there just to mess with the timeline and give the old guy an alibi.

To ease their nerves a bit before heading back to the station, they stopped by an apartment in the suburbs. They paid a visit to a guy who pissed his pants even before Krantz had drawn his taser. The guy’s new girlfriend was happy to keep Valfridsson entertained while sparks lit up in front of the man’s eyes.

The screams from the apartment made the neighbors wonder if the normally shrill female voice had finally been replaced by the full-blown panic of a man. Had she finally gotten her revenge? No one, however, was interested in interfering or calling 911. In that neighborhood, there was no coming back once you started minding other people’s business.

The evening was saved for both detectives, and after a somewhat "fortified" coffee back at the office, Valfridsson went home—where he accidentally infected his wife with herpes, while her lips desperately tried to revive his limp stick. She hoped she’d feel attractive in her new coat, which she imagined she could coax out of him with a bit of enthusiasm. But Valfridsson wasn’t in the mood and promised her the coat only if he could watch TV in peace.

The chances of his already worn-out manhood rising to the occasion a second time in one day existed only in some nostalgic fantasy of his younger years.
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Krantz sat in his car for a long time, not wanting to go inside to his wife. The wife he had, in a desperate moment of loneliness, brought home from some Asian brothel—where she had claimed to work as a hairdresser.

Not because he disliked her, but because she had probably cooked something inedible for dinner. And he’d be forced to pretend it was so good he wanted seconds. Otherwise, her shrieking would ruin the entire evening in front of the TV—his only true pleasure besides punching someone in the face. Eventually, he went inside.

— Fucking stomach pain, he groaned loudly as he slammed the door. I drank too much coffee again.

— But no, you no take coffee, take only milk. Milk good. You no coffee, no you coffee, his wife chattered.

She hadn’t quite mastered the language yet, often skipping words and taking shortcuts. The words she did manage came with a heavy whine of some Asian dialect, and she stroked his arm as she continued:

— You know no good. Why you coffee? I say many time no coffee.

— Yeah, yeah, it was Valfridsson. He forgot to pour in milk, Krantz lied. He knew his wife disliked his colleague ever since that dinner when Valfridsson, without thinking, had commented on the taste.

“Jesus Christ, tastes like ass,” he had blurted out.

His wife’s rage had known no limits—she threatened Valfridsson with a carving knife and hurled every piece of porcelain she could reach. Her shrieking could raise the dead, and after Valfridsson had fled as fast as he could, it had taken Krantz hours of groveling to calm her down.

It turned into an expensive incident, costing him a full set of gold jewelry to make her stop ranting about “that disgusting pig swine” he worked with.

But ever since, blaming things on Valfridsson had worked like a charm. If he was late, reeked of booze or cheap perfume, or didn’t come home at all, all he had to do was say it was Valfridsson’s fault. He invited, he passed out, he got lost—anything went, and Krantz never got the blame. Today, he even managed to skip dinner entirely.

Thanks, Valfridsson, he thought, as his worried wife toasted a couple of slices of bread and set out orange marmalade, which he claimed helped his poor stomach.

Miki Mai was Krantz’s third wife. He’d gone through the first two by behaving exactly as selfish and egotistical as most people who knew him already thought he was. One late night, after downing fourteen beers alone in front of the TV, he came across a dating site. Miki’s photo popped up. Krantz thought she looked nice, read a bit of her info, and sent a message.

One month later, she arrived in Sweden—on Krantz’s dime—and a month after that, they were married.

Miki had worked in a Manila brothel since she was nine. But when she turned twenty-two and got her first wrinkle, the owner threw her out, and she had to rely on picking up drunk tourists on the street. But Miki was thrifty, and once she had saved up enough money, she went to a lady with a computer and a modem—who promised marriage to a rich Westerner for anyone who could pay for her services.

Miki became yet another of the hundreds of sweet, smiling “hairdressers” looking for a good man to start a family with.

Krantz probably suspected that the young woman—now 26—had a very different past. But he didn’t care much. He mostly saw her young body as a pleasant distraction from beer, work, and TV.

-
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Poverty and hunger had driven Mikis mother to sell her to a “kind man” who needed a housemaid and promised she’d get to attend the school her family could never afford. Her days on her back began then, and whatever money had been promised disappeared as quickly as it came in.

She had to pay for rent, food, clothes—and to repay the money her mother had received, plus an endlessly high interest rate that demanded more and more work, and beatings if she refused.

So Miki was content with the relatively quiet life she had now, in a country that never seemed to get quite warm enough—but instead offered a house, money, and everything she’d once dreamed of being able to buy.

Well, almost everything.

Her husband was usually grumpy and didn’t give her what she asked for unless she screamed and threw something fragile on the floor. Even then, she rarely got exactly what she wanted—most often it was some cheaper knock-off.

But life was still paradise compared to what she came from, so yes, she felt fairly satisfied. She had no longing to return to her old country, and as for her family—she had long since stopped hating them for selling her. She never thought about them anymore—or rather, she had decided never to think about them again.

