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Chapter One



THE MAN was not a murderer.


He repeated this to himself as he dragged the dead boy down the slope: I am not a murderer.


Murderers are criminals. Murderers are evil. The darkness has swallowed up their souls, and for numerous reasons they have embraced the blackness and welcomed it, turned their backs on the light. He was not evil.


On the contrary.


Hadn’t he recently provided clear proof of the absolute opposite? Hadn’t he almost completely put aside his own feelings, his own wishes, restrained himself, all for the well-being of others? Turned the other cheek—that was what he had done. Didn’t his presence here—in this bog in the middle of nowhere with the dead boy—provide still further proof that he wanted to do the right thing? Had to do the right thing? That he would never be found wanting again? The man stopped and let out a long breath. Although the boy wasn’t very old, he was heavy. Muscular. Many hours spent at the gym. But there wasn’t far to go. The man grabbed hold of the trouser legs, which had once been white, but now looked almost black in the darkness. The boy had bled so profusely.


Yes, it was wrong to kill. The fifth commandment: Thou shalt not kill. But there were exceptions. In many places the Bible actually justified killing. There were those who deserved it. Wrong could be right. Nothing was an absolute given.


And what if the reason behind the killing was not selfish? If the loss of one human life would save others? Give them a chance. Give them a life. In that case, surely, the act could not be classed as evil. If the intention was good.


The man stopped by the dark waters of the little pool. Normally it was several yards deep, but the recent rain had saturated the ground, and now it was more like a small lake in the middle of the overgrown bog.


The man leaned forward and seized the shoulders of the boy’s T-shirt. With considerable difficulty he managed to get the lifeless body into a half-standing position. For a moment he looked straight into the boy’s eyes. What had the boy’s final thought been? Had there even been time for a final thought? Did he realize he was going to die? Did he wonder why? Did he think about all the things he hadn’t managed to do in his short life, or about those things he had actually done?


It didn’t matter.


Why was he torturing himself like this—more than necessary?


He had no choice.


He couldn’t let them down.


Not again.


And yet, he hesitated. But no, they wouldn’t understand. Wouldn’t forgive. Wouldn’t turn the other cheek, as he had done.


He gave the boy a push and the body fell into the water with an audible splash. The man gave a start, unprepared for the sound in the dark silence.


The boy’s body sank down into the water and disappeared.


The man who was not a murderer walked back to his car, which was parked on the little forest trail, and headed for home.
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“Västerås police, Klara Lidman speaking.”


“I’d like to report my son missing.”


The woman sounded almost apologetic, as if she wasn’t quite sure she had the right number, or she didn’t really expect to be believed. Klara Lidman reached for her notepad, even though the conversation was being recorded.


“Could I have your name, please?”


“Eriksson, Lena Eriksson. My son’s name is Roger. Roger Eriksson.”


“And how old is your son?”


“Sixteen. I haven’t seen him since yesterday afternoon.”


Klara made a note of the age and realized she would have to pass this on for immediate action. If he really had disappeared, of course.


“What time yesterday afternoon?”


“He ran off at five o’clock.”


Twenty-two hours ago. Twenty-two important hours when it came to a disappearance.


“Do you know where he went?”


“Yes, to see Lisa.”


“Who’s Lisa?”


“His girlfriend. I called her today, but she said he left her at about ten o’clock last night.”


Klara crossed out “twenty-two” and replaced it with “seventeen.”


“So where did he go after that?”


“She didn’t know. Home, she thought. But he hasn’t been home. He hasn’t been home all night. And now the whole day has almost gone.”


And you didn’t ring until now, Klara thought. It struck her that the woman on the other end of the phone didn’t sound particularly agitated. More subdued. Resigned.


“What’s Lisa’s surname?”


“Hansson.”


Klara made a note of the name.


“Does Roger have a cell phone? Have you tried calling him?”


“Yes, but there’s no reply.”


“And you have no idea where he might have gone? Could he have stayed over with friends, something like that?”


“No, he would have called me.”


Lena Eriksson paused briefly and Klara assumed that her voice was breaking, but when she heard the sucking intake of breath on the other end she realized that the woman was taking a long drag on a cigarette. She heard Lena blow out the smoke.


“He’s just gone.”





Chapter Two



THE DREAM came every night.


It gave him no peace.


Always the same dream, bringing with it the same fear. It irritated him. Drove him crazy. Sebastian Bergman was better than that. More than anyone, he knew what dreams meant; more than anyone, he ought to be able to rise above these febrile remnants of the past. But however prepared he was, however aware of the real significance of the dream, he still couldn’t avoid being caught up in it. It was as if he was stuck between what he knew the dream meant and who he was, and he was unable to move between the two.


4:43 a.m.


Outside, it was starting to get light. Sebastian’s mouth was dry. Had he cried out? Presumably not, since the woman by his side had not woken up. She was breathing quietly, and he could see a naked breast half covered by her long hair. Sebastian straightened his cramped fingers without giving it a thought—he was used to waking up with his right hand tightly clenched after the dream. Instead, he tried to remember the name of the person sleeping by his side.


Katarina? Karin?


She must have mentioned it at some point during the evening.


Kristina? Karolin?


Not that it really mattered—he had no intention of seeing her again—but rooting around in his memory helped to chase away the last wisps of the dream that seemed to cling to all his senses.


The dream that had pursued him for more than five years. The same dream, the same images every night. The whole of his subconscious on edge, working through the one thing he couldn’t cope with during the day.


Dealing with the guilt.


Sebastian slowly got out of bed, suppressing a yawn as he picked up his clothes from the chair where he had dropped them several hours ago. As he dressed he gazed uninterestedly around the room: a bed; two white fitted wardrobes, one with a mirrored door; a simple white bedside table from IKEA with an alarm clock and a magazine on it; a small table with a photograph of the child she had on alternate weeks; and a few other bits and pieces next to the chair from which he had just picked up his clothes. Nondescript prints on the walls, which some skilled real estate agent had no doubt described as “cappuccino colored” but which were, in fact, dirty beige. The room was like the sex he had experienced in it: unimaginative and slightly boring, but it did the job. As usual. Unfortunately, the satisfaction didn’t last very long.


Sebastian closed his eyes. This was always the most painful moment. The transition to reality. The emotional U-turn. He knew it so well. He concentrated on the woman in the bed, particularly her visible nipple. What was her name again?


He knew he had introduced himself when he bought the drinks; he always did. Never when he asked if the seat beside her was free, whether he could buy her a drink, what she would like. Always when he placed the glass in front of her.


“I’m Sebastian, by the way.”


And what had she replied? Something beginning with K—he was fairly sure of that. He fastened his belt. The buckle made a faint, metallic scraping noise.


“Are you leaving?” Her voice rough with sleep, her eyes searching for a clock.


“Yes.”


“I thought we were going to have breakfast together. What time is it?”


“Almost five.”


The woman propped herself up on one elbow. How old was she? Forty, maybe? She pushed a strand of hair off her face. Sleep was fading, gradually giving way to the realization that the morning she had pictured was never going to happen. They would not be eating breakfast while reading the newspaper and chatting easily; there would be no Sunday stroll. He didn’t want to get to know her better, and he wouldn’t call, whatever he might say.


She knew all that. So he simply said,


“Bye, then.”


Sebastian didn’t make any attempt at a name. He was no longer even sure it began with K.


The street outside was silent in the dawn light. The suburb was sleeping and every sound seemed muted, as if no one wanted to wake it up. Even the traffic on Nynäsvägen, a short distance away, sounded respectfully subdued. Sebastian stopped by the sign at the crossroads: Varpavägen. Somewhere in Gubbängen. Quite a long way from home. Was the subway running at this hour of the morning? They had taken a cab last night. Stopped at a 7-Eleven to buy bread for toast; she remembered she didn’t have any at home. Because he would be staying for breakfast, wouldn’t he? They had bought bread and juice, he and… It was so fucking annoying. What the hell was her name? Sebastian set off along the deserted street.


He had hurt her, whatever her name was.


In fourteen hours he would be going to Västerås to continue his work. Although that was different: he couldn’t hurt the woman in Västerås anymore.


It started to rain.


What a bloody awful morning.


In Gubbängen.





