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Prologue


[In silence]


The worms are slithering around me. I try to move my arms, but the wood stops them. It is wood, isn’t it?


I don’t remember how I ended up here.


My head has stopped aching. But it was aching when I woke up. And the skin around my nose and mouth stung.


I can breathe, and I can scream. The air could run out at any moment.


I’ve been here for many hours now, but how long? A day? Twenty-four hours? Probably no longer. A second feels like an hour, which feels like a day.


I’m trying not to be frightened, because this must be a dream.


There’s a smell of earth, of damp earth drying.


I’m lying stretched out, no other position is possible.


The planks get in my way if I try to raise my head. Splinters catch in my forehead when I move it from side to side. I’m not naked, though. Trousers, a top, cloth against my skin.


Unless it is actually my skin, and I just think it’s cloth?


My body stings, and there’s blood running down my cheeks, making my hair sticky under my head. I’ve got cuts on my body. Did somebody hurt me?


I fall asleep and wake up. Make an effort not to panic.


The first time I woke up I did that. I strained, kicked, and screamed, and scraped with my fingernails until my fingertips were raw. I screamed until I couldn’t breathe. But my screams bounced back into me, and when I stretched my legs I felt my feet hit a barrier.


There are barriers on all sides. And I hit them and push at them, but don’t get anywhere. I know that now.


I’m tired, I want to sleep.


Maybe I’m already dead?


I’ve got something to drink, there’s a cold plastic tube above my mouth. If I suck it I get water, and I drink, which must mean I’m not dead, because the dead don’t drink. Do they?


Sometimes I imagine I can hear footsteps from above, and think I can hear voices.


But now everything is black and silent, like deaf and blind people’s lives must be. As if someone had hollowed out my eye sockets and inner ears and filled them with earth.


I have to get out of here.


Someone has to find me.


Because the water will run out. The air.


Hunger is making me nauseous. Dissolving my thoughts before they take shape.


Ticking. What’s that ticking sound I can hear? I’m not wearing a watch.


I move, push once again, and scream, but get nowhere, and I yell: ‘Rescue me! Rescue me!’


Who the hell put me here? How did I get here?


Blood from my forehead mixes with my tears.


Someone has to help me.


I close my eyes, and in my thoughts I am carried up, up across the fields, away towards a city in darkness.




PART 1


A love of longing
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Sunday, 14 May, Monday, 15 May


Malin Fors is sitting at the kitchen table in her flat on Ågatan, looking out at the tower of St Lars Church. The black spire, topped with a cross, is lit up against the encroaching night. The ground around the church has been dug up, and it looks as if the entire building is slowly sinking into its own grave. The rain earlier in the spring crept into the foundations, and now the water needs to be drained.


Not many people about. Linköping has been as quiet as usual for a Sunday evening.


The digital clock above the new Ikea table says 23.14. The red numbers glow in the darkness as she feels the evening’s events linger inside her.


She was working the evening shift. Just after seven o’clock they received a report about a domestic in a flat in Skäggetorp. When they got there they found a woman in her fifties, so drunk she could barely stand, brandishing a knife. Her husband was lying in the floor in a pool of blood. The woman was so out of it that she didn’t know what she’d done.


Yet another drunk shipped off to hospital with severe injuries, and another one to Hinseberg Prison.


Alcohol, wreaking havoc again.


And Malin can’t help thinking it could have been her in that flat, if she hadn’t joined the police, and if it hadn’t been for the people who had tried to guide her in the right direction over the years.


She runs her hands over her face, feels her taut skin, then lets her fingertips play across the deepening wrinkles around her eyes.


She sees those wrinkles in the mirror every morning. She likes them, knows there’s no point fighting the lines that time wants to engrave on your face.


No grey hair yet, and she can still keep her body in shape.


She exercises, exercises, exercises. Runs, swims, lifts weights, and she fucks. More than she’s done for years.


She thinks about what she and Daniel do in bed.


They don’t make love, they fuck. The former would be far too dangerous.


Daniel.


The man who’s moved in and out of her life.


She’d like to be gentler with him, take things nice and slowly, but what they do in bed, on the kitchen table, in the car, and plenty of other places, isn’t making love.