If a thought did sneak in, she’d jump up immediately, blast music at full volume, and start dancing with the vacuum cleaner—anything to chase the memories away.

Her years in the brothel hadn’t exactly prepared her for the role of housewife. Cooking, dishwashing, laundry, and cleaning were terrifying concepts to her. Even though the “computer lady” had explained the basics for surviving in the West at her “school for how to make your man feel good”—which had cost Miki several extra shifts on the street—very little of those utopian lessons had really stuck.

Miki had to improvise, and most of the time Krantz ate out, replaced the shrunken clothes himself, and did the vacuuming—at least in the beginning of their marriage. But over time, she managed to figure most of it out—except the cooking.

Miki didn’t see the point in eating with the man she was supposed to serve. So she settled for munching on chocolate and chips while she bumbled around with pots and the washing machine. In fact, there was quite a bit of candy in all shapes and sizes, which turned her once-slender figure into a distant memory. Miki gained about a kilo a week and increasingly resembled a cheerful ball with brown eyes and a ponytail.

Krantz got his toasted slices and slathered them with orange marmalade while his sweet wife poured him coffee—which, after many tears and hours of practice, she’d finally learned to prepare just right.

Exactly the way her husband liked it. Half a cup, topped up with milk. But even a cold cup of milk with a hint of coffee was better than some of her “healthy” green drink concoctions, and Krantz smiled contentedly.

Miki fluttered her eyes in a flirtatious way she’d done thousands of times to lure potential clients, and Krantz, pretending not to notice, sighed heavily. Fully aware that he’d soon be expected to pay for some new trinket she hoped would make life even better. Either that or endure her whining and shouting until she got what she wanted anyway.

There had been several occasions where Krantz had slammed his fist on the table and said a firm, clear no. But it usually ended the same way—with her crying and wailing.

She would sit on a chair and beg him to tie her up and whip her to death, so that his precious money wouldn’t be wasted on her. Then she’d sob on about how she didn’t want to live anymore and that he should just kick her to death or stab her, or run her over—because she was worthless anyway, and he loved his money more than he loved her, and so on.

Sometimes he ignored her sniveling and headed to work—or took a walk over to Valfridsson’s place, a few blocks away, where he’d be offered something strong to drink. But when he got home again, her moaning about nothing at all would pick right back up. And no matter how he tried, the only way to get a bit of peace and quiet was to give in and promise to buy her whatever it was she wanted.

So the house was overflowing with priceless junk that took months to dust, and her bursting wardrobe had long since spilled into his. All his clothes now sat in a pile on a chair in the corner of the bedroom.

But now it was something else she longed for. Apparently, she had spent the day studying TV commercials and suddenly got it into her head that a trip to Liseberg would truly brighten up their love life.

Krantz hated amusement parks, and roller coasters just gave him stomachaches. Besides, the damn thing was in Gothenburg. Gothenburg, of all places—who the hell wants to go to that godforsaken mega-city?

“We’ll just get lost,” he tried. “There are a bunch of huge, awful factories. The whole city’s black with soot from chimneys. Liseberg is nothing—we’ve got High Chaparral, and we could go watch the Lakers play hockey if you want, that’s fun. You like being home anyway, and we can go into town and I’ll buy you some jewelry instead. What do you say?”

Miki just stared. Straight at him. Not saying a word.

Krantz looked nervously at his wife, fully aware that she was thinking as hard as she could about what he had said, weighing it against what she wanted.

“Sweetheart, I’ll buy you something nice,” he offered.

Vesuvius’s worst eruption was nothing compared to Miki’s.

Miki screamed with everything she had: “Your fucking Lakers and cowboy shit—shit! In Gothenburg they have everything, everything! Liseberg has everything, everything! Everyone has fun, everyone! You can ride everything—coasters, cars, water—everything, everything! Here there’s nothing, nothing! You love your money, I get nothing, nothing! You’re mean, very mean! Here is just shit!”

Miki had a habit of repeating herself at least twice when she was upset, and after Krantz had heard for the fifth time that “everything is there and they have better hockey and everything is there and here is just shit, shit, shit, only shit” for the seventh time, he stood up and roared:

“NO! There will be no fucking Gothenburg and no fucking Liseberg—forget it!”

Krantz stormed off through the living room and opened the front door. Miki came running after and was just about to open her mouth when he shouted, “No!” and slammed the door shut behind him. He headed off on a walk to visit his colleague Valfridsson—along with colleagues fading hope of getting to drink his liquor alone.

A week later, they were on their way.
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Valfridsson sat in the office and felt rather pleased that his boss had taken a week’s vacation to go to Gothenburg. One week, he thought. Will it be enough? He knew all too well that one of Krantz’s many weaknesses was his terrible sense of direction. He chuckled at the thought of Krantz driving around the city in circles, having no idea which way to go. Even in Växjö, where Krantz had grown up and lived all his life, he often managed to take the wrong turn—despite having driven the same routes countless times. He regularly used the GPS just to get from home to the grocery store.

