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IN THE BEGINNING

Such a refuge ne’er was given.


The meadow with its grassy greenness and wildflowers had always been hers. It had not been particularly hard to make a deal with her sister; all she had to do was agree that she could have the attic room in the summerhouse. She would never understand how her sister could accept a swap like that—a boring old attic room for a meadow. But she kept quiet. After all, her sister might decide to impose further demands on her.

The meadow, overgrown and left to run wild, was beyond the boundary of their garden. When she was younger, the tallest plants had reached right up to her chin. Now she was older, they only came up to her waist. She strode through the grass with light, easy movements and searching eyes, felt the flowers and stalks grazing her bare legs. The flowers had to be picked in silence, otherwise it would not work. There had to be seven different kinds and they had to be picked on midsummer’s eve and put under her pillow. Then she would see him, the man she was going to marry.

At least that’s what she had thought when she was little and picked midsummer flowers for the very first time. Her sister had teased her.

“It’s Viktor you want to see,” she said with a laugh.

She had clearly been naïve and stupid, even back then. It was not Viktor at all, but someone else. Someone secret.

After that first time she had repeated the same ritual every year. She was too big now to believe in that superstitious old stuff anymore, of course, but it still felt like an important thing to do. After all, there wasn’t exactly much else to keep her occupied, she noted cynically. Year after year her parents insisted that they come and celebrate midsummer out here in the country, and every time it felt more of a trial. This year it was even worse, because she had been invited to her friend Anna’s party. Anna’s parents were having a big midsummer celebration and their children’s friends were invited, too.

But her dad wouldn’t let her go.

“We’ll celebrate midsummer the way we always do,” he said. “Together. That’s the way it’s going to be, as long as you’re still at home.”

Panic swept over her. Couldn’t he see how unreasonable he was being? It would be years before she could even begin to think about leaving home. Her sister’s disloyal behavior didn’t help, either. She was never invited to parties, anyway, and thought being on their own with their parents in the country was fine. She even seemed to like the peculiar guests who emerged from the basement at dusk and were made welcome on the glazed veranda, where Mum let the venetian blinds down to make it difficult to see in.

She hated them. Unlike the rest of the family, she found it impossible to feel any sympathy or pity for them. Scruffy, smelly people who didn’t take responsibility for their own lives. Who couldn’t think of anything more sensible to do than lurk in a basement out in the sticks. Who were satisfied with so pathetically little. She was never satisfied. Never.

“You must love your neighbor,” her dad would say.

“We must be grateful for what we’ve got,” said her mum.

She had stopped listening to them a long time ago.

She caught sight of him just as she was picking the fourth flower. He must have made some sort of sound, otherwise she would never have noticed him there. She swiftly raised her focused gaze from the meadow and flowers, and her eyes were dazzled by the sun. Against the light he was no more than a dark silhouette, and it was impossible to see his age or identity.

She screwed up her eyes and shaded them with her hand. Oh yes, she knew who he was. She had seen him from the kitchen window a couple of evenings ago, when Dad came home late with the latest batch of guests. He was taller than most of them. Not older, but taller. Sturdier. He had a very distinct jawline that made him look the way American soldiers used to in films. Square-jawed.

They both stood stock-still, eyeing each other.

“You’re not allowed out,” she said with a haughty look, although she knew there was no point.

None of that lot in the basement ever spoke any Swedish.

Since he did not move or say anything, she sighed and went back to picking her flowers.

Harebell.

Oxeye daisy.

Behind her, he was on the move, slowly. She glanced furtively back, and wondered where he could be going. Saw that he had come closer.

She and her family had only ever been abroad on one occasion. Just once they went on a normal package holiday, sunbathing and swimming in the Canaries. The streets were teeming with stray dogs that ran after the tourists. Their dad got very good at chasing them away.

“Shoo,” he would roar, throwing a stone in some other direction.

It worked every time. The dog left them and went chasing after the stone he had thrown.