Chapter Three



EVERYTHING WAS going to hell in a handcart. Inspector Thomas Haraldsson’s shoes were letting in water, his radio was dead, and he had lost the rest of his search party. The sun was shining straight in his face, which meant he had to screw up his eyes in order to avoid stumbling over the undergrowth and roots scattered unevenly across the marshy ground. He swore to himself and looked at his watch. In just two hours Jenny would be on her lunch break at the hospital. She would get in the car and drive home, hoping he would have made it. But there was no chance. He would still be in this fucking forest.


Haraldsson’s left foot sank deeper. He could feel his socks sucking up the cold water. The air held the young, fleeting warmth of spring, but winter still had the water clutched in its icy grip. He shivered, then managed to extract his foot and find solid ground.


He looked around. East should be that way. Weren’t the National Service recruits over there? Or the scouts? Then again, he could have traveled in a complete circle and totally lost his bearings as to where north might be. He spotted a small hill a short distance away and realized this meant dry ground, a patch of paradise in this sodden hell. He started to move in that direction. His foot sank once more. The right one this time. Fan-fucking-tastic.


It was all Hanser’s fault.


He wouldn’t be standing here soaked to the skin halfway up his legs if it weren’t for the fact that Hanser wanted to give the impression that she was strong and capable of decisive action. And she certainly needed to, because at heart she was not a real cop. She was one of those law school graduates who sneaks through and grabs the top job without getting her hands dirty—or, as in Haraldsson’s case, her feet wet.


No: if Haraldsson had been in charge, this would have been handled very differently. True, the kid had been missing since Friday and according to regulations the correct procedure was to widen the search area, particularly as someone had reported “nocturnal activities” and “lights in the forest” around Listakärr that particular weekend. But Haraldsson knew from experience that this was an exercise in futility. The kid was in Stockholm, laughing at his worried mother. He was sixteen. That was the kind of thing sixteen-year-old kids did. Laughed at their mothers.


Hanser.


The wetter Haraldsson got, the more he hated her. She was the worst thing that had ever happened to him. Young, attractive, successful, political; a representative of the new, modern police force.


She had gotten in his way. When she’d held her first meeting in Västerås, Haraldsson had realized that his career had screeched to a halt. He had applied for the job. She’d gotten it. She would be in charge for at least five years. His five years. The ladder leading upward had been snatched away. Now his career had slowly begun to plateau instead, and it felt like only a matter of time before it started to slide downward. It was almost symbolic that he was now standing up to his knees in stinking mud in a forest some six miles from Västerås.


The text message he had received this morning said SNUGGLE LUNCH 2DAY in big letters. It meant that Jenny was coming home during her lunch break to have sex with him, then they would have sex once or twice more during the course of the evening. That was how their lives were these days. Jenny was undergoing treatment for their failure to conceive a child, and together with the doctor she had worked out a schedule that was supposed to optimize their chances. Today was one of those optimum days. Hence the text message. Haraldsson had mixed feelings. On the one hand he appreciated the fact that their sex life had increased by several hundred percent of late. That Jenny always wanted him. At the same time, he couldn’t escape the feeling that it wasn’t really him she wanted: it was his sperm. If she hadn’t been so desperate for a child, it would never have occurred to her to head home at lunchtime for a quickie. There was something of the stud farm about the whole thing. As soon as an egg began its journey toward the womb, they were at it like rabbits. In between times, too, to be honest, just to be on the safe side. But never for pleasure these days, never for the closeness. What had happened to the passion? The desire? And now she would come home during her lunch break to an empty house. Perhaps he should have called her and asked if he should jerk off before he left and stick it in a jar in the fridge. Unfortunately he wasn’t completely certain Jenny would think it was all that bad an idea.
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It had started the previous Saturday.


A call had been put through to the Västerås police via the emergency number at about 3:00 p.m. A mother had reported her sixteen-year-old son missing. Since the call involved a minor, it was given top priority. Entirely in accordance with regulations.


Unfortunately the prioritized report was left lying around until Sunday, when a patrol was asked to follow it up. This resulted in a visit by two uniformed officers to the boy’s mother at approximately 4:00 p.m. The officers took down the details once again, and their report was logged when they went off duty later that evening. At that point no action had been taken, apart from the fact that there were two neat, identical reports about the same disappearance. Both marked TOP PRIORITY.


It was not until Monday morning, when Roger Eriksson had been missing for fifty-eight hours, that the duty officer noticed that no action had been taken. Unfortunately a union meeting about the National Police Board’s proposals on new uniforms took up some considerable time, and it wasn’t until after lunch on Monday that the case was passed on to Haraldsson. When he saw the date of receipt he thanked his lucky stars that the patrol had visited Lena Eriksson on Sunday evening. There was no need for her to know that they had only written another report. No, the investigation had gotten under way on Sunday, but had produced nothing so far. That was the version Haraldsson intended to stick to.


Haraldsson realized that he would need at least some fresh information before he spoke to Lena Eriksson, so he tried calling Lisa Hansson, Roger’s girlfriend, but she was still in school.


He checked both Lena and Roger against official police records. There were a few incidents of shoplifting involving Roger, but the latest was about a year ago, and it was difficult to make any link with the disappearance. Nothing on the mother.


Haraldsson called the local authority and found out that Roger attended Palmlövska High School.


Not good, he thought.


Palmlövska was a private prep school that also took boarders and was ranked among the top schools in the country as far as examination results were concerned. Its students were gifted and highly motivated, and had rich parents. Parents with contacts. They would be searching for a scapegoat to blame for the fact that the investigation hadn’t been started immediately, and it didn’t look good if the police had made no progress by the third day. Haraldsson decided to put everything else on the backburner. His career was already at a standstill, and it would be stupid to take any more risks.


So Haraldsson worked hard all that afternoon. He visited the school. Both Ragnar Groth, the head teacher, and Beatrice Strand, Roger’s class teacher, expressed great concern and perplexity when they heard that Roger was missing, but they were unable to help. Nothing had happened that they knew about, at any rate. Roger had behaved perfectly normally, had attended school as usual, had had an important Swedish exam on Friday afternoon, and according to his classmates had been in a good mood afterward.


Haraldsson did, however, get hold of Lisa Hansson, the last person to have seen Roger on Friday evening. She was in the same grade, and Haraldsson asked someone to point her out in the school cafeteria. She was a pretty girl, but fairly ordinary. Straight blond hair, her bangs swept back with a plain hair clip. Blue eyes, no makeup. A white shirt buttoned almost to the top, worn beneath a vest. Haraldsson immediately thought of the Free Church when he sat down opposite her. Or the girl in that series The White Stone, which had been on TV when he was young. He asked her if she would like anything to eat or drink. She shook her head.


“Tell me about Friday, when Roger was at your house.”


Lisa looked at him and gave a slight shrug.


“He arrived at around half past five, we sat in my room and watched TV, and he went home around ten. Well, he said he was going home, anyway…”


Haraldsson nodded. Four and a half hours in her room. Two sixteen-year-olds. Watching TV. Nice try. Or maybe he was just damaged by the life he led? How long had it been since he and Jenny had spent an evening watching TV? Without a quickie during the ads? Months.


“So nothing else happened? You didn’t have an argument, fall out or anything?”


Lisa shook her head. She nibbled at an almost nonexistent thumbnail. Haraldsson noticed that the cuticle was infected.


“Has he disappeared like this before?”


Lisa shook her head again.


“Not as far as I know, but we haven’t been together very long. Haven’t you spoken to his mother?” For a moment Haraldsson thought she was accusing him, but then he realized that of course that wasn’t the case. Hanser’s fault. She had made him doubt his own abilities.


“My colleagues have spoken to her, but we need to talk to everyone. Get an overview.” Haraldsson cleared his throat. “How are things between Roger and his mother? Any problems?”


Lisa shrugged her shoulders once more. It occurred to Haraldsson that her repertoire was somewhat limited. Shaking her head and shrugging her shoulders.


“Did they quarrel?”


“I suppose so. Sometimes. She didn’t like the school.”


“This school?”


Lisa nodded in response.


“She thought it was stuck up.”


She’s not bloody wrong there, thought Haraldsson.


“Does Roger’s father live in town?”


“No. I don’t know where he lives. I’m not sure if Roger knows either. He never mentions him.”


Interesting. Haraldsson made a note. Perhaps the son had taken off to look for his roots. To confront an absent father. Kept it secret from his mother. Stranger things had happened.


“What do you think has happened to him?”


