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Now do I see


the earth anew


Rise all green


from the waves again;


The cataracts fall,


and the eagle flies,


And fish he catches


beneath the cliffs.


“The Wise-Woman’s Prophecy”, The Edda
(Translated by Henry Adams Bellows)
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Chapter 1


The Cleaner keeps an eye on his watch. From the moment he baits the feeding tray with hunks of meat it takes forty-one seconds for the first eagle, a female, to land.


He can never tell exactly where it has come from. It could have been perched in a nearby tree. Or sailing a couple of thousand metres above. With eyesight like that, two hundred times sharper than a human’s, it can zoom in on prey from several kilometres away. He is sitting fifty metres from the bait, well concealed in his hiding place, following the meal through his binoculars.


Fourteen across, raptor treats (5,5). Eagle candy. The tenderness he feels for the birds is not fatherly love, for what does he know of that? And yet he cannot help thinking of them as his children.


He thinks about them before he goes to sleep. The moment he wakes up. As he goes about all the essential chores like chopping wood, preparing their meals or lighting the fire, he thinks about them. Have they mated? Have the young survived? Can they find enough to eat? Will they make it through the winter? Yes. With his help and a decent year for voles, they will pull through.


He rubs his knuckles over his eyes. The sun has risen higher now and is warming his back. Maybe for the last time this autumn. It doesn’t matter. This house is in a corner of the world forgotten by humankind. Although “house” is a bit of an exaggeration. A log hut that has stood empty since the last foresters left in the early 1960s and the area was designated a national park.


This is rugged country with its irregular structure of ancient forest, meres, bogs and mountains. There is no proper road leading to it, either. Apart from animal paths the only visible markers are the faint traces of an old forest track that nature is busily reclaiming. The only way to get there is on foot or by quad bike, and you have to know the route.


It’s a good ten kilometres from the nearest public road, and he limits his movements to a radius of a couple of kilometres around the hut. When he first came here, he marked directions with branches so he wouldn’t get lost. This local territory provides him with a stream to fish in, fallen trees for his wood pile and convenient clearings where he can look out for birds and smaller game.


The hut is his sanctuary. Minimally modernised with a diesel-powered generator that he uses for charging his phone. Here he is no-one. A man with no name, background or future. He simply is. Lives each day as it comes. Gets to sleep early. Wakes at dawn. Does what he has to without dwelling on whether it is good or bad.


There are dates carved into the log walls. And names. Messages to the future from other solitary men. Olof Persson 1881. Lars Persson 1890. Sven-Erik Eskola 1910. And so on. But what is solitude if not relative? Months can pass without him talking to anyone but himself, birds, trees and even rocks. Yet he feels less alone than ever. It is as if his childhood has caught up with him. Day by day he is getting closer to the boy who took refuge in the forest. The boy who learned how the world was constructed by sitting stock still and watching the mating dance of black grouse in the spring. Following the progress of the vixen as she cared for her growing offspring, of the wood ants taking their shift in the heap or the bark beetle burrowing its way through the spruce.


The boy has a father. A strapping devil with arms that reach everywhere. The boy has a mother. Nobody takes her into account. The boy has a brother. Run, he says when their father gets home, and the boy makes off into the forest.


He catches a slow-worm. When it sheds its tail, he catches it again. Pulls his knife from its sheath, severs the head from the body and everything falls silent. He is the silence.


The boy places the slow-worm on a rock. Leans against the trunk of a spruce and wipes the knife blade on his trousers. Scrapes it against a fingernail. Along its sharp edge there is freedom. Nobody can take that from him.


Another eagle is coming in. This one is a young male. He hasn’t yet got the white belly feathers of sexual maturity, or the yellow beak. Presumably born last year. Two years old max, he writes in his notebook. It is unusual, but it happens from time to time, he adds, that young eagles stay where they were born instead of moving south. Possible defect or sickness. Question mark. Keep an eye out. Exclamation mark.


The female is so engrossed that she doesn’t bother to look up when the young male, which has first circled the meat, dares to come in to land. There are mostly just bits of bone left now. She lets him get on with it. They tug and tear until the sinews come free and slip down their throats like spaghetti.


Within a few minutes, the day’s climax is over. He tucks his notebook and flask in his backpack. Pulls the strap of the rifle over his shoulder and crawls out of his hiding place. His right leg lags behind, as usual. He has to turn it manually in the direction of home. His route takes him along an animal path. Birch, alder and willow have already lost their leaves. He grabs a handful of lingonberries and pulls a bittersweet face. Bittersweet also describes the smell of the lumps of meat left in the lidded plastic drum. Well camouflaged under a spruce, but still. He should throw it all onto the feeding tray at the same time, but he just can’t. His time with the eagles means everything. It is for them that he breathes, eats, sleeps, shits. Tomorrow he will come here again. And then his phone rings. There is only one person who has this number. There is only one person he rings.


“Yes,” he says. “Right. Tomorrow morning. OK.”


It is a colder morning than usual. He adds a couple of extra logs and warms his hands around a coffee cup. If he wants to get out to the road on time he will have to set off soon. Things could happen on the way. The quad bike could break down. The ground could be waterlogged.


He walks the first few kilometres, to the place where he keeps the quad bike hidden. Purely as a precaution. If anyone were to find it, unlikely though that is, it would be impossible to link it to the hut or to him.


As he walks, he keeps a lookout for sea eagles. One of the nests is over this way but there are no birds to be seen. Pity. It would have given him a good feeling, something to live on. Not that he is dreading it, but still. A sea eagle is a sign. A good one.


Once he gets there he brushes the spruce twigs off the machine, puts his backpack in the carrier in front and sets off for the meeting place.


The ground is dry enough, everything goes to plan. He gets there with ten minutes to spare and stays well hidden from the road before driving up to the barrier and turning the quad bike around for the return trip.


The car is already parked there. It’s always the same person who makes the delivery. The Cleaner knows him as the Delivery Man. The Delivery Man knows him as the Cleaner. They don’t know each other. Exchange only a few words.