The man in the meadow reminded her of the stray dogs. There was something unpredictable in his eyes, something indecipherable. Maybe anger, too. She was suddenly unsure what he would do next. Throwing a stone did not seem an option. One glance toward the house confirmed what she already knew, that her parents and sister had taken the car into town to get some fresh fish for the celebration dinner. Another ludicrous so-called tradition her parents had invented to preserve their image of a normal family. As always, she said she didn’t want to go with them, preferring to pick her flowers in peace and quiet.

“What do you want?” she asked irritably.

Irritably and with a growing sense of alarm. There was nothing wrong with her instincts, she recognized the scent of real danger. And this time, all her senses were telling her she’d got to take control of the situation.

The flower stalks felt rough in her hand as she clasped them tight. She only had one left to pick. A humble daisy. A weed with pretensions, her dad liked to call it.

The man took a few more steps toward her. Then he just stood there, a few meters from her. A broad, sneering grin spread slowly across his face. And at that moment she knew what he had come for.

Her legs were quicker than her thoughts. Her spinal reflex signaled menace and at the same instant she broke into a run. The edge of the garden was less than a hundred meters away; she shouted for help again and again. Her piercing cries soaked into the silence of the meadow. The dry earth muffled the sound of her springing steps and the heavy thud as he brought her down after only twenty meters’ flight. Almost as if he had known from the outset that she wouldn’t get away and had just let her run for the thrill of the chase.

She fought like an animal as he tossed her over onto her back and wrenched at her clothes, so forceful and methodical that her overheated brain registered that this was something he must have done before.

And when it was all over and she lay there weeping in the hollow their bodies had made in the green depths, she knew this was something to which she could never reconcile herself. In her clenched fist, every knuckle raw from her hopeless fight, she was still clutching the summer nosegay. She dropped it as if it were burning her fingers. The flowers were entirely redundant now. She already knew whose face she would see in her dreams.

When her parents’ car pulled up outside the house, she was still lying in the meadow, unable to get up. The clouds looked as though they were playing a clumsy game in the blue sky. The world seemed unchanged, though her own was shattered forever. She lay there in the meadow until they realized she was missing and came out to look for her. And by the time they found her, she had already become another person.



THE PRESENT

Though He giveth or He taketh,

Our Father His children ne’er forsaketh;

His the loving purpose solely

To preserve them pure and holy.



FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 22, 2008




STOCKHOLM

Unaware that he would soon be dead, he delivered his final lecture with great enthusiasm and commitment. Friday had been a long day, but the hours had passed quickly. His audience was attentive, and it warmed Jakob Ahlbin’s heart that so many people besides himself were interested in the subject.

When he realized just a few days later that all was lost, he would briefly wonder if it had been his last lecture that did it. Whether he had been too open in the question-and-answer session, revealed that he was in possession of knowledge nobody wanted him to have. But he did not really think so. Up until the very moment of his death he was convinced it would have been impossible to ward off disaster. When he felt the pressure of the hard hunting pistol against his temple, everything was already over. But it did not stop him from feeling great regret that his life had to end there. He still had so much to give.

Over the years, Jakob had given more lectures than he could remember, and he knew he had put his talent as a fine speaker to good use. The content of his speech was usually much the same, as were the questions that followed it. The audience varied. Sometimes its members had been instructed to attend, sometimes they sought him out of their own accord. It made no difference to Jakob. He was at ease on the podium no matter what.

He generally began by showing the pictures of the boats. Perhaps it was a mean trick, but he knew that it always hit the spot. A dozen people in a boat that was far too small, week after week, increasingly exhausted and desperate. And like a faint mirage on the horizon there was Europe, like a dream or a flight of the imagination, something they were never meant to experience in real life.

“We think this is an unknown phenomenon for us,” he would start. “We think it belongs to another part of the world, something which has never happened to us and never will.”

The picture behind him quietly changed and a map of Europe came up on the screen.