Haraldsson’s train of thought was interrupted. He looked at Lisa and realized for the first time that she was on the verge of tears.


“I don’t know,” he said. “But I expect he’ll turn up. Maybe he’s just gone to Stockholm for a while, or something. A little adventure. Something like that.”


“Why would he do that?”


Haraldsson looked at her questioning expression. The unvarnished, chewed nail in a mouth free of lipstick. No, little Miss Free Church probably wouldn’t understand why, but Haraldsson was becoming more and more convinced that this disappearance was actually a case of the boy running away.


“Sometimes things just seem like a good idea at the time. I’m sure he’ll turn up.” Haraldsson gave Lisa a reassuring smile, but he could tell from her expression that it wasn’t working.


“I promise,” he added.


Before Haraldsson left he asked Lisa to make a list of Roger’s friends and the people he hung out with. Lisa sat and thought for a long time, then wrote something down and handed him the piece of paper. Two names: Johan Strand and Erik Heverin. A lonely boy, Haraldsson thought. Lonely boys run away.
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When he got in the car that Monday afternoon, Thomas Haraldsson felt quite pleased with the day in spite of everything. Admittedly the conversation with Johan Strand hadn’t thrown up anything fresh. The last time Johan had seen Roger was at the end of school on Friday. As far as he knew, Roger was going around to Lisa’s that evening. He had no idea where Roger might have gone after that. Erik Heverin had been given an extended leave of absence from school. Six months in Florida. He’d already been gone for seven weeks. The boy’s mother had taken up a consultancy post in the United States and the whole family had gone with her. It’s all right for some, thought Haraldsson, trying to recall the exotic locations to which his own job had taken him. That seminar in Riga was the only thing he could come up with off the top of his head, but he’d had a stomach bug most of the time, and his overriding memory was of staring into a blue plastic bucket while his colleagues had an infuriatingly good time.


Still, Haraldsson was fairly satisfied. He had followed up several leads and, most important, he had found a possible conflict between mother and son that indicated that this might soon no longer be a police matter. Hadn’t the mother used the phrase “ran off” when she called? Indeed she had. Haraldsson remembered that he had reacted to this when he heard the tape. Her son didn’t “leave” or “disappear”—he “ran off.” Didn’t that suggest he’d left home in a huff? A slammed door, a faintly resigned mother. Haraldsson was becoming more and more convinced: the boy was in Stockholm, expanding his horizons.


However, just to be on the safe side, he thought he might swing by Lisa’s house and knock on a few doors. The plan was to be noticed, to make sure a few people would recognize him just in case anyone started wondering how the investigation was going. Someone might even have seen Roger heading for the town center and the station, with a bit of luck. Then he would go and see the mother, put a bit of pressure on to find out how much they really did quarrel. Good plan, he thought, and started the car.


His cell phone rang. A quick look at the display screen sent a slight chill down his spine. Hanser.


“What the fuck does she want now?” Haraldsson muttered, switching off the engine. Should he ignore the call? Tempting, but maybe the boy had come back. Perhaps that was what Hanser wanted to tell him. That Haraldsson had been right all along. He answered the phone.


The conversation lasted only eighteen seconds and consisted of six words on Hanser’s part.


“Where are you?” were the first three.


“In the car,” Haraldsson replied truthfully. “I’ve just spoken to some of the teachers and the girlfriend at the boy’s school.”


To his immense chagrin, Haraldsson realized he was adopting a defensive position. His voice had become slightly submissive. A little higher than usual. For God’s sake, he’d done absolutely everything he was supposed to do.


“Get here now.”


Haraldsson was about to explain where he was going and to ask what was so important, but he didn’t have time to say anything before Hanser ended the call. Fucking Hanser. He started the car, turned it around, and headed back to the station.
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Hanser met him there. Those chilly eyes. That slightly too-perfect fall of blond hair. That beautifully fitting, doubtless expensive suit. She had just had a call from an agitated Lena Eriksson, wanting to know what was going on, and now she was asking the same question: What, exactly, was going on?


Haraldsson quickly ran through the afternoon’s activities and managed to mention no less than four times that he had been given the case only after lunch that day. If she wanted to have a go at someone, she ought to start on the weekend duty team.


“I will,” Hanser said calmly. “Why didn’t you inform me if you knew that this hadn’t been dealt with? This is exactly the kind of thing I need to know.”


Haraldsson was aware that things weren’t working out the way he wanted. He stood there defending himself.


“This kind of thing happens. For God’s sake, I can’t come running to you every time there’s a bit of a hitch. I mean, you’ve got more important things to think about.”


“More important than making sure we start searching for a missing child straightaway?” She looked at him with an inquiring expression. Haraldsson stood there in silence. This wasn’t going according to plan. Not even a little bit.
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That had been on Monday. Now he was standing in Listakärr in soaking wet socks. Hanser had gone in with all guns blazing, with door-to-door inquiries and search teams that were being expanded every day. So far without success. Yesterday Haraldsson had bumped into the local chief superintendent at the station and casually pointed out that this wasn’t going to be cheap. A significant number of officers working long hours, searching for a kid who was having fun in the big city. Haraldsson couldn’t quite interpret the reaction of his superior officer, but when Roger came back from his little excursion, the chief would remember what Haraldsson had said. He would see how much money Hanser had wasted. Haraldsson smiled when he thought about that. Procedure was one thing; a detective’s intuition was something else entirely. That was something that couldn’t be taught.


Haraldsson stopped. Halfway to the hill. One foot had sunk again. Right down this time. He pulled it out. No shoe. He just had time to see the mud hungrily closing around his size 9 as the sock on his left foot sucked up a good deal more cold water.


Enough.


That was it.


The final straw.


Down on his knees, hand into the mud, out with his shoe. And then he was going home. The rest of them could carry on running around in their bloody search teams. He had a wife to impregnate.
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A cab ride and 380 kronor later, Sebastian was standing outside his apartment on Grev Magnigatan in Östermalm. He had been intending to get rid of it for a long time—the place was expensive and luxurious, perfectly suited to a successful author and lecturer with an academic background and a wide social network. All the things he no longer was and no longer had. But the very thought of clearing out the place, packing and sorting through all the stuff he’d collected over the years, was just too much for him, so instead he had chosen to shut off large areas of the apartment, using only the kitchen, the guest bedroom, and the smaller bathroom. The rest could remain unused. Waiting for… well, something or other.


Sebastian glanced at his permanently unmade bed but decided to have a shower instead. A long, hot shower. The intimacy of last night was gone. Had he been wrong to rush away like that? Could she have given him anything if he’d stayed a few more hours? There would have been more sex, no doubt. And breakfast. Toast and juice. But then? The definitive farewell was unavoidable. It could never have ended any other way. So it was best to not spin things out. Still. He missed that interlude of togetherness that had lifted his spirits for a little while. He already felt heavy and empty again.


How much sleep had he had last night? Two hours? Two and a half? He looked in the mirror. His eyes seemed more tired than usual, and he realized he ought to do something about his hair fairly soon. Maybe get it cut really short this time. No, that would remind him too much of how he had been before. And before was not now. No, but he could trim his beard, tidy up his hair, maybe even get a few streaks put in. He smiled at himself, his most charming smile. Unbelievable, but it still works, he thought.


Suddenly Sebastian felt immensely weary. The U-turn was complete. The emptiness was back. He looked at the clock. Perhaps he should go and lie down for a while, after all. He knew that the dream would come back, but right now he was too tired to care. He knew his companion so well that sometimes, on the few occasions he slept without being woken by it, he actually missed it.


It hadn’t been like that at first. When the dream tormented him for months, Sebastian grew so tired of the constant waking, tired of the nonstop dance around fear and the difficulty in breathing. He started having a strong nightcap before going to bed. The number one problem solver for white middle-aged men with academic backgrounds and complicated emotional lives. For a while he managed to avoid the dream-sleep completely, but all too soon his subconscious found a way past the barrier of alcohol, so the nightcaps got bigger and were consumed earlier and earlier in the afternoon in order to achieve the effect. Eventually Sebastian realized that he had lost the battle. He gave up immediately.


He thought he would live through the pain instead.


Let it take its time.


Heal.