“Who do you take orders from?” he asks.


The answer reassures him. The shorter the chain of command, the fewer the links.


This time he’s asked for some things he needs. A bottle of whisky and a few items of fresh food. And the newspapers, as usual. He jams them down into the carrier and goes back to the car.


The Delivery Man pulls his delivery out of the back seat.


A woman, which is unusual. Her hands are tied behind her back and there’s a hood over her head. Inarticulate sounds indicate her mouth is taped. At least he won’t have her idle chatter to contend with.


“Do whatever you want with her,” says the Delivery Man, “you have a free hand.”


Whatever he wants, as long as he does his job.


The individuals who come his way have earned their fate. To that extent, his conscience is clear. He is no sex killer or psychopath, even though the rest of the world would probably view him as a murderer following his baser instincts.


He and his employers have a deal. As long as they keep their side of the bargain, he will keep his.


“What did she do?” he asks for once. Maybe because it is a woman. Maybe because the Delivery Man is the first person he has spoken to for a long time.


“I don’t know,” says the Delivery Man, and the Cleaner believes him.


He climbs onto the quad bike and the Delivery Man helps him position the body in front of him. Body sounds better than woman.


“Strap the belt on, too,” he says. “That’s right, isn’t it, cutie pie? We don’t want you falling off.”


He raises his hand in farewell and drives back towards the hut.


While he is camouflaging the vehicle, the body is on its feet, tied to a tree. It’s not completely silent. It makes faint whimpering sounds, like a sick cat. Sick cats have to be put down. Still no sea eagles in sight.


“Off we go,” he says, and shoves the body ahead of him. He notes that it is not as fit as he is. On the last stretch he has to kick its hind legs to keep its feet moving.


Normally he never takes bodies into the hut. This is an exception. He pushes it onto the bed and takes the chair for himself.


“Pleasure before work, will that be alright?” he asks the body. “And maybe put some more wood on the fire, don’t you think it’s cold in here?”


The cat whimpers. He feels himself go hard. A woman is a woman, after all.


He peels off the body’s trousers and knickers. He is excited to see what she’s got under her wrappings. It’s a fairly young body. Thirty-five, maybe. Forty max. Age makes no difference.


He starts out thinking he will take his time, just enjoy the view so to speak, but he’s too aroused to be patient. He tears off a length of cling film, fuck knows what shit she might be carrying, winds the plastic a couple of times around his erection and adjusts the body so it is lying at a perfect angle for penetration.


“You can stay in the hut for a few days so we can cosy up,” he says, and fumbles like a virgin at church camp. He doesn’t even get it in before he comes.


Once his breathing calms and his desire goes flat, he sees that the body has wet itself.


Wet his bed, which decides everything.


“No more cosy,” he says, then does up his trousers and gets the body ready for departure.


The body can barely walk. It is on the verge of passing out, so he doesn’t take it as far as he had planned. Ties it to a tree for a second time and unties the cord of the cloth bag where he keeps his gun.


He contemplates the beautiful machine. Screws on the silencer and holds the pistol between both hands as a consecration of the action it’s about to perform.


Miaow. Kitty won’t have to suffer anymore.









Chapter 2


They’ve been sitting in the cold car for more than half an hour, waiting for a sign that the house is empty.


The car is parked a little way along a side road leading down to the river. It is out of sight of the house, behind a barn. But they have a good view of anyone driving in or out. First the woman drove off with the child in the back seat and now he is leaving, too.


This is not the first time they have sat here.


Every time they drive back into town with their assignment not carried out, Svala can breathe again, even though they drop her a good way outside Gasskas and she has to walk home. Home to Mammamärta. Home to a missing Mammamärta on Tjädervägen, where her grandmother has moved in instead.


There is nothing wrong with her, really. She does things that Mammamärtas never do. Cooks, cleans and fills the flat with her chatter. This is standard procedure. Mammamärta sometimes disappears and comes back a few days later without saying where she’s been, but this time is different. It’s been nearly a month since she put her handbag over her shoulder, kissed Svala on the head and said I’ll be right back, my little swallow. Just going for some cigarettes.


Svala asked Grandma not to touch anything in her room. Not to clean up or collect dirty clothes into a pile while she’s at school. This room is the only place left untouched. As Svala lies down on the zebra-striped bedspread, Mammamärta is there again. As she sits at Svala’s desk, pretending to correct her homework. Stroking her hair and saying: “When I get paid, we’ll do something fun.”


Fun can mean going to Jokkmokk winter market and buying colourful socks and sweets.


Fun usually means a pizza at Buongiorno. They’ve brought in a pizza chef from Naples. Mammamärta bets he’s from Syria.


“Who cares?” Svala says. “I’m having a Vegetariana.”


*


The cheese is hot. It burns the roofs of their mouths. Svala gets another Coke. Mammamärta a second glass of wine. She’s at her best after one glass and a couple more gulps. She jokes about the people around them. Talks about things that happened long ago. Like the old Lapp who walks into a restaurant and orders grouse. Sticks his index finger up its arse and claims to be able to tell where it was shot. Maybe Arvidsjaur. She can’t exactly remember. But when Svala fills in the gaps, Mammamärta gets cross. Her eyes narrow even more than usual as she grips Svala’s hand and squeezes hard: “You’re Sami, you know. Not a bloody Lapp. Don’t you forget it. You ought to be proud of your roots.”


*


Which are what? A mother who’s missing, a dead dad. A grandma with angina. No siblings or close relations. At least, none who want anything to do with her.


“Except Lisbeth,” says Grandma.


“And who’s Lisbeth?”


“Lisbeth Salander. Your dad’s half-sister.”


“Nobody’s mentioned her before.”


‘Your mum didn’t want anything to do with the Niedermanns,” says Grandma. “And that’s understandable.”


“Why?” Svala asks, but gets no proper answer.


“It was all a long time ago, not worth talking about,” says Grandma, indicating that the conversation is over. Instead she traces the lines of Svala’s palm with her finger.