“Take a look through this folder,” he said to a colleague assisting with the arson cases. The folder contained several tips that had come in from the public, and now that Krantz was away, Valfridsson wasn’t about to let the opportunity go to waste.

“This woman, Ann-Marie Xmassong, has called in four or five times saying it’s a young man from the refugee center in Bottnaryd who set fire to their church. I figured I’d go talk to her. You”—he turned to his colleague Hansson—“go through the rest.”

“Xmassong? What the hell kind of name is that?” Hansson replied.

“Never mind. The old bat’s probably some religious nut who made it up.”

“But Christmas is a pagan festival, isn’t it?”

“Doesn’t matter. Take Ella-Katrin with you, call everyone and check in. Maybe we’ll visit a few more if they seem interesting. We’ve got to dig something up. That maniac can’t just keep lighting fires—people are losing it.”

“Yeah, but the techs haven’t exactly been enthusiastic. No one’s found anything. No one’s seen anyone setting a fire.”

“Exactly. That’s why we have to follow up. We can’t just sit on our asses assuming it’s the old guy in the cabin.”

“You mean like Krantz does?”

“Or something. He’s got his hands full with his daughter. She’s just started walking again after the accident. You realize she was in a full-body cast, fell into a boat and nearly killed herself?”

“Fell? Wasn’t she the one who got pushed?”

“Yeah, yeah. But the old man’s been alone and had to take care of her—push her around in a wheelchair, feed her, God knows what else. He doesn’t exactly have time to go out setting churches on fire.”

“Have you told Krantz that? He still thinks it’s him.”

“I know. But let’s check everything else instead of getting stuck on one lead.”

“I thought you were on his side?”

“I am. But now we’re checking. I’m not saying he’s wrong—just that we have to look at other possibilities too.”

Valfridsson hurried off before his colleague could ask more questions about where his loyalties really lay. As far as he was concerned, the old man in the cabin could be put on ice until Krantz came back. If he ever found his way home.

Valfridsson headed out with Police Inspector Leila Strömberg, who was in her early thirties and usually took over when a less formal, more socially sensitive approach was needed. She was a trained psychologist and often played a key role in cases involving children—whether they were victims or suspects.

Now they were going to talk to, in Valfridsson’s view, a nutty religious woman in her eighties. So it made sense to bring her along. Valfridsson planned to let Strömberg (which she insisted was spelled with an “ö,” since she had American grandparents, she would have you know) handle the talking and try to figure out for herself whether the old woman was making things up or telling the truth.

The week before Krantz left on vacation with his wife had been filled with daily surveillance outside Anton Ljung’s house. They had also gone through old cases where Anton had once been a suspect, in the hope of finding a connection. His sister had been called in to clarify her suspicions, and both her husband and Anton’s daughter, Henrietta, had been interviewed to gather more facts. On the final day before Krantz reluctantly got in the car, they had gone door-to-door in the neighborhood in one last desperate attempt to find something that could tie him to the fires.

But checking had not moved the mattre forward. Not even the slightest progress. Krantz’s suspicions were Krant’s suspicions only. Nothing was happening at the house beyond the usual daily routines. The old cases just served to confirm his innocence.

His sister rambled incoherently about her poor son who had died and the incredible luck her cat had had surviving traffic. But she couldn’t conjure up a single piece of evidence against her brother. Her husband just shook his head and explained he was in the process of having his confused wife declared legally incompetent. Henrietta followed her father’s lead and slammed the door in the inspector’s face with a “fuck you, pig.”

The neighbors, on the other hand, were happy to chat—mostly about the weather—and gossiped about how Anton had been wrong to defend his misbehaving daughter that one time she stole trophies from the community center. But they also said he was actually a bit of a hero, featured in the local paper when he saved his daughter from a junkie. Otherwise, he kept to himself like anyone else.

His nasty sister, though, she ought to be locked up. No wonder Anton was angry with her—she was completely insane and had killed Anton’s dog. But Anton’s daughter? Poor thing—plastered from head to toe. Poor Anton, having to care for her and all that.

The neighbors were fairly unanimous: Anton was a good man, and no one—not even Krantz—could get them to say otherwise.

-
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Krantz had torn at his hair in frustration over getting nowhere, and made one last attempt on the phone to convince his wife that it would be better to stay home. Valfridsson could hear her skreaming even from the other end of the office, and Krantz quickly ended the call with a half hysterical:

“Sorry, sorry darling, I was only joking, I’m coming now, we’re going, I was just kidding, yes, yes—no, don’t throw the ashtray at the TV. Hello? No, I was joking, I’m coming now! Yes, now!”

Krantz ran down the stairs and out the door. Valfridsson looked down into the courtyard and saw how he revved his car and sped off to get home. Only problem was, he drove in the opposite direction.

The head of Växjö Police explained a little later that Valfridsson would take over while Krantz “enjoyed himself” in Gothenburg. And that it was time to really get serious about the arson cases.

Valfridsson took him at his word and was now sitting, listening to an old bitch with the ridiculous name Xmassong babble about her dead relatives who kept in touch and gave her insight into most things in the land of the living—including arson.