The pattern of their behaviour is purely physical. At first Daniel wanted to be more tender, but that didn’t work. It was as if they were holding back, retreating before the attack had even started.


So they set all gentleness aside.


And now we’re like animals, Malin thinks, even though what we do has absolutely nothing to do with reproduction. He knows she can’t have any more children, and it doesn’t seem to bother him. Doesn’t seem to want any of his own, even if she has trouble believing that.


She sees Daniel’s face before her, his brown eyes, sharp nose, and the laughter lines that have become more prominent.


As if he were happy.


As if we were happy.


Are we happy?


I’m fine with the way things are, she thinks, with the two of us keeping our separate flats. But Daniel lives here almost all the time. He works a lot, like tonight, working the night shift on the paper. He works hard in the newsroom at the Östgöta Correspondent, they’ve got far too few staff after years of financial crisis, and they’re buying in more and more material from freelancers.


And he doesn’t drink much either. Even if he’s in no way teetotal. It’s as if he understands when she’s in a vulnerable state, when she’s thirsty as hell and can’t bear to see anyone else drink, and then he abstains.


She wants a drink now.


There’s a bottle in a cubbyhole under the rubbish bin.


Drink.


And she longs for him, more than she really dares to, longs for Tove, who’s so far away, and that longing saves her, because there’s something solid in the emotion.


Malin sits down on the sofa in the living room, reaches for the remote on the table, and turns the television on. Zaps through the channels.


Celebrities. A load of rubbish.


She thinks about the Eurovision Song Contest. The final took place the previous weekend. Every single newspaper had led with Eurovision news.


And she hated it.


People on television talked about pop songs as though they were the most important thing in the world, and she felt ashamed when she heard them. Is this what we choose to do with our wealth and freedom of speech?


She and Daniel sat on the sofa watching the spectacle.


‘General education,’ he said. ‘Current affairs. This is Sweden now, whether you like it or not.’


‘The world’s totally fucked, and all we’re doing is singing?’


‘Chill out, Malin.’


She felt like smashing him in the head with the bowl of crisps, then realised that he was right.


Why get worked up?


There was no point fighting against it.


Like her wrinkles.


She switches the television off.


Thinks: You make me chill out, Daniel. You calm me down, make me less restless, but you also make me feel more alone.


She wishes he were there with her. Would like to feel his arm around her shoulders, his hand on her cheek. And then they’d fuck. Maybe tenderness and sexuality should be kept separate. Maybe that’s how you make a relationship work.


He usually leaves little messages for her. Hidden in places where she’s bound to find them sooner or later. Most recently a note under the coffee maker. ‘I love you,’ it said.


And reading it made her happy, she believed it, and felt like calling him, but held back. Whispered in his ear that evening: ‘I found the note this morning.’


Nothing more.


She stifles a yawn and switches the television on again.


The late news.


A report of heavy fighting in Damascus, where a young Swede from Karlstad has died a martyr’s death. Some young men from Linköping have also been killed there, lured by manipulative radicals and their own ennui. The news presenter goes on to talk about a bomb in Egypt, the liberals being tortured in Libya, and the international success of a new Swedish computer war game.


Renewed fighting has broken out in the east of the Democratic Republic of Congo, and she feels her stomach tighten.


Tove.


In western Congo. Doing voluntary work in a home for children whose parents have died or disappeared.


Hell on earth.


As you wrote in one of your emails.


But also paradise.


Everything all at once, you wrote, Tove. The jungle, beauty, love. Sickness, violence, hatred.


Tove had already spent several months in Rwanda, following in her dad Janne’s footsteps, but had found Rwanda too ‘organised’, and moved to Congo with the same relief agency.


Malin had protested, but knew there was no point, Tove did as she liked anyway. And Janne had backed her up, telling Malin on the phone: ‘She’ll realise what it means to be human once she sees what she’s going to see there.’


‘She doesn’t need that level of insight.’


Felt like saying: Look at how it changed you, Janne.


How had his time in Bosnia and Rwanda changed her ex-husband? He became more guarded. Resigned. As if he’d lost faith in what might be possible in this world.


Women assaulted.


Children eaten alive by ravenous dogs.