“You’re going to have a long life,” she says. “At least three children. Somewhere there’s a break. After that everything will be fine.”


At least three children. Bring new Svalas into the world? Not if she has anything to say about it. But the break . . .


It feels to Svala as if the break is already here. The autumn trees have burst into flames. She wants to paint their fire. An eye can perceive ten million shades of colour. She wants to capture them in brushstrokes around a leaf.


She has no idea what their names are, those shady customers in the front seat. But she knows who is behind it all: Pap Peder. Her own worthless step. She would never honour him with the suffix “dad” or “father”.


Although he’s not been living with them for several years, he’s still lurking there like a starving pike in the reeds. Especially lately, since Mammamärta went missing.


*


The woman from social services said Svala ought to prepare herself for her mum having died.


“What of?” Svala asks.


“Your mum had her problems.”


“My mum hasn’t gone missing of her own free will.”


“We don’t always know everything about our parents.”


“Well, maybe you don’t.”


*


The car’s front door slams, the back door opens. She has company.


“Are you scared?” he says.


“No,” she says.


“Does this hurt?” he says, twisting her arm.


“No,” she says.


He shifts closer to her, puts an arm around her shoulders and pulls her to him.


“Shame we’re short on time, I get the feeling you’re good at one thing and another. A bit scrawny, that’s the only thing,” he says, and squeezes her shoulder. “But quite cute.”


With his other hand he grabs her by the chin and turns her face to his. She does her best not to meet his eye.


“You know what happens if you fail,” he says, and runs a finger across his throat. She holds her breath to avoid the smell of his. Like all the Peders and their disgusting crew, he stinks of unbrushed teeth, ammonia and smoke.


Her heart is ticking, her mouth is sticky, her lips are dry and smarting from the winter cold. Which is just as well. She might be powerless, but she has two advantages. The second-best thing is that she feels no pain. They can hit or burn her as much as they like. Snap an arm or break a leg and get no reaction from her at all. Not even a stranglehold causes her any discomfort.


The best thing about her is something that cannot be explained, it is simply there. As if she knows the answer before the question is even asked.


You didn’t get your eyes to see with, Mammamärta says. You got them because you can see.


Not all of the days at Buongiorno have been double fizzy drinks. She has worked as hard for her pizza crusts as the tall Lapp girl at the funfair.


Roll up, roll up: Christina is already two metres eighteen and still growing.


Roll up, roll up: beat Svala at Rubik’s Cube and win a thousand kronor.


Svala never loses, but the best show is about something else entirely.


The pizzeria does not look like normal pizzerias, with plasterwork around the door frames and humming drinks fridges. The theme of Buongiorno is the world of the American mafia. The walls are hung with framed pictures of Al Capone, Johnny Torrio, Lucky Luciano, Joe Masseria and other gangsters, along with film stills, clothes and old guns with plugged barrels.


In one corner there is a safe, used not for money and diamonds but for plates and cutlery.


*


It is Pap Peder who comes up with the idea. The only present he has ever given Svala is precisely that: a safe. It’s not large, but heavy. And the main thing is it’s locked.


“I have no idea what’s in it,” he says, “but if you crack the code, you can keep the contents.”


She is ten years old and knows he is lying, but still she cannot resist having a go. There is something about her fingers and there is something about her brain. The figures flicker before her eyes like balls in a tombola drum. That is how she sees it. Or feels it. It takes a few attempts to get the information into order. Pap Peder shifts his feet impatiently beside her.


When she senses that the code has slotted into place, she turns to Pap Peder and says No, I can’t do it. I don’t know how.


Anything at all could happen now. He could lose his temper and shout at her, which is the usual thing. He could slap her. That happens less often these days. Or he could slam the door behind him, creating enough pressure in the air to make the hall light hit the ceiling.


She sits still and listens. Once she feels sure he really has left the flat, she opens the door of the safe a little way.


There is money in the safe. More money than she has ever seen. But as she sits counting the five-hundred krona notes, he is suddenly standing in front of her.


By this stage he knows that physical violence will get him nowhere with Svala. It doesn’t hurt her enough. But it hurts Mammamärta all the more.


“You realise I have to punish you,” he says. “Putting your hands over your ears won’t help.”


He has the great idea about the safe in the pizzeria a few years later.


The guests choose the code and Svala cracks it. Sometimes she gets a coin or two for herself. Or a tip that somehow escapes Pap Peder’s greedy eye. She keeps the money in the shaggy toy monkey on her bed. She unpicks the seam, pulls out a bit of the foam filling and sews it back up.









Chapter 3


Well, what the hell did he expect? When they announce for the third time that the train to Sundsvall, Umeå, Luleå and Kiruna, due to leave at 18.11, is delayed and now has an estimated departure time of 19.34, Mikael Blomkvist finds a seat in Luzette Brasserie and orders a beer.


Whiling away a bit of time at Stockholm Central could be quite relaxing. Sitting in your own bubble. Watching the flow of people. But not this evening. He is too tired to take any interest in his surroundings. Tired for a variety of reasons, most of them familiar. Too much work. Too much hassle at work. Late nights, too little sleep and a deadline that is genuinely dead.


Always this Millennium. His lady above all ladies. The one who always draws the longest straw in the battle with family, friends and girlfriends. Now that she is dead, he has to ask himself if it was worth it. Yes. An unhesitating yes. Millennium is the air he breathes. The blood that runs in his veins. Not everyone can be a perfect husband and head of the family. There have to be others, and he includes himself, who have to tell the perfect husbands and fathers what the world is actually like beyond the well-raked drives of their nice detached houses.


This is what makes it so hard to comprehend that it’s over. The evil, the injustices, all that shit still has the same grip on society, but no-one has the energy to care. They come home after a day at the office, pour a whisky, check their e-mails, have dinner, play a game of padel and go to bed. That goddamn bubble is inhabited by most of the people he knows. They’re stressed by their lives. They can only cope with caring about those closest to them, and sometimes not even that. Being a servant of justice in addition is simply out of the question.