That didn’t work either. After another period of waking up over and over again, he began to self-medicate. Something he had promised himself he would never do. But it wasn’t always possible to keep your promises—Sebastian knew this better than most from his own experience—particularly when you are faced with the really big questions. When that happens, you have to be more flexible. He phoned a few less-than-scrupulous former patients and dusted off his prescription pad. The deal was simple: a fifty-fifty split.


The authorities got in touch, of course, wondering about the quantity of drugs he was suddenly prescribing. Sebastian managed to explain it away with a few well-fabricated lies about “restarting his practice,” and an “intensive introductory phase” with “patients in a state of flux,” although he did increase the number of patients so what he was up to wouldn’t be quite so obvious.


To begin with he stuck mostly to Propavan, Prozac, and Di-Gesic, but the effects were annoyingly short-lived, and instead he began to investigate Dolcontin and other morphine-based substances.


The medical authority was the least of his problems, as it turned out. He could deal with that. The effects of his experimentation were another matter. The dream disappeared, admittedly. But so did his appetite, most of his lectures, and his libido—an entirely new and terrifying experience for Sebastian.


The worst thing of all, though, was the chronic drowsiness. It was as if he could no longer manage complete thoughts: they were snipped off halfway through. It was possible to conduct a simple everyday conversation, with a certain amount of effort, but a discussion or a longer argument were completely out of reach. As for analysis and conclusions—no chance.


For Sebastian, whose whole existence was predicated on the awareness of his intellect, the very basis of his self-image the illusion of his own razor-sharp mind, it was terrible. Living an anesthetized life—yes, it numbed the pain, but it deadened so much more: life itself, until he could no longer feel the edge. That was where he drew the line. He knew he had to make a choice: to live with the fear but retain the ability to think, or to choose a dull, blunted life with half-formed thoughts. He realized he would probably hate his existence whatever he did, so he chose the fear and stopped the self-medication immediately.


Since then he had touched neither alcohol nor drugs.


He didn’t even take a painkiller if he had a headache.


But he dreamed.


Every night.


Why was he thinking about this, he wondered as he contemplated himself in the bathroom mirror. Why now? The dream had been a part of his life for many years. He had studied it, analyzed it. Discussed it with his therapist. He had accepted it. Learned to live with it.


So why now?


It’s Västerås, he thought as he hung up the towel and left the bathroom, completely naked. It’s all because of Västerås.


Västerås and his mother. But today he would close that chapter of his life.


Forever.


Today might just be a good day.
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This was the best day Joakim had had in ages, as he stood in the forest outside Listakärr, and it had gotten even better when he was one of the three chosen to receive direct orders from the police officer who had come to tell them where to go and what to do. Being in the Scouts was usually pretty boring, but all of a sudden it had turned into a real adventure. Joakim stole a glance at the officer standing in front of him, particularly at his gun, and decided he was going to be a cop one day. A uniform and a gun. Like the Scouts, but with a serious upgrade. And God knows it was needed. To be honest, Joakim didn’t think being in the Scouts was the most interesting thing in the world. Not anymore. He had just turned fourteen, and the extracurricular activity that had been his hobby since he was six was beginning to lose its hold on him. The spell had been broken. The outdoor life, survival, animals, nature. It wasn’t that he thought it was uncool, even if all the other boys in his class thought so. No—he just felt that he was so over it now. Thanks, it was cool while it lasted, but now it was time for something else. Something real.


Perhaps Tommy, their leader, knew that.


Perhaps that was why he had gone up to the police and the soldiers and asked what was going on when they got to Listakärr.


Perhaps that was why he had offered the services of himself and the group.


Whatever the reason, the police officer—whose name was Haraldsson—had thought things over and after a certain amount of hesitation had come to the conclusion that it couldn’t do any harm to have nine more pairs of eyes in the forest. They could even have their own little sector to march around in. The police officer had asked Tommy to split them into groups of three, to choose a leader for each group, and to send the leaders to him for instructions. Joakim felt as if he’d won the lottery. He was in a group with Emma and Alice, the prettiest girls in the troop. And he was chosen as leader.


Joakim went back to the girls, who were waiting for him. Haraldsson had been so cool and brusque, just like the detectives in the Martin Beck movies. Joakim felt pretty important. He could already picture the way the rest of this fantastic day would turn out. He would find the missing boy, seriously wounded. The boy would look up at Joakim with that pleading expression only the dying can achieve; he would be too weak to talk, but his eyes would say it all. Joakim would pick him up and carry him toward the others, just like in the movies. The others would catch sight of him, smile at him, applaud, cheer, and everything would work out in the end.


Back in the group Joakim organized his team so that he had Emma on his left and Alice on the other side. Haraldsson had given strict orders to keep the chain together, and Joakim looked seriously at the girls and told them how important it was to stick together. Time to step up to the mark. After what felt like an eternity, Haraldsson signaled to them, and the search party began to move at last.


Joakim soon noticed that it was very difficult to keep a chain together, even though it consisted of only three groups with three people in each. Particularly as they moved deeper into the forest and the bog forced them to take a detour away from the marked route, time and time again. One group found it difficult to keep up; the other didn’t slow down at all and soon disappeared behind the hillocks. Just as Haraldsson had said. Joakim was even more impressed by him. He seemed to know everything. Joakim smiled at the girls and made them repeat Haraldsson’s final words.


“If you find anything, you shout ‘Found!’ ”


Emma nodded, looking annoyed.


“You’ve said that like a thousand times.”


Joakim did not allow himself to be put off by her response. With the sun in his eyes he trudged on, trying to maintain distance and alignment, even though it was becoming more and more difficult. And he could no longer see Lasse’s group, which had been slightly to the left of them just now.


After half an hour Emma wanted a rest. Joakim tried to make her understand that they couldn’t just stop. They might fall behind and lose the others.


“What others?” Alice said, smiling meaningfully.


Joakim realized they hadn’t seen the others for a while now.


“It sounds as if they’re behind us.”


They fell silent, listened a little more carefully. Faint sounds in the distance. Someone shouting.


“No, we’ll keep going,” said Joakim, although deep down he felt Alice was probably right. They had been moving too fast. Or in the wrong direction.


“In that case, you’re on your own,” Emma replied, her expression furious. For a second Joakim felt that he was losing his grip on the team and that Emma was slipping through his fingers. And she had actually looked at him appreciatively over the last half hour. Joakim was suddenly dripping in sweat, and it wasn’t only because his underwear was too warm. He had driven them on to impress her, couldn’t she see that? And now she was acting as if it was all his fault.


“Are you hungry?” Alice interrupted Joakim’s train of thought. She had taken a packet of wraps out of her backpack.


“No,” he answered a little too quickly, before realizing that he was indeed hungry. He walked off and clambered up onto a hillock so that it would look as if he had a plan. Emma gratefully accepted a soft wrap, completely ignoring Joakim’s attempts to appear important. Joakim decided he needed to change tack. He took a deep breath, allowing the fresh forest air to fill his lungs. The sky had clouded over, the sun had disappeared, and with it the promise of a perfect day. He went back to the girls. Decided to soften his tone.


“Actually, I would like a sandwich if you’ve got one left,” he said as pleasantly as he could.


“Sure,” Alice replied, digging out a wrap for him. She smiled at him, and Joakim could see that this was a better strategy.


“I wonder where we are,” Emma said, pulling a small map out of her pocket. They gathered around it, trying to work out where they were. It was quite difficult: the terrain had no real distinguishing features, just hillocks, forest, and boggy ground giving way to one another. But they knew where they had started from, after all, and roughly in which direction they had been moving.


“We’ve been heading north almost all the time, so we should be in this area,” Emma suggested. Joakim nodded; he was impressed. Emma was smart.


“Shall we carry on, or wait for the others?” Alice wondered.


“I think we should carry on,” Joakim replied quickly, then added, “unless you’d rather wait?”


He looked at the girls—Emma with her bright blue eyes and her soft face, Alice with her slightly more angular features. They were both gorgeous, he thought, suddenly wishing that they would suggest waiting for the others. And that the others would take a long, long time to come.


“I suppose we might just as well carry on. If we’re here, it’s not far from where we were supposed to meet up anyway,” said Emma, pointing at the map.


“Yes, but you’re right, the others are behind us, so maybe we ought to wait for them,” Joakim ventured.


“I thought you wanted to get there first. I mean, you took off like a bat out of hell,” said Alice. The girls laughed, and Joakim realized it was good to laugh with pretty girls. He gave Alice a playful little shove.