Children dying from curable infections.


Rendered mute by terror and loneliness.


And those are the things he wants Tove to experience.


There are thousands of kilometres between the east and west of Congo. Impenetrable jungle.


It’s a country where women are raped as a tool of war. And why should Tove be spared simply because she distributes a bit of medicine and food?


She wishes Tove were here with her. Would like to hear her talk, breathe, see her walk through the living room on her way to the kitchen to make a cup of tea.


She wants to be disturbed by Tove’s noise.


Yet Tove is nothing but silence now.


Sometimes she thinks that Tove might never come home again. That she’ll stay in Africa for good.


Malin is lying in bed. The white cotton sheets are cool against her skin.


Pleasantly cool. But the pillow could be thicker, and when Daniel is here she often lies with her head on his chest.


She’s pulled the blind down, shutting out the light of the stars in the cloud-studded sky. She wants to sleep. But longing is keeping her awake.


She considers trying to read, maybe switching the radio on, but she never does that when she’s trying to sleep, and why would it work this time? She looks up at the ceiling, a dark ochre colour in the gloom.


Tove. Janne. Daniel.


All the people who come and go and sometimes linger in my life.


I don’t want to feel anything, she thinks.


Something is moving in Linköping tonight, and she knows that it’s going to have some sort of effect on her.


She lets herself become her longing. Pure longing, a feeling that makes her more tired than tired, and just after half past midnight, Malin Fors falls asleep.


She dreams about children left speechless with terror, human bodies coming together like animals, hands gently caressing cheeks.


Then her dreams end and she sleeps in total darkness.
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The street lamps glow above the young man as he makes his way along Repslagaregatan, not far from the Correspondent’s offices, and only a few blocks from Malin Fors’s flat. The street is deserted, one of the few real backstreets in the centre of Linköping. The buildings are a mixture of two and three storeys tall. A brown-fronted office building, a sand-coloured block of flats, with a porcelain cat gazing out from one window.


Peder Åkerlund is tired. He’s dragging his feet. He’s drunk too much beer, but his head is still full of thoughts, ideas, and opinions.


You have to be smart. Say what people want to hear, but do the opposite.


They have to go.


They’re not like us.


They’re ruining Sweden.


Give Mother Svea back to us and send the rabble back to where they belong: Somalia, Iraq, Turkey, Bangladesh, Syria. Who cares where: they need to go, one way or the other. No means prohibited, any alliance permitted.


That’s what people are thinking. Far more of them than you’d imagine, Peder Åkerlund thinks, as he walks home. But you’re not allowed to say that.


Sometimes you have to side with the devil, he thinks.


He imagines he can hear footsteps behind him. Stops, turns around, but there’s no one there.


He walks on. The effect of the beer is getting worse, and he’s weaving badly now. Ahead of him one of the street lamps is broken, and where there ought to be a cone of light he can see a square black shape, a van, by the looks of it.


He carries on walking.


He’s never been scared of the dark, that sort of thing’s for poofs.


Get rid of them as well.


The Pride Festival makes him feel sick.


Something about the street, the van, the broken lamp, unsettles Peder Åkerlund, and he crosses the road, doesn’t want to go too close to the vehicle. Can’t put his finger on why.


A few streets away he can hear two people talking too loudly, obviously drunk. On their way home, like him.


He’s opposite the van now. It looks like it’s been painted by hand, with matt black paint. He speeds up, and is already past it when he hears one of the side doors open, then a voice: ‘You’ve got to help me.’


A terrible sound from his lungs.


‘I can’t breathe.’


It sounds like the man in the van is being asphyxiated by some invisible force, and Peder Åkerlund wants to carry on walking. But he also wants to help.


‘My asthma inhaler. It’s in that bag, over in the corner. Can you get it for me? I can’t reach it myself.’


Not an immigrant. Unless he’s learned to speak perfect Swedish.


This is someone in trouble. And you have to help your fellow man.


If not, you’re no better than an animal, a poof. A Muslim.


He steps over the body lying on the ridged metal floor of the van, can just make out the bag in the corner, and he digs around inside it, finds a plastic object. He can feel that it’s an inhaler, but it’s too dark for him to see what state the van is in.