Strömberg did her best to find anything credible among the dead cousins and aunt Olivia, who were apparently the spirits providing first-hand info. But it was all a mess, and after Xmassong had rambled long and hard about absolutely nothing, Valfridsson couldn’t hold back anymore and asked about the young man at the refugee center in Bottnaryd.

The woman stared blankly at him, and instead of answering, pulled out tarot cards. Valfridsson felt it was time to leave.

“Thanks, but unfortunately we need to get back to the station,” he said to the old, who was seated and deeply immersed in a conversation with cousin Irma, who spoke in tongues.

He tugged at Strömberg’s sleeve and they hurried to the car.

“What the hell,” said Strömberg. “You can’t just do that. She needs support—she really lives in her belief that the dead speak to her.”

“She’s just wacky. Totally. You could see that. And all that babble—she doesn’t know a damn thing about the arson.”

“I think we should notify her relatives, if she has any. Or social services.”

“Don´t give a shit, she’ll manage. She’s just realy sic.”

“She is realy sic? You don’t say that about an old lady—she needs help.”

“Help? You need help. The old bat is wacky. Forget her and let’s focus on the job.”

“No, we can’t just leave her like that.”

“Fuck you. I’m in charge, and now, before we go back to the station, we’re going to visit a yugo and talk some sense into him.”

“What? Who’s that? And besides, you’re not my boss—you’re just in charge of this case.”

“Stop whining. I don’t give a damn about the old hag.”

The car pulled up outside an apartment building in a shady suburb where Jaros lived.

Valfridsson asked his colleague to stay in the car and “guard it from all the low-lifes that live around here,” then headed up himself to say hello—and to​ squeeze Jaro's new bride a little.

Jaros had been a suspect in a murder investigation that had stalled. He and his previous girlfriend were still suspects, but with no evidence, they hadn’t been charged.

Valfridsson and Krantz were both convinced they were involved and visited Jaros regularly to remind him they were still on his case.

His ex had managed to get away from his rough treatment and now lived in northern Sweden. She still worked in her somewhat vulgar way, letting her ​not quite normal customers treat her like a doormat.​Violence and humiliation paid her rent, and without Jaros she could afford just about anything money could buy.

But Jaros was still there, using drogs more than ever thanks to his new girlfriend.

The girl was a blonde teenager with big tits who used to pick up clients by the railway park. The many clients paid big money for a moment with her young body. Money which Jaros immediately converted into drugs. Drugs that made him feel absolutely great and the girl able to handle another round of the park.

Valfridsson used to take a ride with Jaros's girl and Krantz used to turn on his stun gun and drive it up Jaros's ass. So now, with only Valfridsson dropping by, Jaros breathed easier and greeted him with a wide smile as he happily called out to his bitch to take care of his friend.​ The girl, who was well-used by most of Jaro's circle of acquaintances, did as she usually did when Valfridsson came to visit.

Fifteen minutes later, a cheerful inspector climbed into his car and drove back to the station, whistling.

-

[image: ]


The problems started already in Kungsbacka. Miki, who had been nagging her husband the entire way about how he was driving too slowly and should have bought a nicer car now that they were heading into the big city, had finally fallen asleep in her seat.

Krantz pulled into a gas station and turned off his rusty 2002 Saab 9-3 to go inside and buy cigarettes.

Inside the small shop, a young girl stood behind the counter, chewing a chocolate bar while chatting cockily on her phone. An elderly woman was at the till, trying to get her attention so she could pay for the items she'd placed on the counter. But the girl ignored her completely and kept blabbering on with a friend. The conversation was about how incredibly hot the guy was that she’d slept with in the bathroom at some bar.

Krantz walked over to the refrigerated section and grabbed a couple of bottles of water. He was just about to check out the chips aisle so his round wife would have something to shove in her mouth for the rest of the ride, when he heard a commotion at the till. The young girl was coughing and grunting, and the elderly woman had started shouting for help.

Krantz quickly stepped forward to see what was going on and saw that the older woman, apparently fed up with waiting, had walked around the counter and yanked the phone from the girl. She now stood there with it in her hand, shouting “Help, she’s choking!” and waving frantically.

Krantz immediately understood the situation. He pushed past the woman and grabbed the girl, who was pale as a sheet, clutching her throat and gasping for air in panic. The girl was heavily made-up, wore a short top and tight jeans. Krantz guessed she was about twenty-five and wrapped his arms around her slim waist. He turned her around while noting that she had nicely shaped small breasts and reeked of hairspray.

Now standing behind her, staring into her dyed mop of hair, he clasped his hands in front of her chest and pressed her firmly against him, feeling her firm butt against his lower half.

The piece of chocolate flew out and hit the older woman in the head, and the girl managed to take a couple of deep breaths. Tears streamed down her cheeks and she panted heavily.

Krantz held her up so she wouldn’t collapse and led her over to a small stool by the wall. The stool was there so the staff could reach the top shelves and was the only thing available to sit on.

Krantz helped her down and felt something stir inside his trousers. He didn’t really want to let go of the girl and kept a hand on her shoulder as he asked,

— Are you alright?