“You weren’t exactly hanging about yourself.”


They started chasing one another. They ran between the pools of water, randomly at first, but after Emma stumbled into one the aim was to get the others as wet as possible. It was a brilliant break from the slightly boring search, and just what Joakim needed. He ran after Emma and briefly grabbed her arm. She tore herself free and tried to run away from him, but her left foot caught on a protruding tree root and she lost her balance. For a second it looked as though she would stay on her feet, but the area around the pool was slippery with mud and she fell in, the water reaching her waist.


Joakim laughed, but Emma was screaming. He fell silent and moved toward her. She screamed even louder. Odd, thought Joakim. It wasn’t that bad, surely. Just a bit of water. Then he saw the pale white body sticking up just a short distance away from Emma. It was as if it had been lying beneath the surface, waiting for its victim. That was the end of innocence and their childish game. There was nothing left now but dizziness and blind panic. Emma threw up; Alice started sobbing. Joakim stood there frozen in time, staring at the image that would be with him for the rest of his life.
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Haraldsson was in bed, dozing. Jenny was lying next to him, the soles of her feet on the mattress, a pillow underneath her bottom. She hadn’t wanted to drag things out.


“Best if we get it over with, then we can do it again before I have to get back.”


Get it over with. Is there a bigger turnoff in any language? Haraldsson doubted it. But there you go, they’d gotten it over with and Haraldsson was dozing. Someone somewhere was playing ABBA. “Ring Ring.”


“That’s your phone.” Jenny poked him in the side. Haraldsson woke up, well aware that he wasn’t supposed to be in bed with his wife. He grabbed his pants from the floor and dug out his cell phone. Hanser. Obviously. He took a deep breath and answered.


Five words this time.


“Where the fuck are you?”
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Hanser hung up angrily. Sprained his ankle. Not a chance. She had a good mind to drive to the hospital, or at least send a car there just to prove that the bastard was lying. But she didn’t have time. She was suddenly responsible for a murder investigation. It hadn’t exactly helped that the person responsible for the team working around Listakärr hadn’t been on-site or that he had agreed to use underage Scouts in the search party. Minors for whom she would now need to arrange counseling, since one of them had fallen into a pool of water and brought a corpse up with her when she got to her feet.


Hanser shook her head. Everything to do with this disappearance had gone wrong. Everything. No more mistakes. From now on they had to start getting it right. Being professional. She looked at the phone, which was still in her hand. An idea was born. It was a big step to take. Too early, many people would think. It might possibly undermine her leadership. But she had long ago promised herself that she would never be afraid of uncomfortable decisions. There was too much at stake.


A boy was dead.


Murdered.


It was time to work with the best.


[image: image]


“There’s a call for you,” said Vanja, poking her head around Torkel Höglund’s door. His office, like most things about Torkel, was lean and simple. Nothing fussy, nothing expensive, hardly even anything personal. With its furniture sourced from a central storage depot somewhere, the room gave the impression that it was occupied by a school principal in some cash-strapped small town, rather than by one of the most senior police chiefs in Sweden. Some of his colleagues found it strange that the person responsible for the national homicide unit, known as Riksmord, had no desire to show the world how far he had come. Others interpreted it differently, concluding that his success had not gone to his head. The truth was simpler: Torkel never had any time. His job was demanding; he was always traveling around the country, and he wasn’t the kind of man who wanted to spend his spare time beautifying an office he rarely used.


“It’s Västerås,” said Vanja, sitting down opposite him. “The murdered sixteen-year-old boy.”


Torkel watched Vanja settle down. Clearly he wouldn’t be taking this call in private. He nodded and picked up the phone. Since his second divorce it felt as if phone calls were about nothing but sudden death. It was more than three years since anyone had wondered if he’d be home on time for dinner, or anything else so gloriously mundane.


He recognized the name: Kerstin Hanser, who headed up the team at police headquarters in Västerås. He had gotten to know her during a training course a few years ago. A good person and undoubtedly a good boss, he had thought at the time, and he remembered feeling pleased when he read about her new position. Now her voice sounded stressed and strained.


“I need help. I’ve decided to ask for Riksmord, and I’d really appreciate it if you could come. Might that be possible?” Her tone was almost pleading.


For a second Torkel considered ducking the question. He and his team had just returned from an unpleasant investigation in Linköping, but he realized that if Kerstin Hanser had called him, it was because she really needed help.


“We got this one wrong from the start. There’s a risk the whole thing might blow up in our faces, so I really do need your help,” she said, as if she had picked up on his hesitation.


“What’s it about?”


“A sixteen-year-old. Missing for a week. Found dead. Murdered. Brutally.”


“If you e-mail me all the material I’ll take a look at it,” Torkel replied, looking at Vanja, who had moved to the other phone and picked it up.


“Billy, can you come to Torkel’s office? We’ve got a job,” she said before hanging up. It was as if she already knew what Torkel’s response would be in the end. She always did, apparently. Torkel felt proud and slightly annoyed at the same time. Vanja Lithner was his closest ally on the team. She had only just turned thirty, but in spite of her tender age she had developed into a fine murder investigator in the two years she had worked with him—he found her almost irritatingly good. If only he had been as good when he was her age. He smiled at her as he ended the conversation with Kerstin Hanser.


“I’m still the boss here,” he began.


“I know. I’m just getting the team together so that you can hear what we think. Then it’s your decision, as always,” she said with a glint in her eye.


“Oh yes, as if I had a choice once you get your teeth into something,” he replied, getting to his feet. “I might as well start packing—we’re off to Västerås.”
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Billy Rosén was driving the van up the E18. Too fast as usual. Torkel had stopped commenting on it long ago. Instead he concentrated on the material about the murdered boy, Roger Eriksson. The report was rather short and sparse, and Thomas Haraldsson, the investigating officer, didn’t seem to be the kind of man who overexerted himself. They would probably have to start all over again from the beginning.


Torkel knew that this was exactly the kind of case the tabloids loved to get hold of. It didn’t help that the preliminary cause of death—established where the body was found—indicated an extremely violent assault, with countless stab wounds to the heart and lungs. But that wasn’t what bothered Torkel the most. It was the short final sentence in the report, a statement made by the pathologist at the scene.


A preliminary examination indicates that most of the heart is missing.


Torkel looked out of the window at the trees flying by. Someone had removed the heart. He hoped for everyone’s sake that the boy hadn’t been a fan of hard rock or too much of a dedicated World of Warcraft player. If so, the speculation in the press would be completely crazy.


Crazier than usual, he corrected himself.


Vanja looked up from her folder. She had probably just seen the same sentence.


“Perhaps we ought to bring Ursula in as well,” she said, reading his mind as usual. Torkel gave a brief nod. Billy glanced over his shoulder.


“Do we have an address?”


Torkel gave it to him and Billy quickly entered it into the GPS. Torkel didn’t really like Billy doing other things while he was driving, but at least he slowed down while he was keying in their destination. Which was something.


“Another thirty minutes.” Billy put his foot down and the big van responded. “We may do it in twenty, depending on traffic.”


“Thirty is fine. I always find it so unpleasant when we break the sound barrier.”


Billy knew exactly what Torkel thought of his driving, but he just smiled at his boss in the rearview mirror. Good road, good car, good driver. Why not take full advantage? He increased his speed even more.


Torkel picked up his phone and called Ursula.





Chapter Four



THE TRAIN left Stockholm’s Central Station at 4:07 p.m. Sebastian settled down in first class. He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes as they left the city.


In the past he had never been able to stay awake on trains. But now, even though his body was telling him how welcome an hour’s sleep would be, he couldn’t find the necessary peace of mind.


Instead he took out the letter from the funeral director, opened it, and read it. He already knew what it said. One of his mother’s former colleagues had called and told him she had passed away. It had been quiet and dignified, she said. Quiet and dignified—his mother’s life in a nutshell. There was nothing positive in this response, at least not if your name was Sebastian Bergman; no, for him life was a battle from the first moment to the last. Those who were quiet and dignified had no place in his world. Dead and boring—that’s what he usually called them. People who lived with one foot in the grave. He was no longer quite so sure. How would his life have turned out if he had been quiet and dignified?


Better, presumably.


Less painful.


At least, that’s what Stefan Hammarström, Sebastian’s therapist, had tried to get him to believe. They had discussed the matter at a recent session, when Sebastian mentioned that his mother had died.