Dirty or clean?


It smells of iron.


Blood?


No.


Yes. And urine. Excrement.


And Peder Åkerlund thinks that he shouldn’t be here, he should have carried on walking when he heard the weak voice, but it touched something deep inside him, and he had to help.


Be a hero, maybe.


Like those nutters in Syria. The guys from Ryd who blew themselves to pieces, voluntarily. At least we’re rid of them here now.


Be like them. Only in reverse. Save this man and end up in the paper for a reason everyone can agree is good. Mum and Dad as well.


Peder Åkerlund turns around. Bends over the gasping man, holds out the inhaler.


‘Here you are.’


The man holds out his hand.


Grasps the inhaler and puts it to his mouth.


Takes a deep breath.


Then another.


And then Peder Åkerlund sees the man quickly and with unexpected agility and force turn the inhaler towards his own face and let it off like it is a fire extinguisher. He hears a different hissing sound, and his eyes flare with pain. His mouth fills with fuggy air, and against his will he breathes it in, feels himself being shoved backwards hard, and he hits the back door of the van with full force.


The metal doesn’t give way.


His eyes are stinging now. Burning, as if he were going to be blind for ever.


His lungs are smarting, and he tries to stand up, knows he has to stand up, but he can’t, the man is on top of him, pressing him down, and Peder Åkerlund screams silently because his eyes are burning, and then he feels something cold and chemical against his nose and mouth and tries to flail with his arms.


But his arms won’t move.


His thoughts fade.


He hears laughter and shouting.


Sees his mother’s face in front of him.


Then a sharp pain in one temple. And his eyes stop burning. Everything seems to stop.


How much time has passed?


Peder Åkerlund is lying on the cold metal floor, he realises where he is, feels the van moving.


Bouncing. Are they heading into the forest, or down some rough gravel track somewhere else?


He can feel tape around his wrists. Over his mouth.


His eyes are stinging rather than burning, and in spite of the darkness he knows he isn’t blind.


He’s lying on his stomach and his chin is bouncing on the floor, his nose too, and it starts to bleed, the metallic smell is his own blood now.


He can’t move his legs. They must be taped as well. He tries to free himself, but it’s impossible.


His trousers are wet and sticky. Those smells are also his now. His whole body has contracted with fear, first cramping, then into a jellyfish softness.


His head is thudding.


Have the coloureds got him? Those Muslim cunts? The gay pride wankers?


Fuck them.


His thoughts scare him. What if they can hear me thinking, if they hit me and ram my nose into the floor and break it? And he feels like screaming.


But he can’t scream.


The tightest piece of tape is the one covering his mouth.
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Something forces its way into Malin’s brain.


Into her sleep. Beyond the dream of evil creatures in dense jungle. An alien sound, a tone she recognises, and she rubs her legs and stomach, the sound is her phone, and she sees an opportunity to escape. She reaches for the bedside table. The phone lies there in sleep and wakefulness alike, and now she’s holding it in her hand.


She sits up. Opens her eyes and yells, and she sweats as she hears the ringtone, and it goes on ringing.


The white sheet is damp now.


There’s a light flickering outside the window. There must be something wrong with the street lamps.


She presses to take the call. Hopes it’s Daniel. But why would he be calling now?


Then the dream outside the dream: it’s Tove. She’s got hold of a satellite link and has decided to call even though it’s the middle of the night. Knows she has to call whenever she gets the chance.


‘Are you awake, Mum?’


And the longing forms itself into sound now.


‘Tove?’


‘I got a link. Just for a few minutes. How are you?’


‘I should be asking you that.’


Malin hears Tove take a deep breath.


‘It’s hot here. And humid.’


‘Has there been any sign of trouble there?’


‘No. But there are rumours.’


‘What sort of rumours?’


Malin can hear crackling on the line, but she imagines she can also hear the jungle in the background. The sound of living things in motion.


‘That the rebels have gathered a force near here.’


‘Are you going to be evacuated?’


‘It’s just rumours.’


Malin’s wide awake now, feels like yelling at Tove and demanding that she jump on the first helicopter away from the camp and the children’s home.