He scrolls down his list of chats. Still not a word from Erika Berger. Or from anyone else on the editorial team.


Mikael Blomkvist is not alone. But he feels alone. This is new.


When he’s finished his beer he goes over to the Pressbyrån, where he buys a takeaway coffee and the Morning Star. He gets engrossed in an article about a British mining company’s bid to establish itself up in Norrbotten County. It takes him a few moments to respond to the voice.


“Mikael, hello, Mikael.”


He looks up. His sister, Annika. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be in Åre?” he asks.


“I was, but something happened at work and I had to catch the train back. I just got here. What about you? Are you waiting for somebody?”


“My train’s delayed,” he said. “I thought I’d go up a bit early. When are you all planning to head north?”


“The rest of the famiglia is heading up in a few days,” she says. “I’ll have to come up and join you later. I haven’t even met Pernilla’s fiancé yet.”


“None of us has, I don’t think. Is anything wrong?”


“No,” she says. “Well, yes. But I can’t talk about it.”


“Oh, come on,” he says. “Surely you can say something?”


“Oh, it’s nothing. Only a politician who messed up.”


He waits for more but nothing comes. And because he knows his sister, he knows that nothing can make her talk if she’s decided to keep quiet.


“You’d make a good spy,” he says.


“Would I?” She laughs. “Why a spy, specifically?”


“If they tortured you, you wouldn’t say a word.”


In silence they watch a man walking past with all his possessions in a supermarket trolley. He has some kind of back problem. The trolley also serves as a walking frame.


“Did you know that for an hour every night the security guards send out all the people sleeping on benches while the place is cleaned?” Annika says. “Can you imagine how long that hour must feel? And incidentally, what a scandal that society can’t find anywhere for these homeless people to live,” she goes on. “Some of them are only here because they have bad credit.”


“Which politician is it?” interrupts Mikael.


“Stop that,” she says, and gives him a hug. “You’ll see it in the press soon enough. Give Pernilla my love.” And then she has to rush off.


The train is only minutes from departure as he struggles into the compartment with his case, instantly regretting that he didn’t treat himself to a first-class ticket or at least a three-berth sleeping car. In the chaos as six men try to sort out their sheets, he throws his case onto the middle bunk, takes his shoulder bag and makes his way through the swaying carriages to the restaurant car. He buys a beer and a sandwich and heads for a seat the very moment it is taken by someone else.


“Just my bloody luck,” he says out loud, and feels a tug on the sleeve of his jacket.


“There’s room for you here. We’re in the same compartment,” says the man he recognises from the bed chaos. The one who offered him a dram. And Mikael had said no thanks. In an unnecessarily brusque tone to keep his distance.


“IB,” he says, holding out his hand.


“MB,” Mikael replies, peeling the plastic wrapper off his sandwich as he asks how far IB is travelling, in the hope that he might be getting off as soon as Gävle.


“Boden,” he says, raising his glass. “Where are you off to yourself?”


Why the devil is it such a hard name to remember? Norrbyn, Sjöbyn, Storbyn – Älvsbyn.


“Älvsbyn. My daughter’s getting married. She met a guy from Gasskas. A man from Gasskas,” he corrects himself. Henry Salo does not look like a guy.


“If you’re heading for Gasskas, then you ought to get off in Boden too,” says IB. “It’s the quickest way. The railbus runs direct.”


“I’m getting a lift from Älvsbyn,” says Mikael, and then buries himself in his phone.


Much has been written about his future son-in-law Henry Salo. Head of the municipality of Gasskas. Relatively new to the post. The type who wears a broad smile in every photo and seems popular. Well, it’s her choice. He’s OK, no doubt. Good-looking. Perhaps a bit too good-looking. Not that there’s anything wrong with Pernilla, far from it, and it isn’t Salo’s face that disturbs him per se, but his demeanour, his body language. His way of ensuring he’s always at the front of a photo opp, whether he’s congratulating a young grant recipient or opening a park.


He’s good with Lukas. She says it every time they speak on the phone. And Mikael always replies I believe you. But after they hang up he feels unsure. The boy. His grandson. Mikael had spent hardly any time with him. Until last summer.


*


First he says No, I don’t have time to look after a child, but Pernilla sticks to her guns.


“I’ve hardly ever asked you for anything,” she says.


This is true. He has never been particularly involved with his daughter. Something always gets in the way. Usually Millennium. So when Pernilla asks him to look after the boy for a fortnight because she’s going on a course down in Skåne and Salo is at a conference in Helsinki, he turns her down flat. It won’t work. He doesn’t have the time. He’s got a deadline next Thursday. He isn’t used to children.


Yet here is Lukas, disembarking at Sandhamn while Pernilla heads straight back into town on the same boat.


Two weeks later he’s hugging a boy who would really rather not leave. Or is it him, wanting to hang on to Lukas? The place is going to feel empty. He has taken up space. Pushed aside the persistent gloom that has squatted in Mikael’s body like some kind of flu these past few months. Simply by being a child, following his spontaneous need to wake early and embark on a new day of possibilities. Zest for life, Mikael Blomkvist. You could do with more of that yourself.


“We’ll see each other again soon,” he says to the boy, and then “Wait!” He takes off the necklace he was given by his own grandfather long ago and has worn ever since, a cross, an anchor and a heart on a simple silver chain, and puts it around Lukas’s neck.


“It’s yours now,” he says. “It will protect you against most things.”


The boy’s answer is still hanging there: “But not everything.”


*


Mikael scrolls through the newsfeed of the local paper, Gaskassen. A name as good as any other, he supposes, and smiles at the headlines. ELK PRE-SCHOOL SELLING HAMA BEAD PICTURES. ALL PROCEEDS TO UKRAINE. DEFEAT AGAINST BJÖRKLÖVEN. GOALIE SENT OFF. A grim-looking Salo in the VIP stand surrounded by other grim-looking blokes. Community big-wigs. Do they still call them that these days? Men of great importance for their locality’s and their own best interests.