“Memories are short sometimes,” he sighed. “We choose not to remember that not so many decades ago, Europe was in flames and people were fleeing in panic from one country to another. And we forget that barely a century ago, more than a million Swedes decided to leave this country for a new start in America.”

He ran his hand through his hair, stopped for a moment, and checked that his audience was listening. The picture behind him changed again, now showing Max von Sydow and Liv Ullmann, a still from the film of Vilhelm Moberg’s Emigrants series.

“A million people,” he repeated loudly. “Don’t for one minute be fooled into thinking Karl-Oskar and Kristina saw their trip to America as anything but a punishment. Don’t imagine they wouldn’t have stayed in Sweden if they could. Just think what it would take to force you to make a break like that, to leave your old life behind and start all over again in another continent without a krona in your pocket and with no more of your possessions than you could cram into one pitiful bloody suitcase.”

The expletive was deliberate. A clergyman swearing was always highly shocking.

He knew very well where he could expect to run into opposition. Sometimes it came when he showed the Karl-Oskar and Kristina picture. Sometimes it was later. This afternoon it happened straight after the first time he swore. A youth sitting in a row near the front clearly found it provocative and raised his hand before Jakob could go on.

“Excuse me interrupting,” he said in a shrill voice, “but how the hell can you draw a parallel like that?”

Jakob knew what was coming next, but still frowned, playing along for the good of the cause.

“Karl-Oskar and Kristina and all the other Swedes who went to America worked themselves into the ground when they got there. They built that damn country. They learned the language and adopted the culture. Got jobs straightaway and kept their heads down. This lot who come over to Sweden nowadays don’t do any of that. They live in their own little ghettos, don’t give a shit about learning Swedish, live on benefits, and don’t bother to get jobs.”

The hall went quiet. A sense of unease swept through the audience like an unquiet soul. Unease that there might be trouble, but also the fear of being exposed as someone who shared the young man’s opinions. Quiet muttering spread through the hall and Jakob waited a few moments longer. He had often tried to explain this to any politicians who would still listen: staying silent did nothing to defuse thoughts and frustrations like those just expressed.

The young man shifted in his seat, folded his arms, squared his chin, and waited for the clergyman to answer. Jakob let him wait, assuming an expression to indicate that the comment had come as news to him. He looked at the picture behind him, and then back at his audience.

“Do you think that’s what they thought when they made the journey here? Take the ones who paid up to fifteen thousand dollars to get from burning Iraq to Sweden. Did they dream of a life in a crummy sixties complex from the Homes for a Million program, on some sink estate way out on the edge of the city? Of being stuck there with ten other adults in a three-room flat, day after day, with nothing to do, separated from their family? Alone? Because fifteen thousand is how much it costs for one person to make the trip.”

He held one long finger straight up in the air.

“Do you think they ever, in their wildest imagination, could have thought that they would be met with the sort of exclusion we’re giving them? Offering a trained doctor a job as a taxi driver if he’s lucky, and someone less educated not even that.”

Being careful not to look reproachful, Jakob turned his eye on the young man who had spoken.

“I believe they thought like Karl-Oskar and Kristina. I think they expected it would be like getting to America a hundred years ago. Where the sky was the limit for anyone prepared to put their back into it, where hard work paid off.”

A young woman caught Jakob’s gaze. Her eyes were shining and she had a crumpled paper tissue in her hand.

“I believe,” he said gently, “there are very few people who would choose to sit staring at the wall of a flat on an estate if they felt there was any alternative. That’s the conclusion my work has brought me to, anyway,” he added.

And that was about where the mood changed. Exactly as it always did. The audience sat quietly, listening with growing interest. The pictures kept on changing, keeping pace as his tale of the immigrants who had come to Sweden over recent decades unfolded. Painfully sharp photographs documented men and women shut in a lorry, driving across Turkey and on to Europe.

“For fifteen thousand dollars an Iraqi today gets a passport, the trip, and a story. The networks, the people smugglers, extend all over Europe and reach right down to the conflict zones that force people to flee.”