— Yes, she replied in a trembling voice. Thank you, thank you. She looked up at Krantz with blue eyes and smiled, while the tears made the mascara and all the other gunk she’d smeared on her face run even more.

— Thank you so damn, damn much, I thought I was going to die, she said, looking gratefully at the man who had saved her.

— Yeah, it could’ve ended really badly. Choking’s no joke.

— It was her fault, said the girl, lifting a shaking hand and pointing at the old woman who was still standing behind the counter with the girl's phone. She took my phone, I got so scared I just swallowed the whole piece.

Krantz and the woman looked at each other, and the woman, who was still in shock from the whole thing, whimpered,

— It wasn’t my fault, you just kept talking and ignored the payment.

Krantz, who fully understood that the woman had simply had enough after waiting forever and had done what was needed to make the girl pay attention, still said,

— I really ought to lock you up for this, in an icy voice, as he held up his police badge.

— This is unlawful conduct, assault, and attempted manslaughter. What the bloody hell were you thinking?

The woman started shaking and said in a tearful voice,

— I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, I just wanted to...

— Wanted, huh? Krantz said sharply. You’d better get the hell out of here before I do what I should. People like you are a danger to society.

— But I swear, I just wanted to shop...

— Didn’t I tell you to leave?

The woman put her things and the girl’s phone on the counter and hurried out of the shop in tears.

Krantz took his hand off the girl’s shoulder and gently stroked her cheek.

— Feeling better now?

— Yes, thank you, said the girl, who felt a warm glow inside. After the helpful policeman had not only saved her life but also defended her instead of blaming her, it felt like he was the nicest man on this planet.

She knew perfectly well she should’ve served the old lady and not just chatted with her friend, but it had been so much fun to brag and laugh about the night before that she hadn’t been able to stop.

— You saved me, thank you, I don’t know what to say, you’re my hero, thank you, thank you so damn much. She stood up and hugged Krantz as hard as she could.

Krantz felt the young, shapely body press against him and held her tight. She probably felt what had grown between his legs, because she started grinding her hips against his and grinned,

— Oh, something’s happening down here, huh? She looked deep into his eyes and laughed.

Out in the car, Miki let out a big yawn as she watched an older woman half-run past the car, on the verge of tears. She opened the door and took a few steps toward the gas station entrance just as the woman jumped into a car and drove off behind her.

Suddenly, Miki stopped dead. Through the window in the door, she could see her husband beside the counter, holding a young woman tightly in his arms.

A woman who was hugging and pressing herself against him in ways Miki knew all too well what they meant.

She saw the girl smiling and talking to him, and the blood rushed to her head. Miki yanked open the door and screamed at the top of her lungs:

— You fucking whore, get off my husband, fucking whore, for fuck’s sake!

She stormed into the shop and tried to reach over the counter to grab the girl’s hair. But she couldn’t reach and almost fell when her belly bounced her off the edge.

The girl and Krantz let go of each other and the girl shouted,

— He helped me, he saved me!

— Calm down, Miki, I just helped her a little, said Krantz.

— You! Fucking whore, shut your mouth, fucking whore, that’s my husband, mine!

Miki had serious trouble with language when she got angry and could only find the same words in her head over and over. Whore, fucking whore, my husband, my husband—she repeated it like a chant.

In her mind, she always carried the fear of one day having to return to her homeland. That fear—of losing her things and the life she had—made her hostile toward practically every other woman. She saw them all as potential threats and had never managed to make any friends. Her husband was hers, and so it would stay.

— You whore! she screamed again.

Miki grabbed the counter and shook it with all her strength.

— Miki, for fuck’s sake, cut that out! I only helped her! Let go of the damn counter, for fuck’s sake, Miki, she was choking!

The girl stood paralyzed, just staring at the short, chubby, hysterical woman who was screaming herself blue while pounding on the counter with all she had.

— Whore! Whore! I’ll kill you, fucking whore!

— Miki, Miki, goddamn it, Miki—Krantz came around the counter to his, in his view, completely unreasonable and hateful wife. He grabbed one of her arms and pulled her away.

— Let go, fucking dick, let go, I kill whore, whore must die!

Miki did what she’d learned in her previous life when some grabby customer didn’t get the message. She reached between Krantz’s legs to grab his balls and immediately noticed his raging erection.

That made her squeeze with all her might and scream in rage at the discovery.

— You liar, you fucking dick, I’ll kill you, fucking dick, I’ll kill the whore, fucking whoooore!

Krantz screamed in pain and doubled over to break free while Miki, who refused to let go, fell to the floor still clenching his poor balls with all her strength.

Krantz pulled at her arm as he collapsed on top of her. Miki kept screaming “whore” and bit Krantz on the calf.

The girl behind the counter snapped out of her dazed state and rushed around to pull at Miki’s legs so she’d let go of her hero.

Miki reacted with a violent kick that sent the girl flying backward into the counter.

She hit the sharp metal edge headfirst, and a clear crunch was heard as her skull was crushed.