Then a headline grabs his attention. Not in Gaskassen but in another paper: MIMER MINING CLOSE TO QUARRYING PERMIT.


In the smaller picture, Salo’s satisfied mug. In a bigger one, protesters with placards.


“Do you know about this?” asks Mikael, holding up the picture.


“Of course,” IB says. “My dad worked down the mine, like most other men in Gasskas. The mountain was meant to be another Kirunavaara but the iron ore ran out back in the seventies and they filled the mine with water. They didn’t even bother to salvage the machinery from the sites.”


“So why do they want to re-open it?”


“There’s no plan to re-open the old mine. The British are doing test drilling in an area a few kilometres away, where they want to put in an opencast mine. So far the County Administrative Board has said no, which is entirely understandable. It would lead to the destruction of lakes, Gasskas’s drinking water would be at risk and the reindeer-herd owners would come off worst as usual. But as always when there’s big money involved, nobody takes no for an answer. Apparently they’ve now rejigged the composition of the board and Mimer’s had advance notification of a positive outcome.”


“As simple as that,” Mikael says.


“Gasskas is a real nest of gangsters, in case you weren’t aware,” says IB. “Well, Gasskas municipality is, anyway.” He takes a few swigs of beer, wipes the foam from his beard and drinks some more. “A total shithole for crooked opportunists,” he adds, then lets out a couple of belches, drains the bottle and opens the next one. “The municipality gives its blessing to most things and the mine isn’t the only thing in the pipeline. The next project is the biggest onshore wind farm in Europe, however the hell that’s supposed to happen. We’re talking a vast area of land, tens of square kilometres, that will virtually become an industrial estate.”


Mikael Blomkvist smiles. Malmö is a shithole. Stockholm too. Gasskas, with its twenty thousand or so inhabitants, is more like the lamb pen in paradise by comparison.


“Why Gasskas, specifically?” he asks.


“Good electricity supply,” IB says. “Municipalities with cheap, reliable electricity are the rulers of the global market, didn’t you know? There’s a long list of foreign companies keen to establish themselves in the area.”


“Yes, I know, but it must be good for Norrland if people are getting jobs.”


“I can tell you’re from the south. You lot are still living with the myth that Norrlanders have to move south to get work. But there are quite a lot of job opportunities. In some places there are more job vacancies than we have labour to fill them. Besides, it won’t be the locals who benefit if the Gasskas mine opens, but underpaid labour from the East and Stockholmers commuting home for the weekend and not bothering with local parish registration,” mutters IB, shifting his eyes to the countryside rushing by.


Mikael sees this as a chance to take out his Mac and open the screen to put a reasonable barrier between them.


The latest issue of Millennium has come out, not just the latest but the last. He opens the pdf and stares at the black-and-white front page with no pictures or advertising. Like a front page from 1939, which is the intention. Sparse text and a single headline: AN EPOCH IS OVER BUT THE WAR GOES ON.


Thirty-one years in the service of investigative journalism. Even Mikael Blomkvist had to admit that it was the end of an era.


A print magazine goes to the grave and rises again as a podcast. A podcast! A word that can’t even be said without a snort. The written word is out. Now they’ll all have to talk over each other, including him. The very thought is exhausting.


You’re getting old, Mikael, was how Erika Berger put it. Old and grouchy, like a billy goat. We won’t just be making podcasts. We’ll be blogging and vlogging as well.


And what was his response? It was that an old ewe like her should know that social media can never replace proper journalism. What the hell are you thinking? Can’t you see how bloody pathetic you are? Hipsters make podcasts. Self-absorbed twenty-year-olds talking make-up and eating disorders.


They’ve had no contact since. And he won’t be the one to make the first move; he wants her to be very clear on that point.


“Here you are,” says IB. He’s fetched a couple more beers and holds one out to Mikael. “Drink plenty and you’ll find it easier to sleep.”


“Lousy connection,” Mikael says, jabbing a finger at the keyboard.


“Sorry, but you do know this is the Norrland train, right?” IB says.


Mikael stuffs his laptop in his bag and makes to get up, but the man opens his mouth again.


‘There are weird things happening in Gasskas,” he says. “People going missing. Men go out to get the newspaper and never come home. Boys walk to school and . . .”


He does not complete his sentence.


“That isn’t exactly unusual. They say ninety-five per cent of all disappearances are voluntary.”


‘Maybe,” IB says, “but what about the other five, then?”


They look at each other across the beers.


“I don’t know,” Mikael says eventually. “What’s your view?”


“Money. It’s all about money. How you get it. Spend it. Make it grow. Hide it. Get into debt. Mess up. Get into even more debt. Disappear.”


“Are you talking drugs here?” says Mikael.


“Not only,” IB replies, “although Gasskas is starting to look like Järfälla. The youngsters are doping themselves to death and the police haven’t a clue what to do.”


“Very sad,” says Mikael, swallowing the last lukewarm drops of beer.


“It’s going to get worse, believe me,” IB goes on. “When the money moves north, the rabble follows it. We’ve already got a biker gang, a direct import from Stockholm.”


“Hell’s Angels?” Mikael asks.


“No, they’ve got some other name, something else Biblical. Abbadon? Gehenna, Hades . . .”


“Svavelsjö?”


“Yes, that’s what they’re called, Sulphur, I knew it was Biblical.”


Mikael is beginning to realise this IB guy could be right about Gasskas. Svavelsjö Motorcycle Club, unbelievable. They ought to have been expunged from the face of the earth long ago. He quickly checks out the name on his phone. The latest news item is from the summer: MOTORBIKE RIDE FOR CHILD CANCER FUND.


“Smart bastards,” says IB. “They rode in procession around the town and charged for each circuit. The municipality topped up with double the amount they raised. It came to a hundred and forty thousand kronor, which they donated to children with cancer. Sweet of them, eh!”