‘We’re heading out tomorrow,’ Tove says. ‘We’re taking medicine and food to some villages in the mountains.’


‘Is that wise?’


‘It’s not dangerous. We’re the good guys, that’s how they see us.’


Naïve.


You’re naïve, Tove.


‘It has to be done, Mum. There are children with cholera up there, and they’ll die if we don’t do something.’


Nothing naïve in those words.


You’re better than me.


‘Are you scared?’


‘There’s no point being scared.’


‘Be careful.’


The connection breaks, and Malin doesn’t know if Tove had time to hear her plea.


She looks at the alarm clock on the desk next to the computer.


04.33.


She’ll never get back to sleep now.


The alarm clock is over on the desk, so she has to get out of bed to switch it off. Up until ten months ago she never had any trouble getting up, but something’s changed, a first sign of old age in her body.


Tove.


Thinking about her is like a form of sickness now. Longing replaced by poisonous anxiety.


She gets out of bed.


Looks out at the courtyard at the back of the building. The dark windows of the office block, and the flashing, which must be coming from Repslagaregatan. She can just make out her reflection in the glass, imagines she can see Tove behind her. Seven years old, sitting on the living-room floor playing with the cut-out dolls she found at her grandparents’. Lost in play, making the world harmless and comprehensible at the same time.


Malin turns around.


Tove’s there. Small and beautiful, tentatively conjuring up her own world, making it her own.


That little girl is gone now. She’s a different person, somewhere else. She’s an anxiety, a sickness, a different sort of love.


You had to run when you were younger, Malin thinks. You’re heading towards something now, not away from it.


And that’s a blessing.
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Malin has a new game to make her run even faster. To forget her body’s protests and keep moving.


She plays the thinking-about-her-workmates game.


She runs along beside the Stångå River, past the overblown villas of Tannefors, under the dense foliage of the old birch trees, feeling her heart pump as the soles of her shoes pound the ground fast, first tarmac, then grit, and she glances at the watch on her wrist.


06.20.


Has anything happened in the city overnight? Will they finally have something to do? They haven’t had a big case since March, when a gay man was beaten to death late one night in Berga. His brother was responsible, egged on by their father.


They didn’t like his sexual orientation, wanted him to keep it to himself. So as not to bring dishonour on his family. But he wanted to come out, seeing as that, thankfully, is perfectly acceptable in this rainbow nation.


It was Sven Sjöman’s last case.


He’s retired now, and, as far as Malin knows, right now he’s in the basement of his house standing at his lathe, carving something beautiful to sell at the market. He’ll have had one of his crispbread sandwiches with strong, low-fat cheese.


It took Sven a long time to take the decision to retire, but now that he’s done it he seems relieved. Didn’t appear to be remotely upset when they celebrated his retirement with strawberry cake and Henkell Trocken.


Right up to the last minute he nagged her to take over from him, but she refused. Didn’t want to be in charge. He tried to imply that she was being cowardly, but that wasn’t it. She prefers only having to take responsibility for herself. At least at work, anyway. And she likes being out in the field. If she had taken Sven’s job, she’d have had to spend far more time behind a desk.


Malin can feel her heart beating in her chest.


Working hard instead of longing.


An external appointment was made. A Göran Möller.


He started a month or so ago, and Malin took an immediate liking to the blunt, art-loving fifty-five-year-old. But he’s no Sven Sjöman. He doesn’t fill the vacuum left after her previous thoughtful, sharp boss, who used his wealth of experience to steer them in the right direction in all their investigations.


Göran Möller is single. His wife walked out on him and the children when they were small, and got married to a German from Berlin.


A week or so after he started, Göran Möller took her to lunch. They went to the City Hotel, where they sat in the glazed veranda facing the square, and he told her he had spoken to Sven and had realised that she, Malin, was the key member of the Violent Crime Unit. And that he was happy for that to continue to be the case. In most places he had worked, one strong, competent detective had set the tone. And that almost always produced results.


‘But,’ he had said, ‘you need to bear in mind that I’m the boss.’


Malin swallowed a serious flash of anger and took a forkful of her steak, then looked into her new boss’s green eyes and asked: ‘What else did Sven tell you?’


‘About what?’