Both Krantz and Miki stopped fighting instantly and stared at the girl’s lifeless body lying on the floor. The glass in the counter had cracked, and a thin trickle of blood slowly ran down from the steel edge.

Krantz stood up to check if the girl was alive. He felt her pulse and lifted one eyelid. But nothing happened. She was dead.

Killed by a kick from a hysterical woman who had screamed she would “kill the whore”—which she now had.

Miki stared at the body and said,

— That... whore dead?

— Yeah, she’s dead, you fucking idiot, Krantz hissed furiously at his wife, who slowly started to back away.

— You stupid fucking asshole, you’re so fucking stupid, you damn piece of shit! Krantz raised his voice even more and got to his feet. He walked menacingly toward his wife, who backed away with her arms raised to protect herself.

— You fat fucking pig, you disgusting bitch, I’ll fucking kill you, you stupid fucking slut!

Miki grabbed a few bags of chips from a rack and ran out of the shop.

Krantz ran after her and caught up just outside the car.

— Do you realize what you’ve done?! he shouted.

Miki just panted, trying in vain to pull away from the grip he had on her arm.

— Get in the damn car. Now!

Krantz was thinking hard about what he had to do. First and foremost, Miki needed to be gone so he could clear his head.

Miki got into the car and started crying. Not so much from fear or remorse, but because she didn’t know if there would be any trip to Liseberg after all.

Her husband wasn’t just angry like he usually was—this was a fury she had never seen before. His entire personality had changed, from the grumpy, complaining old man she was used to, into someone filled with hate—someone who could match the brothel owners who had beaten her back in the old country.

A man who held nothing back. Who might easily draw his weapon and blow someone’s head off.

Miki’s reasoning was to go back to what she had learned, back then, in situations where a customer complained and the owner had decided a lesson needed to be taught. Curl up, say yes, and don’t talk back.

To accept what was coming and take it without resistance.

Krantz looked down at the girl with sad eyes. So utterly pointless.

He had just saved her life, and for a brief moment he had felt her warm gratitude, her lovely body, and almost begun to hope that something might happen.

Something beautiful. Something he had longed for, for a very long time. Long before Miki, or his previous wives. Real love.

Krantz had never had more trouble than most when it came to finding a woman he liked.

But true love—he hadn’t felt that since high school, when a girl he liked kissed him passionately.

She and he never became a couple, because the very same day she moved with her parents to Gothenburg.

But the kiss had made him completely dizzy, and he longed for her as if he wanted to die.

He had spent the whole summer break walking around, crying one moment and contemplating suicide the next.

Eventually, he got used to her absence and instead focused on his studies.

But somewhere deep inside him, the hope had always remained.

And the young girl at the gas station had reminded him.

That damned Gothenburg—what the hell had he been thinking?

Going to a city he hated. The city that had stolen his young love. The city with the disgusting hockey team—not to mention that goddamn idiot Ronny.

Inspector Ronny Holmlund, the cop Gothenburg had sent down to Växjö to help with a murder case. What a fucking moron.

And now, they were only in the damn suburb of Kungsbacka, and already all hell had broken loose.

A car pulled up to one of the pumps.

Krantz rushed in behind the counter and found a bunch of buttons used to turn the fuel pumps on and off. He had no idea how any of it worked but found a master switch and turned it.

Apparently, all the pumps shut down, and a man who had gotten out to refuel just stood there like an idiot with the nozzle in hand when everything stopped.

Krantz stepped outside and shouted to the man that the power was out, you can’t pump gas.

The guy waved okay and drove off.

Krantz went back in and put a “closed” sign on the door.

He searched the girl’s pockets for any kind of ID but found nothing. So he returned behind the counter to figure out how to get control of the situation.

The cash drawer was locked, and at first he couldn’t open it.

Then he noticed that the shop sold screwdrivers.

He grabbed one and managed to pry open the till.

Inside, he found the keys to the door and locked it. Then he went into the office behind the counter and looked for the surveillance recording equipment.

He unplugged a device that contained the hard drive and looked for a safe that might hold cash. But he found nothing and settled for the money in the register.

He exited through a back door that led to a garage and soon after reached his car.

In the passenger seat sat an anxious Miki, staring straight ahead.

Krantz didn’t say a word. He just drove off, ending up, instead of on the highway, on a country road that led straight into Kungsbacka town center.

-
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Detective Inspector Vicky Svensson was sitting at her computer, trying to type up her boss’s notes. As usual, there were far too few of them, and they were scribbled so badly that they barely explained a suicide. A case in which the woman who had died had tormented herself under, to put it mildly, horrific circumstances.

Vicky had been in Gårdsten, on Kanelgatan, and arrested a career criminal from Romania who had filled his old van with goods from various burglaries.

That day, he was just about to drive home when the van lost one of its wheels, which rolled out into the street. A bus had to slam on the brakes, and several passengers—who had their phones in front of their faces instead of holding on—fell over.

It caused an uproar, and several of the passengers banded together into a mob. A mob that rushed off the bus and attacked the Romanian.