“Really,” says Mikael, trying to zoom in on faces concealed by helmets and sunglasses. Presumably most of this lot will be new. Maybe only the trademark name has lived on. He really hopes so.


“What line of work are you in?” he then asks.


“None. I’ve been retired for a couple of years now.”


“And before that?”


“Psychologist. For the last twenty years I was with the Security Service.”


“What does a psychologist do there?”


“Oh, various things,” IB replies evasively. “Mostly criminal profiling.”


Mikael knows how forthcoming the Security Service can be. Which is to say, not at all, and IB is no exception.


“After I retired I met a woman in Uppsala. We’re a couple but we live apart.”


Not much more is said after that except goodnight, nice to meet you, and thanks for the beer.


It’s been a long day. There are even longer days to come. Mikael keeps his clothes on, puts out the light right away and closes his eyes. Not that he thinks he will be able to fall asleep. Yet he does seem to have been asleep by the time Security Service–IB closes the compartment door and climbs up to the bunk above his.


“Are you awake?” he says. Mikael does not know what to answer but nonetheless grunts a “Mmm, yes.”


“I have a daughter,” he says. “We like to go fishing in summer and hunt ptarmigan in winter. She’s always been a daddy’s girl. She likes doing things with her hands. She was only fifteen when she started her summer job at the cabinet maker’s.”


“Well, er, that sounds great,” says Mikael in a neutral tone, hoping to discourage the family saga.


“Yes. And there’s nothing wrong with her brother, either, but there’s something special about Malin. She’s, how can I put it, good-hearted. She must have let herself get forced into some infernal business just to be nice. From one day to the next she changed completely. Gave up on school, even though she only had a term to go until she took her leaving exams. Gave up seeing her friends. Wouldn’t say what the matter was, not even to her brother. She would go to Lule or Kalix. Call sometimes and need a lift home. I thought I’d give her a taste of her own medicine. Left her to get back as best she could. When she didn’t come home, I lay awake night after night. Kept calling her, reported her missing, searched all over. I got her back for a few days before she disappeared again. A couple of weeks later, a card came from Stockholm. I’m fine, she wrote. I’ll be back when I’m ready. After that we had no contact until she turned up in Gasskas again, out of the blue. She signed up for adult education so she could finish high school. Took up hockey and was back to her old self.”


The man falls silent. Even the snoring around them stops. The Lappland Arrow bellows like a wild animal through the night and finally Mikael says: “What happened then?”


“She vanished. That was two years ago. Nobody’s heard anything since. Not a trace, until yesterday. The police rang. A hunter has found human remains. They think it could be Malin. I’m on my way to give them my DNA.”









Chapter 4


The text message comes in the morning. Churchyard 3.30 p.m. Be there. Or else.


Or else what? She doesn’t know.


*


It started just after Mammamärta went missing. Svala opens the door and a couple of heavies barge in. In the past year or so they’ve added a leather waistcoat to their uniform, with Svavelsjö MC on the back. In summer they go around on American motorbikes but now it’s winter. They’ve left their Dodge Ram idling in the street.


You don’t get what an honour it is to be allowed into Svavelsjö. It’s a club with class. Completely separate from the Harley-Davidson clubs. They do their own thing. For them, the club is the only thing that matters.


And they work as youth recreation leaders, says Svala.


Exactly, says Pap Peder. Honest guys with regular jobs.


Svala sorts Pap Peder’s associates alphabetically. Not on the basis of their proper names but chronologically, as a list of letters, depending on when they came into her life.


With the precision of a secretary, she enters them into an exercise book. These two fine specimens of complete shitbag are old acquaintances bearing the letters E. and F.


The exercise book goes back over a period of at least seven years, but it has changed over time. Back at the start she would write things like “E. and I went to Frasse’s” or “F. is nice when we’re on our own”. Now she keeps strictly to the letters and specific distinguishing features. F., for example, has a little mauve birthmark on his left temple. E. has no hair growth anywhere and is unfeasibly fat.


E. pushes her down onto the sofa, sits next to her and puts his arm around her, sweaty armpit included.


“How’s my little darling then?” he says.


“Fine,” she says, holding her breath until she has wriggled out of his grasp.


“The thing is,” says E., “we have a problem in common. Your mum. You’ve got your wits about you and we reckon you know where she is.”


“I don’t,” she says, which is true. She does the rounds in the evenings. Starting at Buongiorno and ending at the City Hotel, but nobody has seen Mammamärta.


Recently she has widened her radius. Straight after school she goes down into town. Zigzags between the shops, through the Åhléns store, over to the town off-licence via the library and down to the OK petrol station.


Sometimes she imagines that she has seen her. The relief spreads through her body, as does the disappointment when she realises she is mistaken.


“Märta owes us money,” he says. “A lot of money.”


“So?” Svala says. “What’s that got to do with me?”


E. pulls her to him again. “Do you remember when we went to the sledging hill in Kåbdalis?” he says.


You do a bit of sledging then, eh? There are a couple of things I need to sort out. I’ll fetch you later.


“I like you, my little darling, you know that, but a debt is a debt. It isn’t only income that gets inherited. If your mum’s gone missing, then you’ve got to pay. You can see that, surely?”


“I haven’t got any money,” says Svala. “And I’m not your little darling.”


“No, no, of course not. Big girl now,” he says, and pinches her cheek. “But the other thing about big girls is that they’re ready for work. You’ll have to take over your mum’s job, that’s all there is to it. Once the job’s done, the debt’s paid.”


*


Now they are waiting in the car. According to F., the house has no alarm.


“What am I looking for?” she asks.


“What do people keep in safes, darling? Valuables, maybe. Take the lot. We’re going to check every single millimetre of your body, so don’t try to be clever. Money, jewellery, anything at all.”


Svala closes the back door of the car as quietly as she can and moves cautiously towards the house. A couple of ravens track her from tree to tree, which is good. The ravens will sound the alarm if a car or a person happens to turn up.


She does not know who lives here, but the house and everything around it looks expensive. Not like your average red-painted Gasskas houses with their white corners and rowan hedges.