‘About all the nonsense.’


‘I think he told me most of it,’ Göran Möller said. ‘But you’re better now, according to what he told me.’


Göran Möller paused.


‘So what have you heard about my nonsense?’


Göran Möller’s reputation went before him. He had been forced to leave Landskrona after some ill-advised remarks about immigrants during the riots in Malmö in the spring of 2010. He had said that it wasn’t OK to set fire to cars even if your name was Mustafa and you’d experienced traumatic things in Iraq. That people had to pull themselves together. Then, after he was transferred to Helsingborg, he had defended a police officer who had shouted ‘fucking niggers’ over police radio when some thugs had thrown a Molotov cocktail at their patrol car.


After that his position in Skåne became untenable. You couldn’t defend colleagues who expressed racist views without some sort of punishment.


‘I don’t care about that,’ Malin had said. ‘As far as I understand it, you’re about as far from racist as anyone can be. People can come out with all sorts of things in certain situations without meaning anything by it. And as police officers, we need to understand that. Whether it concerns us or other people.’


Göran Möller smiled.


‘You should probably have taken the job,’ he said. ‘You can bear to see people for what they are.’


When he smiled he looked younger than his fifty-five years. But usually his cheeks sagged a little, making him look a bit like a boxer puppy, and his nose was disproportionately long and pointed.


Göran Möller has got character, she thought. And you can’t help listening to what he has to say. But as she sat there at the table, she couldn’t help feeling that there was something missing, without quite being able to put her finger on what.


‘Well,’ Göran Möller said in conclusion, ‘you won’t get any more chances from me. Not like you did with Sven.’


To her surprise, Malin didn’t get angry. His words merely frightened her.


Shit, she thinks now. One of her shoelaces has come undone.


She has to stop, doesn’t want to trip over.


You need a few constants in life, Göran Möller thinks, turning up the heat in the shower.


He likes hot showers. They wake him up better than cold ones.


His constant is art. Classical painting.


He’s happy to have been given the job in Linköping. He spent a long time in quarantine after the debacle in Helsingborg, and for a while he thought he’d spend the rest of his career compiling statistics.


But Sven, an old acquaintance, came to his rescue in the end.


Hot water runs down his back. The taste of his morning coffee lingers in his mouth, and he thinks: I know I’m a good police officer. I’m not a racist. But sometimes it isn’t easy to determine whether your thoughts and feelings are racist even if that isn’t the intention.


Better to stay quiet.


Learn to keep your mouth shut.


Göran Möller turns the water off. Wraps a towel around his body and stands in front of the mirror.


He likes the team in the Violent Crime Unit.


Börje, Waldemar, Johan, Elin, Zeke, and Malin. He’s never been in charge of a better group of detectives.


Sven warned him about Malin, about her alcoholism, but also said: ‘You won’t find a better detective. Give her plenty of room to manoeuvre.’


Göran noticed Malin’s talent immediately. But also her need for boundaries. He wasn’t planning on being the surrogate dad that Sven had evidently been to her.


Sven also warned him about Waldemar Ekenberg’s tendency towards violence.


‘But it can be useful sometimes.’


Violence is useful, from time to time, Göran Möller thinks, as he puts on a white shirt. But violence always leads to more violence, and where it ends is never easy to predict.


He hasn’t seen any trace of Waldemar Ekenberg’s violence. But the battered old detective has stopped smoking, without even using nicotine patches, and has been in a filthy mood.


The others in the group don’t seem to care. People say things, do things. Sometimes they mean well, but things turn out badly. And sometimes the other way around. Like when his wife left him and the children. They were better off without her, and the kids had turned into decent human beings.


Göran Möller is happy on his own. He’s seen a lot of terrible things in his career, and he doesn’t want to share that with anyone.


Push it to the limit, Malin. Burst your heart.


She reaches the sluices at Braskens bridge. She speeded up for five hundred metres and now she can feel her body tugging her towards the benches on the little island in the middle of the river.


But she resists. Feels her knees creak, and finds herself thinking about Johan Jakobsson.