You’d be hard-pressed to find a happier bandit than him when the police arrived quickly. The downside, of course, was that they discovered the van’s cargo.

Vicky had to go out there and brought in both the van and its owner. The whole thing went quickly. But since Detective Superintendent Pontus Hilmersson was the only one left in a suit who could handle the suicide case, he reluctantly headed out and scrawled a few lines in his notebook.

When he came back, he was pale and looked shaken. Vicky got a quickly told story and his notes.

Pontus himself went home. To rest, he’d said, but in reality, he stopped by the liquor store before going to see a woman who worked at Sahlgrenska Hospital. They had met while he and Vicky were investigating a case involving some buried corpses.

That day, they were supposed to meet a forensic pathologist at the Pathology Department up on Medicinarberget. The road up there is rather narrow and winding, and you constantly run into doctors, nurses, and all sorts of riffraff—students and patients—wandering aimlessly back and forth.

And that’s exactly what happened. Pontus, as usual, was driving too fast and happened to bump into a bicycle with a woman riding it.

She fell into a ditch and got covered in mud. When Pontus rushed over to help her up, he got an earful he wouldn’t soon forget.

But after apologizing for the seventh time, the woman softened, and he handed her his business card and asked her to call him.

Two days later, she did.

This time, Pontus thought maybe something could come of it.

The woman was a Hungarian beauty in her forties who had worked for several years in Sweden. She came from a small, poor village in southern Hungary and planned to save enough money to buy a little land and a house near where she had grown up.

Then she would retire, live cheaply and well, and sit in the sun drinking fruit wine.

Wine, apparently, was her great passion. At least drinking it.

Every day Pontus visited her little one-room flat in Majorna, he brought a couple of bottles.

She gulped it down cheerfully, and when she was just the right amount of tipsy, she didn’t mind if Pontus undressed her and did what he imagined all women wanted to do with him.

Often, it ended with her snoring loudly while he finished the lovemaking, got dressed, and went home.

-
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The woman who had taken her own life had mutilated her body in a frenzy brought on by some drug that still hadn’t been identified.

She had burned herself, cut off a finger, and stabbed a fork into her eye before ending her life with a revolver shot straight through the head.

Karin Zimmer, the woman’s name, had been married to a man who was wanted both in Sweden and in his home country, Israel.

But he had vanished without a trace, and the case he was suspected to be involved in had been dropped. So now he was only being sought to receive the grim news of his wife’s death.

The house where the woman had been found had an advanced alarm system. When all the data had been analyzed, it was clear that no one had entered or left the house since June 7th, when Karin had come home and locked herself in.

She had likely died about a month later. But wasn’t found until August.

A man who maintained the garden hadn’t been paid for a couple of months. He had called and knocked several times without getting a response, and finally contacted the police, who—after repeated requests—forced their way in.

-
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After about an hour of trying to decipher Pontus’s observations, Vicky felt she had gotten down the essentials. She was just about to put on her beige coat and head home when the phone rang.

— Inspector Svensson, she answered, bored, assuming it was Pontus, drunk again at that awful woman’s place he insisted on seeing, calling for a ride home.

— Hello, said a voice she’d heard before but couldn’t quite place.

— This is Anton Ljung. You know, Henrietta Ljung’s—she’s the one who ended up in a full-body cast in Germany when a crazy woman pushed her down into the engine room on that boat—her father.

— Oh, right! Yes, I know who you are. How are things?

— Hey, nice that you remember me. I’m calling because you came by and talked to us. The dumb bastards down here, you can’t talk to them. They still think I killed someone.

But I’m taking a chance now. I thought you seemed to have a bit more going on upstairs.

— Okay, Vicky chuckled, but let him continue.

— Anyway, you were pretty nice and easy to talk to, and I think maybe you’re the right person to tell what I know.

— Sure, I’m happy to listen.

— Nah, can’t do it. Not over the phone.

— Oh? Why’s that?

— They’re watching the house again, and now they think I’m the one who burned down all the churches here. But I haven’t done a damn thing. It’s my damn stupid sister, that brain-dead idiot, spreading lies again. You get that, right? I haven’t done anything, but the dimwits down here still believe it.

— You mean the police are watching you and suspecting you?

— Yeah, what the hell do you think? I know it’s your so-called colleagues, I know. But they’re bloody clueless. I’ve been home every time something’s burned, and they’ve got jack shit.

But that’s not why I’m calling.

— Okay, so what is it, Anton? You can talk to me. I’ve got nothing to do with Växjö police. Just tell me what’s on your mind.

— No, I don’t trust them. They’re probably tapping my phone or something. You have to come here.

— But wiretaps have to be approved by a prosecutor, and...

— Svensson, listen now. I’d never call about some crap the cops down here think I did. I can handle that.

But there’s something you need to know. Please.

— It’s not easy for me to come. I’m swamped. A lot of stuff that needs handling.

— Oh well, fine. I’ve said what I needed to. So forget it.

The line went dead, and everything went quiet.

Vicky stared at nothing, wondering what had just happened.