“What do you mean by a story?” asked a woman in the audience.

“An asylum seeker’s narrative,” explained Jakob. “The smuggler tells them what they need to say to have a chance of being allowed to stay in Sweden.”

“But fifteen thousand dollars?” a man asked dubiously. “That’s a huge amount of money. Does it really cost that much?”

“Of course not,” Jakob replied patiently. “The people behind these networks are earning incredible sums. It’s a ruthless market, and totally unjust. But it’s also—in spite of its brutality—to some degree understandable. Europe is closed to people in need. The only ways in are illegal ones. And they are controlled by criminals.”

More hands were waving and Jakob answered question after question. Finally there was only one hand left, a young girl’s. The one clutching the crumpled tissue. She was red-haired, with an overgrown fringe hanging down like a curtain over her eyes, giving her an anonymous look. The sort of person you can’t describe afterward.

“Are there people who get involved in all this out of sheer solidarity?” she asked.

It was a new question, one Jakob had never had at any of his lectures before.

“After all, there are plenty of organizations in Sweden and the rest of Europe working with refugees, so isn’t there anyone there who helps asylum seekers get to Sweden?” she went on. “In a better and more humane way than the smugglers?”

The question sank in and took hold. He hesitated for quite a while before he replied. Not quite knowing how much he ought to say.

“Helping people enter Europe illegally is a criminal act. Regardless of what we think about it, that’s a fact. And it also means anyone doing that would be committing a punishable offense, which is enough to deter even the most noble of benefactors.”

He hesitated again.

“But I have heard that things might be starting to change. That there are people who empathize strongly enough with the refugees to want to give them the chance of getting to Europe for a considerably lower sum. But as I said, that’s only hearsay, nothing I know for certain.”

He paused, felt his pulse start to race as he prayed a silent prayer.

He wound things up the way he always did.

“As I’ve told you, I don’t think we need to worry that there are vast numbers of people in the world wishing they lived on a sink estate in Stockholm with no work or permanent housing. What we really must think about, on the other hand, is this: Is there anything a father will not do to make secure provision for his children’s future? Is there any act a human being will not commit to create a better life for him- or herself?”

•  •  •

At the same time as Jakob Ahlbin was bringing his final lecture to a close and receiving loud applause, a Boeing 737 that had left Istanbul a few hours before touched down at Stockholm’s Arlanda Airport. The captain who had flown the plane to the capital was informing the passengers that it was minus three outside and that snow was forecast for the evening. He said he hoped to welcome them back on board soon and then an air steward asked all passengers to keep their safety belts fastened until the sign was switched off.

Ali listened nervously to the voices making the announcements but understood neither the English nor the other language they spoke, which he took to be Swedish. Sweat was trickling down his back, making the shirt he had bought for the journey stick to his skin. He tried not to lean back against his seat, but did not want to attract attention by leaning forward as he had done on the flight from Baghdad to Istanbul. He had been asked several times by air stewards if everything was all right and whether he needed anything to drink or eat. He shook his head, wiped the sweat from his top lip with the back of his hand, and closed his eyes. He hoped that they would be there soon, that it would all be over and he would know he had reached safety.

He was tingling all over with anxiety. He squeezed the armrests with both hands and clenched his jaw. For what must have been the hundredth time he looked around the plane, trying to work out who his escort might be. Who was the secret person sitting among all the other passengers just to make sure he behaved himself and followed his instructions? A shadow, sent by his liberator. For his own good. For everybody else’s good. So there would be no problem for others, like him, who would be given the chance to come to Sweden on such generous terms as himself.

The false passport was tucked into the breast pocket of his shirt. He had put it in his hand luggage to start with, but had to take it out when the stewardess came and pointed at the sign saying his seat was next to an emergency exit. That meant you were not allowed to have your bags under the seat in front of you but had to stow them in the overhead compartments. Ali, almost giving way to panic, could not bear to be separated from his passport. With trembling hands he opened the zip of his bag and rummaged for the passport, which had slipped down to the bottom. He gripped its hard covers, thrust it into his shirt pocket, and handed the bag to the stewardess.