“How dangerous can it be to be like other people?” Stefan had asked when Sebastian made it clear what he thought about “quiet and dignified.”


“Extremely dangerous,” Sebastian had replied. “Lethal, in fact. Evidently.”


They had then spent almost an hour discussing mankind’s genetic predisposition for danger. It was a subject Sebastian loved.


He had realized how important danger could be as a driving force, partly through his own life, partly because of his research into serial killers. He explained to his therapist that there are two real motivators for a serial killer: fantasy and danger. The fantasy is the engine humming away: a constant presence, but simply idling.


Most people have fantasies. Dark, sexual, brutal, always affirming our own ego, always destroying whatever or whomever might be standing in our way. In our fantasies we are powerful. Very few people actually live out their fantasies. Those who do have found the key.


The danger.


The danger of being caught.


The danger of doing the unmentionable.


The adrenaline and the endorphins released at that moment provided the turbo charge—the fuel, the explosion that made the engine function at the peak of its capacity. That was why thrill-seekers sought new thrills, why serial killers became serial killers. It’s difficult to go back to idling once you’ve revved the engine. Felt the power. Discovered what it is that makes you feel alive. The danger.


“Is it really danger you’re talking about? Isn’t it excitement?” Stefan leaned forward as Sebastian fell silent.


“Is this a language lesson?”


“No, this is you giving a lecture.” Stefan poured a glass of water from a carafe on the table beside him and passed it to Sebastian. “Didn’t you used to get paid for doing that, instead of paying out yourself?”


“I’m paying you to listen. To whatever I say.”


Stefan smiled and shook his head.


“No, you know why you’re paying me. You need help, and these small digressions mean we have less time to discuss what we should really be talking about.”


Sebastian didn’t reply. Didn’t change his expression one iota. He liked Stefan. No bullshit.


“So let’s get back to your mother. When’s the funeral?”


“It’s already taken place.”


“Were you there?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because I thought it should be a ceremony for people who actually liked her.”


Stefan had looked at him in silence for a few seconds.


“There you are, you see—we’ve got lots to talk about.”
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Outside the swaying carriage lay an attractive landscape. The train forged ahead through the fresh green meadows and forests northwest of Stockholm. It was just possible to catch a glimpse of Lake Mälaren in all its sparkling glory through the trees. For any other passenger this might have stirred thoughts of life’s possibilities. For Sebastian, exactly the opposite was true. He saw no possibilities in the beauty around him. He turned his gaze up to the ceiling. All his life he had been running away from his parents. His father, against whom he had battled ever since his youth, and his mother, quiet and dignified but never on his side. Never on his side. That was how he felt.


Sebastian’s eyes filled with tears for a moment. This was something that had developed in recent years. Tears. Strange, he thought, that I should have to discover something as simple as tears at my age.


Emotional.


Irrational.


Everything he had never wanted to be. He went back to the only thing he knew that was capable of numbing his emotions: women. Another promise Sebastian had broken. He had kept to the straight and narrow from the moment he met Lily and had vowed to remain faithful to her. But with the excoriating dream that haunted him at night and the empty, meaningless days, he could see no other way out. The hunt for fresh conquests and the few short hours with different women filled his life, and his thoughts managed to overcome the feeling of powerlessness—for a while, at least. As a man, a lover, a predator, constantly on the hunt for new women, he was able to function. This was a skill he had retained in spite of everything. This both pleased and frightened him. The fact that he was everything he was. A lonely man who filled his time with the young and old, students, colleagues, married or unmarried. He didn’t discriminate against anyone. For him there was just one rule: she was going to be his. She would prove that he wasn’t worthless, that he was alive. He knew exactly how destructive his behavior was, but he welcomed it and pushed away the knowledge that one day he would probably have to find a way out.


He started to look around the carriage. It was half full. A brunette a short distance away caught his eye. Around forty, grayish blue blouse, expensive gold earrings. Not bad, he thought. She was reading a book. Perfect—women in their forties reading a book only notched up a three on the difficulty scale, in his experience. It depended to a certain extent on what they were reading, but even so… He got up and walked over to her seat.


“I’m just going to the buffet car—can I get you anything?”


The woman looked up from her book with an inquiring expression. Unsure if he was speaking to her. Evidently he was, as she realized when she met his gaze.


“No, thanks, I’m fine.” She went back to her book.


“Are you sure? Not even a cup of coffee?”


“No, thank you.” She didn’t even look up.


“Tea? Hot chocolate?” This time she took her eyes off the book, looking up at Sebastian with a certain amount of irritation. Sebastian gave her his smile, which was practically patented.


“You can even get wine these days, but maybe it’s too early?”


The woman didn’t reply.


“Perhaps you’re wondering why I’m asking,” Sebastian went on. “I have no choice. I feel it’s my duty to save you from that book. I’ve read it. You’ll thank me one day.” The woman looked up and met his eyes. Sebastian smiled. The woman smiled back.


“A cup of coffee would be nice. Black, no sugar.”


“Coming up.” Another quick smile, which grew wider as Sebastian made his way along the carriage. Perhaps the trip to Västerås wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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The Västerås police station was buzzing with activity. Kerstin Hanser glanced at the clock, her expression slightly stressed. She had to go. God knows she didn’t want to. She could easily come up with a hundred and one things she would rather do than go to the mortuary to meet Lena Eriksson. But it had to be done. Even though they were 100 percent certain that the boy they had found was Roger Eriksson, his mother still wanted to see him. Hanser had advised against it, but Lena Eriksson insisted. She wanted to see her son.


It hadn’t happened earlier in the day because Lena had put it off twice. Hanser didn’t know why. Nor did she care. She would have preferred it not to happen at all. Not with her in attendance, at any rate. This was the part of the job she hated the most, and she wasn’t all that good at it either. She tried to avoid the situation as often as possible, but it seemed as if people expected her to cope better because she was a woman. They imagined it would be easier for her to find the right words. That the relatives, the bereaved, would feel more comfortable with her presence, simply on the basis of her gender. Hanser thought this was nonsense. She never knew what to say. She could express her deepest condolences, perhaps put an arm around them, provide a shoulder to cry on, give them the number of someone to talk to, assure them over and over again that the police would do all they could to catch the person who had caused them so much suffering. She could certainly do all that, but mostly it was a matter of just standing there. Anyone could do that.


Hanser didn’t even remember who had been there from the police when she and her husband had identified Niklas. It had been a man. A man who had just stood there.


She could, in fact, send someone else with Lena. She probably would have, if the investigation thus far had looked slightly different. As it was, she couldn’t take any risks. The press was everywhere. It seemed that they already knew that the heart was missing. It was only a matter of time before they found out the boy had been gone for almost three days before the police started looking for him. Then there were the traumatized Scouts in the forest and Haraldsson’s “badly sprained ankle.” From here on, though, there would be absolutely nothing to criticize in this investigation. She would make sure of that. She would work with the best and quickly put this terrible case behind her. That was the plan.


The telephone rang.


Reception.


The Riksmord team was asking for her. Hanser glanced at the clock on the wall. They were early. Everything was happening at once. She must go and welcome them, there was no question about that. Lena Eriksson would just have to wait a few minutes. It couldn’t be helped. Hanser tucked in her blouse, straightened up, and headed for the stairs leading down to the main entrance. She stopped at the locked door separating reception from the inner areas of the station. Through the tiny leaded squares in the glass she could see Torkel Höglund strolling around calmly, his hands behind his back. A man and a woman were sitting on the green sofas by the window overlooking the street. They were both younger than Hanser. Torkel’s colleagues, she guessed as she pressed the keypad and pushed the door open. Torkel turned as he heard the click of the lock and smiled when he saw her.


Suddenly Hanser felt a little unsure of herself. What was the right thing to do? A hug or a warm handshake? They had been on a few courses together, had lunch now and again, met in corridors.


Hanser had no need to wonder. Torkel walked up to her and gave her a friendly hug. Then he turned to the others, who had gotten up from the sofa, and introduced them. Kerstin Hanser welcomed them.


“I must apologize, but I’m in a bit of a rush. I’m on my way to the mortuary.”


“The boy?”


“Yes.”


Hanser turned to the receptionist.


“Haraldsson?”


“He should be on his way. I called him straight after I’d spoken to you.”