Below the house, the river sweeps over steep black rocks and goes into free fall. The garden is more like a park. Although autumn has now pushed into late October, there is still the odd rose in bloom.


She passes her hand over the cold head of a lion, goes up the wide steps and rings the doorbell. That is the plan. To ring at the front door. Make sure there’s nobody home. Sell raffle tickets for the ice hockey club if somebody is there after all. Break in and follow the hand-drawn map D. gave her.


No-one comes to the door. Svala checks it. Locked. She walks round to the back and checks the door from the terrace. That’s locked, too. She continues to the western gable end of the house, where there’s a door to the cellar. That door is also locked. She runs her hands along the recesses of the outside steps.


I’m doing it for you, Mammamärta. Please let me get in.


The door has a window divided into smaller panes. Big enough for a girl’s arm. She pads her hand with the sleeve of her jacket and breaks the glass. Splinters pierce the fabric as she feels around for the handle on the inside. Blood feels sticky on the lining of the sleeve. She finds the key, turns it and lets herself in.


Her eyes get used to the dark. Slowly she goes up the steps. Takes a long pause by the door at the top of them before she steps out into the bright light of the hall. Spots of reflected sunlight play on the marble floor. She takes off her shoes and gets out the rudimentary map they’ve given her, a few sketchy marks on the back of an unopened letter from the enforcement officer.


The room is upstairs. Looks as if it’s been cut out of a magazine, an “At Home With” feature on Jan Guillou. Stuffed animals in neat rows. Most of them on the walls, others standing on the floor or on shelves, their empty eyes following her. For the second time she runs her hand over a lion’s head.


The safe is in a wardrobe. She pushes aside some suits and kneels down.


Apart from the colour it’s like the one in the pizzeria. No digital functions to decode. Only numbers and letters.


She fingers the buttons. Closes her eyes and visualises herself standing in the middle of a maze. Seen from above, the maze could be interpreted as convolutions of the brain with their rooms and chambers. Most of the passages are dead ends, others lead in circles. A few will lead forwards.


All her senses are successively disconnected: smell, hearing, feeling and the part of her sight that looks outwards. Her heartbeat slows, her pulse is reduced to a minimum.


If anyone asked, she would say it was logical. Instead of the energy being evenly distributed across the senses and organs of the body, it is concentrated in a single place: the eye’s ability to see inwards.


The same person would very likely question her theory and dismiss it as a vivid fantasy, but the fact remains: it works. The inward gaze requires no keys. No empirical proof or research team. It is independent of all things worldly and is directed only by the host animal of the eye. In this case, Svala.


The door of the safe gives a click.


She does not move, but listens. The house is still silent. If somebody comes, then that’s that. She is only a thirteen-year-old on a burglary. The worst that can happen is that she’s sent away somewhere. Which might not be such a bad idea.


Within a minute or two she’s got the door open.


The safe is empty.


No bundles of banknotes, diamond necklaces, tiaras once owned by a queen or gold bars. To be on the safe side she runs her hand around the interior of the safe. As empty as a drained can of Norrland lager.


She pulls the safe door closed, puts the suits back as they were and searches through the jacket pockets. A few coins, a scrap of paper with a foreign phone number on it, a snus tin and that is all. She puts the finds in her own pocket and carries on to the desk. It’s the same there. Nothing of any value.


They’re not going to believe her. In fact they’ll claim she’s hidden the money in the forest or some other stupid thing.


E. and F. are among Pap Peder’s business acquaintances, as he ludicrously refers to them. Along with other losers they constitute a tier in the hierarchy that starts with men with no names and ends with . . . Well, she doesn’t really know. People like her perhaps, or small-fry pushers with bum fluff.


She has seen these types for as long as she can remember. She has always done her best to keep out of the way when the sofas are full of drunks and dopeheads, or for that matter just Pap Peder. The way out has always been the way in. The ability to shut out sounds and voices. And Mammamärta, of course. Like a wall between them and her. Sometimes, anyway.


I’m doing this for you. When it’s all over we’re getting out of here. You can decide where we’re going to live. But don’t forget, Svala. I’m doing this for you.


Svala is not vindictive, but she does have a sense of justice. No-one should ever underestimate a child. The child collects words. Writes them down. Makes columns for dates, events, names and places and sews the exercise book into a toy monkey’s arse.


One day she will find a way to shop them all. Get Peder Sandberg put away. Hatred is unnecessary, it makes people weak.


They say that Svala’s real dad is the worst of the lot. A legend, his name only mentioned when something truly diabolical is being described. With every tale he grows taller and bigger. But Svala still finds it hard to believe anything can be worse than Pap Peder.


Not now. But soon it’ll be your turn. The thought calms her.


Svala is on her way out of the room when she hears a sound. She stops and listens. Damn. Footsteps coming up. She turns on her heel and hurries back to the dead animal collection. Pulls the wardrobe door closed, slips in behind the suits and muffles her panting breaths against the sleeve of a jacket until her pulse subsides.


The steps are clearly audible now. Quick, decisive steps heading, oh God, for the wardrobe. She sinks into a squatting position, makes herself look small, like something crumpled up, right at the back.


Please Mammamärta, help me one last time. Then I’ll leave you in peace, wherever you are.


Between the suits she catches glimpses of a figure, a man. A memory comes back to her, there in the wardrobe. They have met before, so long ago that she ought not to remember.


Svala is sitting on his shoulders. Mammamärta is happy. They walk down towards the bathing beach. She is given an ice cream. Somebody calls out. She recognises the voice. The voice is angry. Pulls Svala down to the ground. She hits her head on a stone. A hand grabs her, carries her like a beaten rug towards a car. She screams. Mammamärta breaks into a run. A car pulls away.


She shuts her eyes until the memory fades.


Fingers are pressing buttons, entering the safe code. The door opens. The door closes again and the footsteps recede.