The instructions once he was in Sweden were crystal clear. On no account was he to ask for asylum while he was still at the airport. Nor was he to leave his documentation behind or hand it over to the escort on the plane before he got off. The passport contained a visa that said he was a business traveler from one of the Gulf states and entitled to enter the country. The fact that he spoke no English should not be a problem.

The plane taxied in, gliding surprisingly softly over the hard frost-covered tarmac and approached Gate 37, where the passengers were to disembark.

“What happens if I fail?” Ali had asked his contact in Damascus who had first made him the offer.

“Don’t worry so much,” the contact replied with a thin-lipped smile.

“I’ve got to know,” said Ali. “What happens if I fail in any of these tasks I’ve got to do? I’ve spoken to other people going to the same place. This isn’t the way it usually happens.”

The contact’s look had darkened.

“I thought you were grateful, Ali.”

“Oh, I am,” he said quickly. “It’s just that I wonder—”

“Stop wondering so much,” the contact broke in. “And you are not, under any circumstances, to say anything about this to anyone else. Not ever. You’ve got to focus on just one thing, and that’s getting into this country the way we’ve arranged, and then you must carry out the task we shall be giving you. After that you can be reunited with your family. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“More than anything else.”

“Good, so worry less and focus more. If you don’t, the risk is that you could be more unhappy than you have ever been in your life.”

“I can’t be any more unhappy than I am now,” whispered Ali, head bowed.

“Oh, yes you can,” answered his contact in a voice so cold that Ali stopped breathing from sheer terror. “Imagine if you lost your whole family, Ali. Or they lost you. Being alone is the only true unhappiness. Remember that, for your family’s sake.”

Ali closed his eyes and knew he would never forget. He recognized a threat when he heard one.

As he passed through passport control ten minutes later and knew he had got into the country, the thought came back to him again. From this point on, there was only one way forward: the path taking him away from the life he was now more certain than ever he had left behind him forever.



WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 2008




STOCKHOLM

The homemade croissants on offer in the Criminal Investigation Department staff room looked like something else entirely. Peder Rydh took two at once and grinned as he nudged his new colleague, Joar Sahlin, who gave him a blank look and made do with one.

“Cocks,” clarified Peder in a word, holding up one of the croissants.

“Pardon?” said his colleague, looking him straight in the eye.

Peder stuffed half a croissant into his mouth and answered as he was chewing it.

“They look like limp prickth.”

Then he sat himself down beside the female police probationer who had started work on the same floor a few weeks earlier.

It had been a tough autumn and winter for Peder. He had celebrated his twin sons’ first birthday by leaving their mother, and since then he had screwed up pretty much everything else as well. Not at work, but privately. The woman who had wanted to be his girlfriend, Pia Nordh, suddenly turned her back on him, saying she had found someone else.

“It’s the real thing this time, Peder,” she had said. “I don’t want to sabotage anything that feels so right.”

Peder gave a snort and wondered how serious it could really be for a good lay like Pia Nordh, but had the sense not to voice his opinion out loud. Not just then, anyway.

The really frustrating thing after Pia dumped him was that it had been so hard to find any new talent for a bit of fun. Until now. The probationer couldn’t be more than twenty-five, but she seemed more mature somehow. The main point about her was that she was too new to have heard all the stories about how Peder had behaved. About the way he had left his wife, and been unfaithful even while they were still together. About his boys, so little and doubly abandoned by their daddy, who in the middle of his paternity leave decided he could not stand being cooped up at home with the babies and handed them back to their mother. Who had just managed to start working part time after a postnatal year of serious depression.

Peder sat as close to the probationer as he could without seeming weird, still well aware that it was too close anyway. But she did not move away, which Peder took as a good sign.