Hanser nodded. Another glance at the clock. She couldn’t be too late. She looked quickly at Vanja and Billy, but turned to Torkel when she spoke.


“Haraldsson has been leading the investigation up to now.”


“Yes, I saw his name in the material we were sent.”


Hanser was slightly taken aback. Was there a hint of condescension in Torkel’s voice? If so, his expression gave nothing away.


Where was Haraldsson this time? Hanser was about to get out her cell when the lock of the door she had just come through clicked and Haraldsson walked into reception, limping badly. He deliberately took his time to reach the new arrivals and then shook hands.


“What have you done?” Torkel nodded at Haraldsson’s right foot.


“I sprained it when I was leading the search party looking for the boy. That’s why I wasn’t there when they found him.” The final remark was directed at Hanser, with a brief glance.


She didn’t believe him, he knew that. So it was important to remember the limp over the next few days. She wouldn’t contact the hospital, surely? And if she did, they wouldn’t tell her whether he’d been there or not, would they? That must come under some kind of patient confidentiality agreement. Employers aren’t allowed to look at their employees’ notes. Or are they? He’d better check with the union. Haraldsson was so lost in his own thoughts that for a moment he had stopped listening to his boss. Now he became aware that she was looking at him, her expression serious.


“Torkel and his team are taking over the investigation.”


“From you?” Haraldsson looked genuinely surprised. He hadn’t expected this. Things were looking up. This was a team of real police detectives, just like him. Obviously they would appreciate his work more than the desk-bound lawyer who was his boss.


“No, the ultimate responsibility remains mine, but Riksmord will be leading the operational side of the investigation, starting from now.”


“Working with me?”


Hanser sighed to herself and said a silent prayer that a crime wave wouldn’t suddenly sweep through Västerås. They wouldn’t stand a chance.


Vanja gave Billy an amused look. Torkel listened to the conversation, his face expressionless. To degrade or humiliate the local force was the worst way to start a collaboration. Torkel had never been much of a one for marking his territory. There were better ways to get the best out of everyone.


“No, they will be responsible for the investigation. You are being relieved of that duty.”


“But, of course, we would prefer to work in association with you,” Torkel interrupted, looking seriously at Haraldsson. “You have unique insights into the case that could turn out to be critical for our continued success.”


Vanja looked at Torkel with admiration. Personally she had already consigned Haraldsson to her HC file: a Hopeless Case who would be allowed to have his say then be sidelined as far away from the investigation as possible.


“So I’ll be working with you?”


“You will be working in association with us.”


“What does that mean?”


“We’ll see. To begin with you could tell us about everything that has happened so far, and we’ll take it from there.” Torkel placed a hand on Haraldsson’s shoulder and steered him gently toward the door.


“See you later,” Torkel said over his shoulder to Hanser. Billy went over to the sofas to collect their bags; Vanja stayed where she was. She could have sworn the former leader of the investigation had taken those first steps with Torkel without limping.
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Lena Eriksson pushed another Läkerol pastille into her mouth as she sat in the little waiting room. She had stolen the box from work. Yesterday. They were on the shelf right next to the cash register. Eucalyptus. Not her favorite, but she had just taken the nearest one and slipped it into her pocket when they were shutting the shop.


Yesterday.


When she had been convinced her son was still alive. When she had unquestioningly believed the policeman she had spoken to, the one who told her all the indications were that Roger had gone off on his own free will. To Stockholm, perhaps. Or somewhere else. A little teenage adventure.


Yesterday.


Not just another day, but another world entirely. When hope was still alive.


Today her son was gone forever.


Murdered.


Found in a pool.


Without a heart.


Lena had not left the apartment all day after she had been given the news. She was supposed to have met the police officer earlier on, but she had phoned and postponed it. Twice. She couldn’t get up. For a while she was afraid she would never find the strength to get to her feet again. So she sat there. In her armchair. In the living room where they had spent less and less time together, she and her son. She tried to remember the last time they had sat there together.


Watched a movie.


Ate.


Talked.


Lived.


She couldn’t remember. It must have been just after Roger started going to that awful school. After only a few weeks with those stuck-up kids, he had changed. For the last year they had been living more or less separate lives.


The media kept on calling her, but she didn’t want to talk to anyone. Not yet. In the end she unplugged the landline and switched off her cell phone. Then they turned up on her doorstep, shouting through the mail slot, leaving messages on the mat in the hallway. But she never opened the door. She didn’t get up out of her armchair.


She felt absolutely terrible. The coffee she had drunk when she arrived was moving up and down in her throat like an elevator. Had she eaten anything since yesterday? Probably not. But she had drunk plenty. Alcohol. She didn’t usually do that. Hadn’t done it for months. She was extremely moderate, which nobody who met her would believe. Her home-bleached hair with the dark roots. Her weight. The chipped nail polish at the ends of her stubby fingers, festooned with rings. The piercings. Her fondness for velour sweatpants and oversize T-shirts. Most people quickly formed an opinion of Lena when they met her. Most of their prejudices were confirmed, to be fair. Desperately short of money. Left school at fifteen. Got pregnant when she was seventeen.


Single mother.


Low-paying job.


But alcohol or drug abuse? Never.


Today, though, she had been drinking. Just to silence that little voice at the back of her mind that had made its presence felt as soon as she was given the news about Roger and had grown in strength as the day went on. The little voice that refused to go away.


Lena was starting to get a headache. She needed some fresh air. And a cigarette. She got up, picked up her purse, and headed for the exit. Her worn heels echoed desolately on the stone floor. She was almost there when she saw a woman of about forty-five, dressed in a suit, rushing in through the revolving doors. The woman marched purposefully toward her.


“Lena Eriksson? Kerstin Hanser, Västerås police. Sorry I’m late.”


They traveled down in the elevator in silence. Hanser opened the door when they reached the basement and allowed Lena to step out in front of her. They went along the corridor until they were met by a bald man wearing glasses and a white coat. He led them into a smaller room, where a metal cart stood alone in the middle of the floor, lit by a fluorescent bulb. Beneath the white sheet the contours of a body were visible.


Hanser and Lena walked up to the cart and the bald man moved slowly around to the other side. He met Hanser’s eyes and she nodded. He turned down the sheet carefully, exposing Roger Eriksson’s face and neck as far as the collarbone. Lena gazed down steadily at the cart as Hanser took a respectful step back. She heard neither a sharp intake of breath nor a muffled cry from the woman by her side. No sobbing; no hand raised to the mouth in a reflex movement. Nothing.


It had struck Hanser as soon as they met in the waiting room. Lena’s eyes were not red and swollen from crying. She didn’t look grief stricken or as if she were just holding herself together. She seemed almost calm. But Hanser had picked up a whiff of alcohol in the elevator, overlaid with eucalyptus, and guessed that this was the reason for the lack of emotion. That and the shock.


Lena stood motionless, looking down at her son. What had she been expecting? Nothing, really. She hadn’t dared to think about what he would look like. Hadn’t been able to imagine how she would feel, standing there. What would the time in the water have done to him? He was slightly swollen, definitely. As if he’d had some kind of allergic reaction, but otherwise she thought he looked just the way he always did. The dark hair; the pale skin; the black, prominent eyebrows; a hint of stubble on his upper lip. Eyes closed. Lifeless. Of course.


“I thought he would look like he was asleep.”


Hanser remained silent. Lena turned her head toward her, as if seeking confirmation that she wasn’t wrong.


“He doesn’t look like he’s asleep.”


“No.”


“I’ve seen him asleep so many times. Especially when he was little. I mean, he’s not moving. His eyes are closed, but…”


Lena didn’t finish the sentence. Instead she reached out and touched Roger. Cold. Dead. She let her hand rest on his cheek.


“I lost my son when he was fourteen.”


Lena still had her hand on the boy’s cheek, but she turned her head slightly in Hanser’s direction.


“Oh?”


“Yes…”


Silence again. Why had she said that? Hanser had never mentioned it to anyone else in a similar situation. But there was something about the woman by the cart. Hanser had the feeling that Lena wasn’t allowing herself to grieve. Couldn’t grieve. Perhaps she didn’t even want to. So it was meant as a consolation. An outstretched hand to show that Hanser understood what Lena must be going through.


“Was he murdered too?”


“No.”


Hanser suddenly felt stupid. As if her comment was meant as some kind of comparison when it came to suffering. Look, I’ve lost someone too, so there you go. But Lena didn’t appear to give it another thought. She turned back and looked at her own son once more.