Six months ago his daughter started to suffer severe pain in her body. One knee swelled up and some nights she would cry out in pain. The doctors at the University Hospital confirmed that she had an aggressive form of juvenile rheumatoid arthritis. They pumped her full of cortisone, which made her body puff up, and she got so depressed that she stopped going to school.


Malin can see how much Johan is suffering when he talks about his daughter. How unhappy he is because she isn’t happy, as if he’d like to make her suffering his own but knows there’s no way he can do that.


In the depths of our pain we are all alone.


Chief of Police Karim Akbar, and prosecutor Vivianne Södergran have had a son. Karim is on paternity leave and paid them a visit not long ago. The buggy was from Louis Vuitton and must have cost a fortune, but there was no denying that it matched Karim’s pin-striped suit perfectly.


Malin runs back towards the centre of the city.


Increases her pace still further, feels that she is capable of it, that her body can deal with anything today.


But the body’s energy is finite. It’s good that Sven left while there was still time.


Her partner, Zeke Martinsson, is more balanced than she has ever seen him. He seems to be happy with Karin, and to have no regrets about getting divorced.


Elin Sand has become a more integrated member of the group, but revealed a few days ago that she had broken off the relationship she had been having with a doctor.


‘We were too different.’


And maybe you just didn’t fuck that much any more? Malin thought. She felt the cynical thought run through her whole body. When did I get like that?


Elin went on: ‘She wants children, but I don’t. And the sex had got really rubbish.’


Malin breathes air into her lungs, tries to force the pain out of muscles full of lactic acid, and she keeps running, sees the world as a tunnel of bushes, leaves, grit that turns into tarmac, the sky half-covered by cloud above her.


She tries to think about Börje Svärd.


He can have five hundred metres.


But all she has time to think about is his dogs. His two Alsatians, and the rumours of his affairs. His smart clothes, with his long, Marlboro-man coat and broad-brimmed hat, very sexy and elegant, according to the ladies of Linköping.


Her vision starts to go black.


I can’t take another step.


Yes, I can.


Malin runs past the sports hall, then up to Hamngatan, and she races past McDonald’s, down towards the church, and she sees the sign outside the pub, the windows of her flat, and stumbles, but manages to stay upright.


She slumps in front of the door to her building. Feels her stomach tighten, happy that she didn’t eat anything before she set off.


Even so, she can’t help it. Her stomach cramps and she vomits yellow bile onto the pavement.


‘You need to stop doing that,’ a voice says. ‘You’re far too beautiful to make yourself feel that bad.’


Malin lifts her head.


Looks into Daniel’s tired face, and wonders what it is that she’s feeling.
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Evy Kvist is up early, as usual, and is eating a bowl of plain yoghurt standing at the counter in the kitchen of her villa in the Ugglebo district of Ljungsbro, some ten kilometres outside Linköping.


Her husband is still asleep, and her thoughts turn to their children, both of whom have moved out and are studying down in Lund.


As she puts her empty bowl in the sink the family’s seven-year-old boxer dog, Frida, gets up from her basket and lumbers over to the outside door. She waves her tail excitedly as Evy puts her leash on: the new neighbours are scared of dogs.


Then they head out for a walk along the banks of the Göta Canal. The morning air clears her lungs and the sun warms Evy’s forehead as they walk along the path beneath the old oak trees.


The tourist season hasn’t properly started yet, so the locks at Heda are deserted as she leads Frida over to the other side of the canal, stepping carefully across the narrow platform on top of the lock gate.


Eva wonders if she should go the long way around, via Hedaängen and off to Blåsvädret, or take the shorter path to Vreta Kloster and then come back the same way.


She’s between jobs, so has all the time in the world, the weather’s good, and Frida loves being outside, but still Evy chooses the shorter route. She wants to get home to the book she’s currently reading, and wants to be back in time to say goodbye to her husband before he leaves for work.


She carries on along the western bank of the Göta Canal, looks around to see if anyone else is about, then, when she’s sure she’s alone, she lets Frida off her leash.


The dog gives herself a shake.


Then she sets off along the canal path as if she has an infinite supply of energy, and Evy feels envious of Frida the way you envy someone who has something you want but know you will never have.


A few hundred metres further on, a road curves to run parallel with the canal. The road is lined with tall bushes. Evy sees the dog stop by the bushes, shake herself again, and then disappear under the bushes and emerge on the other side.