She must get out of this house right now. Let the men in the car do their worst. She struggles out of the jungle of suits. One step at a time she moves towards the stairs. Stops. Listens. The house is empty, she is almost certain. So empty and silent that she . . .


Don’t do it. You’ve got to get back to the car. They’ll kill you.


Yes, and if they kill her, who is going to find her Mammamärta?


She returns to the safe. Taps in the code and prays for some booty. Still no bundles of notes. A single envelope. A solitary, stuck-down envelope with something hard inside and her own name on the front: TO SVALA HIRAK. She tears open the envelope. A key. She makes a ball of the envelope and stuffs it into her pocket.


She cannot go back empty-handed. Even so, she pulls down her pants and inserts the key as far as she can. She is taking a risk. There is no guarantee they won’t search there.


Only when she’s standing in the hall does she remember her shoes. Neatly placed sneakers that do not belong in this house. He must have seen them. Men don’t do detail. Never ask a man to look for anything. They’re useless at it.


In Mammamärta’s eyes, they are useless at most things, but she still seems to need them near her.


If you chuck out Pap Peder, you won’t have him getting on your nerves.


You’re too little to understand all that, my little swallow, responds Mammamärta, and don’t call him Pap Peder. Not when he’s within earshot, anyway.


Back down the cellar steps. Broken glass crunches beneath the sole of her shoe. She rounds the end of the house. Makes sure the yard is empty and runs towards the car. Slows when she reaches the barn. Tries to catch her breath and gather her thoughts.


There are no alternatives. She will have to tell the truth, that the safe was empty. Things will have to take their course; she is prepared.









Chapter 5


They have edged the car forward slightly and they haven’t yet seen her. E. winds down the window and lights a cigarette.


“Agreed. The kid already knows too much.”


She can’t hear what F. answers.


“Yeah, but still,” says E. “You can have the honour, just not here. Guess we’ll drive up to Vaukaliden.”


Vaukaliden is the Gasskas equivalent of the Stockholmers’ concrete overcoat in Nybroviken bay. Pressing herself close to the barn wall, Svala moves step by step away from the car. She is only a metre or so from a place out of their sight when the car moves forward again and switches its headlights on, full beam.


Her first impulse is to shield her eyes from the glare. Her second is to run. A hare has an undeserved reputation for timidity. On the other hand, it is very good at running away.


The hare turns and jumps over a ditch, trips on a low-hanging branch, gets up again and hurtles on into the forest, up towards the mountain.


A car door slams. Rapid steps across the gritted road. She stops. If she moves he will see her. If she does not move he will catch up with her.


The hare runs. A shot whistles past her shoulder. Another misses her right leg by the length of a bobtail.


There’s a shortcut through the forest. A track. A connecting path between villages. A route to school for a grandma who was scared of the dark, before the roads existed. Valerian, St John’s wort, marsh Labrador tea, camomile. That was a long time ago. Perhaps in another life.


Darkness protects, sounds betray. He’s getting closer. Twigs snap. There are panting breaths right behind her. Her own lungs fight for air. She feels along the ground. A fallen branch and a loose stone. Your last chance, little hare. Then you’re dead. F. is slowing. Listening. She waits.


He takes a few steps. Listens again. Soon. Soon. She opts for the branch. Puts the stone down by her foot. Stands up slowly, gripping the branch in both hands. It is heavy. Heavier than she thought.


“Die, you devil, die,” she yells as the branch hits his head with the full force of a warrior’s hand. Once, and again, and then she has to drop the branch.


And if he does not die? The hare runs. The moon sweeps the treetops. In the distance she can make out the silhouette of Björkberget. She sets her sights on the mountain, runs, stumbles, gets up again. The skirts of the spruces get tangled around her legs. She should reach the path soon. Run little hare if you want to live. Does it? She runs. Moss turns to bog. It squelches beneath her shoes. She feels herself sinking. The bottomless bog is where the spirits dwell. Horsetail, yellowing sedge, marsh saxifrage, bog myrtle. The water rises to her knees. Her strength ebbs away. Hanging on to a birch sapling, she manages to drag herself out before the water of the bog pulls her down. She negotiates a final ditch and emerges onto the path.


She slips behind the trunk of a pine tree. Gives herself a few seconds to get her breath back. Listens for footsteps, but the forest is silent. Raindrops fall onto leaves and brushwood. The moon wanders across the indigo sky.


Keep your brain busy so you don’t lose your way. Scrape off a bit of resin and you’ve got yourself some chewing gum.


It is too dark to look for resin. She pulls off a few spruce shoots and exchanges the taste of blood for the bitter conifer tang and goes on walking.


There is supposed to be a house around here.


Poor Marianne, she hasn’t had things easy, says Grandma.


Why? asks Svala.


She lost her children.


There’s a light on downstairs.


“Who’s there?”


“Svala,” she says. “I was taking a shortcut home.”


“Through the forest in the dark, in the pouring rain, are you stark staring mad? In you come.”


The woman takes Svala’s jacket and hangs it over a chair in front of an open fire. She stuffs newspaper in her shoes and sets them beside the chair.


“Take off your clothes,” she says. “Underwear too.”


She waddles into the bedroom and comes back with a pair of worn, faded jeans in a small size and a woollen sweater with leather elbow patches.


“I daresay these will fit. Maybe not the latest fashion, but you’ll be dry and warm, at any rate.” Something catches her eye and she pulls Svala’s arm towards her. “You’re bleeding,” she says and now Svala, too, sees that it is not just the rain making her sleeve wet. In her mind she is back in the house by the broken cellar window. She must have left bloodstains behind her. Damn. She ought to go back and clean up, but the woman’s hands are dry and warm. She smells of bread and the house is benign.


“Doesn’t it hurt?” says the woman, scrutinising the wound which is gaping open like fillet steak cut by a knife.


“No,” Svala says. “Have you got a plaster by any chance?”


“It needs stitches, really,” she says, rooting around in a kitchen drawer. She comes back with antiseptic and a bandage. “This is going to sting.” She sprays the liquid onto the wound.
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