The old man had called her, which wasn’t that strange since she had given him her business card when she met him in Bremen.

But why now? It had been months.

What did he actually want, and why were the Småland police hounding him?

Vicky sat down in her chair and thought about it.

What if it really was something important? He had sounded serious, and joking didn’t seem like it was in his nature.

The girl who’d ended up in a cast had been accused of murder by his sister, but at the time it happened, she had been at sea. The murder had been committed by a guy who was now serving a life sentence, convicted on overwhelming evidence, so she was innocent.

His sister had also accused the old man of murder, but he was, in all likelihood, innocent too. The police were sure it was a junkie who had done it but hadn’t been able to prove it.

Vicky put on her coat and started to walk out.

But her curiosity got the better of her, and she turned back, picked up the receiver, and called back.

— Hi, Vicky Svensson again. I’m coming down. Would tomorrow work, or should we choose another day?

— So, you changed your mind. Well, fine. Come whenever the hell you want. We’re home.

— Okay, sounds good. Let’s do that then.

— Hmpfff.

The call ended, and Vicky went home to pack
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Chapter 3
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Krantz yelled at his wife to shut up and held his hand up threateningly in front of her. He stopped the car in a parking lot by the old square, right in the middle of Kungsbacka.

— You keep your damn mouth shut, he said again, glaring at her with hatred.

— Yes, Miki replied, shaken, staring down at the floor. Big tears fell onto her knees, and she sobbed incoherently in a mix of Tagalog and English.

— I want, Krantz snapped, I want you to shut the HELL UP!

He screamed the last word so loud that Miki clutched her ears and gasped for breath.

— You! You killed the girl—the girl who choked on a piece of chocolate. I did the Heimlich maneuver on her so she could breathe again. Do you understand? I saved her life. Her life, that’s what I did!

Now he was screaming at the top of his lungs, red from forehead to chest.

— I saved her life! That’s why she hugged me, a damn hug because I saved her!

Krantz opened the door and got out of the car. He slammed it shut and marched off across the square. Miki remained seated, trying to process what she had heard.

Krantz, whom she had seen holding a young girl, said he had saved her. But now she was dead, and her husband had just driven off. He was a cop, but now he hadn’t acted like one. He had behaved like someone fleeing a crime.

Miki stayed in the car, too afraid to get out. Krantz had disappeared around a corner, and she didn’t know what to do.

Krantz spotted a green sign he knew well and stepped into the shop that only sold drinks.

He bought a bottle of gin and a few beers and walked back across the square.

Miki saw him coming and walking past the car, but she still didn’t dare get out. On the other side of the square, Krantz turned down a street and stopped in front of the entrance to the small church.

Miki watched, surprised, as he walked through the door and vanished.

Ten minutes later, he stood by the car and motioned for her to come out. She followed him a few blocks and across Storgatan, where Hotel Halland was located. They entered through a door leading to the reception. Krantz rented a room, and the two of them rode the elevator up in silence.

When Krantz unlocked the door, he waved her inside and pointed to the large bed. She sat down, and Krantz stood in front of her.

Now he did something he had never done to his wife before—he slapped her. The blow split her ear from the earring dangling from it. A few drops of blood landed on her silk blouse, and her eyes filled with tears.

It had hurt badly, but she didn’t make a sound. She would keep her mouth shut, just as he’d said. She didn’t dare do anything else.

Krantz twisted the cap off the gin bottle and took such a large swig he almost vomited.

Gin without mixer was like sandpaper in the throat. But he didn’t hold back and took several smaller swigs before sitting in a chair by the desk, resting his head in his hands. He started to shake, and tears filled his palms.

Krantz cried. He sobbed and wept loudly like a little child.

Miki had never seen him like that and went into the bathroom, locking the door.

She turned on the shower to avoid hearing him wail and stood under the spray with her clothes still on.

After a while, she turned off the water and undressed. Krantz had gone quiet, and now the sound of the TV could be heard.

Krantz was still in the chair when she came out, wrapped in a towel. He stared blankly at the television, completely out of it.

With an open can of beer in his hand, from which he occasionally took a sip, he watched the news with empty eyes.

It was four o’clock, and the news was showing images from Iraq. Then it was time for the local network.

The local news ended without mentioning anything about the girl at the gas station, but she had probably already been discovered.

The station was on a corner where many people stopped. Surely someone had looked inside and seen her body on the floor by the counter.

Krantz hadn’t touched her and had been careful to wipe away any fingerprints.

The hard drive with footage from the many surveillance cameras inside and outside was in his jacket pocket, and the only person who had seen him was the man at the pump he’d shut off.

But the distance and the dim light inside the shop had likely made it hard for anyone to make out what he looked like.

After all, he had only quickly opened the door and shouted that the power was out.

Miki sat down on the bed and looked carefully at her husband. She had known him for six years but had never seen the sides of him he had shown today.

Whatever Krantz had felt for the girl who died, in those few seconds when he held her, was impossible to explain.

He, who had seen so much and used violence almost daily, had suddenly been struck by a feeling that broke down all his barriers.
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