Frida stops.


Throws her head back and starts to howl, then settles into a long, persistent bark.


Evy starts to run. She runs towards Frida faster than she has ever run towards anything, faster than she knew she could run.


Something’s wrong.


Frida is still barking.


There’s something not right.


What have you found? We should have gone the long way around.


Evy reaches her. Looks in beneath the bushes, down into the ditch beside the canal.


The dog barks.


Howls.


Evy Kvist feels her legs give way beneath her. She’s never seen a dead body before.


If this is what they look like, she never wants to see one again.
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The skin is bluish white, marbled, with red blood vessels on the legs and torso, the genitals hidden by one leg. The position of the body is unnatural, yet still calm in the way that only the dead can manage. As if they’re surrounded by soil before they’re even in the ground, Malin thinks.


White flowers have rained down from the bushes above, catching in the man’s short blond hair, green leaves scratching his skin.


He’s lying in the ditch by the side of the canal, beneath some vegetation. He’s about twenty years old, no more, his face is contorted, the area around his nose and mouth is swollen and red.


His face is oddly familiar, but she can’t place him.


The ditch is dry. The grass around the body appears untouched.


It’s quiet here, Malin thinks as she takes a step towards the body.


Quiet in a completely new way.


It feels as if something has disappeared, withdrawn in order to return later, and is now lying in wait just out of reach. As if the death in front of them were worse than any other death they have seen before.


Malin, Zeke, and Elin Sand came out here as soon as they got the emergency call. A hysterical woman walking her dog had found a body, a naked man.


They realised at once that they were dealing with a murder. Men are not usually found naked and dead in these parts, or anywhere else on the planet, and now Malin is standing alone, looking down at the body and wondering: Who are you? How did you end up here?


Behind her she can hear Zeke trying to calm the woman, Evy Kvist, and her dog is still barking occasionally, as if it understands that something’s wrong, and that it can’t do anything about it.


An animal’s despair.


Instinctive intelligence and inadequate language.


Elin Sand walks over and stands close to Malin, who can sense her breath, almost feel it against the back of her neck, but Elin’s breathing is soundless, why is everything so quiet here?


‘What do you make of this?’ Elin asks. ‘It’s pretty obvious he was murdered.’


Malin nods but says nothing. Keen to keep hold of the frightening silence, trying to understand what it means. The body, its nakedness, the vulnerability of bare skin even though there’s no longer any life to protect.


It’s very clear that someone dumped him here, and she looks at his face again. The nose is straight. Cheekbones sharp, as though chiselled with an ice pick. She can’t help feeling that she ought to recognise him, know who he is.


She racks her brain, gets close to finding something, when Elin Sand says: ‘Karin’s here.’


Damn.


Whatever she was close to finding vanishes at the sound of Elin’s voice.


‘Can’t you ever keep quiet?’ Malin hisses, and Elin throws her long arms out and says: ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise we’d imposed a ban on talking.’


Malin looks up towards the gravel path leading up to the canal from the old Motala road.


Karin parks her white Volvo estate, gets out, opens the boot, and removes the bag containing her forensic equipment. She glances at Zeke, nods to him, and the dog barks at her. She and Zeke never display their feelings for each other at work. Malin knows they both think it unprofessional. They work with life and death, grief and violence, and there’s no place for expressions of love.


Karin comes over to Malin and Elin, and looks down at the body in the ditch.


‘Well he didn’t get there on his own,’ she says.


Then she pauses.


‘You haven’t touched anything?’


‘Actually, we have,’ Elin says. ‘As much as we could. I gave him a great big hug.’


Karin snorts, then laughs.


‘I didn’t know you were into necrophilia, Elin.’


Tasteless.


Where does the line run? What I’ve just said, Karin thinks, what am I allowed to say or not say in the vicinity of the victim of a crime? How far am I allowed to go?


What I said was on the wrong side of the line, but it feels as if our boundaries have shifted, as if the members of the team have become harder, more heartless than we used to be. We’re more cynical, more pessimistic, and our words have to reflect that, while gallows humour masks the impossibility of the things that have actually happened.
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