“Nice croissants,” she said, putting her head on one side.

She had her hair cut short, with wayward curls sticking out in all directions. If she hadn’t had such a pretty face, she would have looked like a troll. Peder decided to chance it and grinned his cheekiest grin.

“They look almost like cocks, don’t they?” he said with a wink.

The probationer gave him a long look, then got to her feet and walked out. His colleagues on the next sofa pulled mocking faces.

“Only you, Peder,” one of them said, shaking his head.

Peder said nothing but went on with his morning coffee and croissant in silence, his cheeks flushing.

Then Detective Superintendent Alex Recht stuck his head round the staff room door.

“Peder and Joar, meeting in the Lions’ Den in ten minutes.”

Peder looked around him surreptitiously and noted to his satisfaction that normal order had been restored. He could not get away from his reputation as the randiest male on the whole floor, but he was also the only one who had been promoted to DI when he was only thirty-two, and definitely the only one with a permanent place in Alex Recht’s special investigation team.

He rose from the sofa in a leisurely fashion, carrying his coffee cup. He left it on the draining board, despite the fact that the dishwasher was wide open and a bright red sign saying YOUR MUM DOESN’T WORK HERE told him where everything should go.

•  •  •

In something that seemed as distant as another life, Fredrika Bergman had always been relieved when night came, when fatigue claimed her and she could finally get to bed. But that was then. Now she felt only anxiety as ten o’clock passed and the need for sleep made itself felt. Like a guerrilla she crouched before her enemy, ready to fight to the last drop of blood. She usually had little trouble emerging victorious. Her body and soul were so tightly strung that she lay awake well into the small hours. The exhaustion was almost like physical pain and the baby kicked impatiently to try to make its mother settle down. But it hardly ever succeeded.

The maternity clinic had referred her to a doctor, who thought he was reassuring her when he said she was not the only pregnant woman afflicted by terrible nightmares.

“It’s the hormones,” he explained. “And we often find it in women who are experiencing problems with loosening of the joints and getting a lot of pain, like you.”

Then he said he would like to sign her off sick, but at that point she got up, walked out, and went to work. If she was not allowed to work, she was sure it would destroy her. And that would hardly keep the nightmares at bay.

A week later she was back at the doctor’s, sheepishly admitting she would like a certificate to reduce her working hours by 25 percent. The doctor did as she asked, without further discussion.

Fredrika moved slowly through the short section of corridor in the plainclothes division that was the territory of Alex’s team. Her stomach looked as though a basketball had accidentally found its way under her clothes. Her breasts had nearly doubled in size.

“Like the beautiful hills of southern France where they grow all that lovely wine,” as Spencer Lagergren, the baby’s father, had said when they saw each other a few evenings earlier.

As if the painful joints and the nightmares were not enough, Spencer was a problem in himself. Fredrika’s parents, entirely unaware of the existence of their daughter’s lover even though they had been together for over ten years, had been dismayed when she told them just in time for Advent Sunday that she was pregnant. And that the father of the baby was a professor at Uppsala University, and married.

“But, Fredrika!” her mother exclaimed. “How old is this man?”

“He’s twenty-five years older than me and he’ll take his full share of the responsibility,” said Fredrika, and almost believed it as she said it.

“I see,” her father said wearily. “And what does that mean, in the twenty-first century?”

That was a good question, thought Fredrika, suddenly feeling as tired as her father sounded.

What it meant in essence was simply that Spencer intended to acknowledge voluntarily that he was the father and to pay maintenance. And to see the baby as often as possible, but without leaving his wife, who had now also been let in on the secret that had hardly been a secret.

“What did she say when you told her?” Fredrika asked cautiously.

“She said it would be nice to have children about the house,” replied Spencer.

“She said that?” said Fredrika, hardly knowing if he was joking or not.

Spencer gave her a wry look.

“What do you think?”

Then he had to go, and they had said no more on the subject.