So many years when he had been the only thing she had to be proud of.


Or so many years when he had been the only thing she had.


Finished.


Is this your fault? the little voice in her head began to ask. Lena withdrew her hand and took a step back. The headache was relentless.


“I think I’d like to go now.”


Hanser nodded. The bald man turned up the sheet as both women headed for the door. Lena took a packet of cigarettes out of her bag.


“Is there someone you can call? Perhaps you shouldn’t be alone.”


“But I am. I am alone now.”


Lena left the room.


Hanser just stood there.


Exactly as she had known she would end up doing.
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The conference room in the Västerås police station was the most modern in the building. The pale birch-wood furniture was only a few weeks old. Eight chairs around an oval table. The new wallpaper on three walls was in a discreet, relaxing shade of green, and the fourth wall was a combined whiteboard and screen. In the corner nearest the door the latest technology was linked to a projector on the ceiling. In the middle of the conference table a console controlled everything in the room. As soon as he set foot on the gray fitted carpet Torkel had decided that this would be the team’s base.


He gathered up the papers in front of him on the varnished surface of the table and emptied his bottle of water. The meeting to review the progress of the investigation so far had gone more or less as he’d expected. There were really only two occasions during Haraldsson’s account when something surprising had come up.


The first was when they were going through the investigation chronologically. Vanja looked up from her papers and asked, “What did you do on the Sunday?”


“The investigation got under way in earnest, but led nowhere.”


The answer came with some speed. Practiced speed. Unconvincing speed. Torkel made a note of it and knew that Vanja had done the same. She was the closest thing to a human lie detector Torkel had ever encountered. He looked at her with a certain amount of anticipation as she gazed at Haraldsson for a long time, then glanced back at her papers. Haraldsson let out a long breath. They were on the same side, sure, but there was no need for his colleagues to know that there might have been the odd mistake in the initial stages. They had to focus on the future now. He was therefore slightly irritated—and a little worried—when Vanja waved her pen once more. Billy smiled; he was also well aware that Vanja had picked up something in Haraldsson’s voice that didn’t ring true. She had no intention of letting it go. She never did. Billy leaned back in his comfortable chair and folded his arms. This could be fun.


“When you say ‘got under way,’ ” Vanja went on, her tone somewhat sharper, “what did you actually do? I can’t find any interviews, neither with the mother nor anyone else, no reports from door-to-door inquiries, nobody putting together a timeline from the Friday.” She looked up and stared straight at Haraldsson. “So what exactly did you do?”


Haraldsson shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. Why the fuck did he have to sit here defending other people’s mistakes?


“I wasn’t on duty that weekend. I didn’t pick up the case until the Monday.”


“So what happened on the Sunday?”


Haraldsson glanced at the two men in the room, as if seeking support for his view that looking backward wasn’t particularly helpful. No support was forthcoming. Both of them were gazing expectantly at him.


“As I understand it, uniformed officers went to see the mother.”


“And did what?”


“Took down information about the boy’s disappearance.”


“What information? Where is it?”


Vanja didn’t take her eyes off him. Haraldsson realized they weren’t going to get anywhere until they found out everything that had happened. So he told them. The truth. Afterward there was a different kind of silence in the room. A silence that Haraldsson at least interpreted as the kind that might arise when a group of people is busy digesting what might well be the finest example of incompetence they’ve ever heard. Eventually Billy spoke.


“So the only thing that happened on the Sunday was that someone wrote another report about the same disappearance?”


“Well, yes, technically.”


“Okay, so the boy disappeared on Friday at ten p.m. When did you actually start looking for him?”


“On the Monday. After lunch. When the report was passed on to me. Well, we didn’t actually start looking then, but we did speak to his girlfriend, the school, witnesses…”


The room fell silent once more. Experience told them that in all probability the boy was already dead by then, but if not—if he’d been held captive somewhere… Three days! Good God! Torkel leaned forward, gazing at Haraldsson with earnest curiosity.


“So why didn’t you tell us this when we asked what happened on the Sunday?”


“It’s never pleasant to admit that mistakes have been made.”


“But it wasn’t your mistake. You didn’t pick up the case until the Monday. The only mistake you’ve made is not telling us. We’re a team. We can’t afford to be anything less than honest with each other.”


Haraldsson nodded. He suddenly felt as if he were seven years old and had been sent to the headmaster for silly behavior in the playground.


During the remainder of the briefing he told them everything (apart from the lunchtime quickie with Jenny and the fake visit to the emergency room), which meant they didn’t finish until after 9:00 p.m.


Torkel thanked him. Billy was stretching and yawning and Vanja had started to pack away when the second surprise of the evening came.


“Just one more thing.” Haraldsson took a small but effective pause. “We haven’t found the boy’s jacket or watch.” Torkel, Vanja, and Billy all straightened up; this was interesting. Haraldsson could see Vanja fishing for her folder in her bag.


“I didn’t put it in the report—you never know who gets to read them, where a piece of information like that might end up.”


Vanja nodded to herself. Clever—it was precisely that kind of detail they didn’t want leaked to the press. It would be worth its weight in gold in an interrogation. Perhaps Haraldsson wasn’t completely hopeless after all, even if most of the indications were to the contrary.


“So he was robbed?” Billy said.


“I don’t think so. He still had his wallet, with almost three hundred kronor in it. And his cell in his trouser pocket.”


Everyone on the team considered the fact that someone—presumably the murderer—had taken selected items from the victim. That meant something. That and the missing heart.


“The jacket was Diesel,” Haraldsson went on. “Green. I’ve got pictures of the relevant style on my desk. The watch was a…” Haraldsson consulted his notes. “A Tonino Lamborghini Pilot. Same applies—I’ve got pictures.”


Afterward Torkel sat alone in the windowless room, trying to think of a reason not to go to the hotel. Should he start drawing up the timeline on the whiteboard? Put up the map? The pictures? Go through what Haraldsson had told them again? But Billy would do all that much more quickly and efficiently tomorrow morning, probably before anyone else had even arrived at the station.


He could go out for something to eat. But he wasn’t that hungry—not enough to sit alone in a restaurant. He could ask Vanja to keep him company, of course, but she was going to spend the evening reading up on the case in her hotel room. He knew that. Extremely ambitious and conscientious, Vanja. She probably wouldn’t say no if he asked her to join him for dinner, but it wasn’t what she wanted, and she would feel slightly stressed all evening. Torkel dismissed the idea.


Billy? Torkel thought Billy had many excellent qualities, and his knowledge of computers and technology made him an invaluable member of the team, but Torkel couldn’t remember their ever having dinner together, just the two of them. The conversation didn’t flow as easily with Billy. Billy just loved a night in a hotel. There wasn’t a single TV show on any channel between ten o’clock at night and two in the morning that Billy hadn’t seen, and he liked to chat about them. TV, movies, music, games, computers, new phones, and foreign magazines, which he read online. When he was with Billy, Torkel felt like a dinosaur.


He sighed. It would be a walk and a sandwich and a beer in his room, with the TV for company. He consoled himself with the thought that Ursula would be coming tomorrow. Then he would have a companion for dinner.


Torkel switched off the lights and left the conference room. Last to leave as usual, he thought as he walked through the empty office. Hardly surprising that his wife had had enough.





Chapter Five



IT WAS dark by the time Sebastian paid the cabdriver and got out of the car. The driver also got out, opened the trunk, lifted out Sebastian’s bag, and wished him a nice evening. A nice evening in his parents’ house? Well, there’s always a first time, Sebastian thought. And the fact that both of his parents were dead certainly increased the chances significantly.


Sebastian crossed the road; the cab, which had turned around in the neighbors’ drive, passed behind him. He stood by the low white wooden fence that needed painting and noticed that the mailbox was overflowing. Didn’t some kind of central notification go out when someone died, stopping all the mail? Evidently not.


On his arrival in Västerås several hours earlier, Sebastian had gone to the funeral director’s office to pick up the house key. Apparently one of his mother’s oldest friends had organized the funeral when he’d refused to have anything to do with it. Berit Holmberg. Sebastian couldn’t remember ever having heard the name. The funeral director had offered to show him some kind of album of the ceremony, which had allegedly been very beautiful, atmospheric, and well attended. Sebastian had declined.
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