At work, Fredrika’s pregnancy aroused more curiosity than she had hoped, and since nobody actually came out with any direct questions, there was inevitably a good deal of gossip and speculation. Who could be father to the baby of single, career-minded Fredrika Bergman? The only employee in the Criminal Investigation Division without police training behind her, who since her recruitment had managed to annoy every single one of her male colleagues, either by paying them too little attention or by questioning their competence.

It was a surprise, thought Fredrika as she stopped outside Alex’s closed door. That she, initially so skeptical about staying in her police job, seemed to have found her niche there in the end and stayed on beyond her probationary period.

I was on my way out from the very start, she thought, putting one hand on her belly for a moment. I wasn’t going to come back. Yet here I am.

She rapped hard on Alex’s door. She had noticed his hearing did not seem that good these days.

“Come in,” muttered her boss from the other side of the door.

He beamed when he saw who it was. He did that a lot these days, and certainly much more often than anyone else in the division.

Fredrika smiled back. Her smile lasted until she saw that his expression had changed and he was looking concerned again.

“Are you getting much sleep?”

“Oh, I get by,” she replied evasively.

Alex nodded, almost to himself.

“I’ve got a fairly simple case here that . . .” he began, but stopped himself and tried again. “We’ve been asked to take a look at a hit-and-run incident out at the university. A foreign man was found dead in the middle of Frescativägen. He’d been run over and they haven’t been able to identify him. We need to put his prints through the system and see if it comes up with anything.”

“And otherwise wait for someone to report him missing?”

“Yes, and go over what’s been done already, so to speak. He had a few personal items on him; ask to see them. Go through the report, check that there doesn’t seem to be anything suspicious about the case. If there isn’t, close the file, and report back to me.”

A thought flashed through Fredrika’s mind so fast that she had no time to register it. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to retrieve it.

“Okay, I think that’s all,” Alex said slowly, looking at her contorted face. “We’ve got a group meeting in the Den about another case in a minute or two.”

“See you there, then,” said Fredrika, getting up.

She was back in the corridor before she realized she had forgotten to bring up the matter she went to see Alex about in the first place.

•  •  •

The curtains were closed in the meeting room known as the Lions’ Den, and the place was like an overheated sauna. Alex Recht threw back the curtains to see light flakes of snow falling from the dark sky. The TV weather girl had promised that morning that the bad weather would move away by evening. Alex had his own views on that subject. The weather had been capricious ever since the start of the new year: days of snow and temperatures below zero alternating with rain and gales, fit to make anyone curse.

“Bloody weather,” said Peder as he came into the Den.

“Dreadful,” Alex said curtly. “Is Joar on his way?”

Peder nodded but said nothing, and Joar came into the room. The group’s assistant, Ellen Lind, was right behind him, along with Fredrika.

The newly installed projector up on the ceiling whirred away quietly in the background and all Alex’s attention was focused on the computer as he tried to coax it into action. The group waited patiently; they knew better than to point out that any one of them would be better at the technical stuff than their boss.

“There’s something I’ve got to tell you,” a gruff Alex said in the end, pushing the laptop aside. “As you may have noticed, this group hasn’t really been working as initially planned. We were brought together so we could be called on for particularly difficult cases, above all missing persons and particularly brutal violent crimes. And when Fredrika went down to part time, we were given Joar as backup, for which we’re extremely grateful.”

Here, Alex looked at Joar, who met his eye without comment. There was something reserved and reticent about the young man that Alex found surprising. The contrast with the skillful but sometimes wayward Peder was striking. At first he had seen this as a positive thing, but within a couple of weeks he began to have his doubts. It was obvious Joar found Peder’s way of talking annoying and offensive, while Peder seemed frustrated by his new colleague’s calmness and flexibility. Pairing Joar with Fredrika Bergman would probably have been a better idea. But she was on reduced hours on doctor’s orders now, and hampered by this pregnancy that was taking so much out of her. Certificates referring to severe pain, sleep problems, and nightmares crossed Alex’s desk, and when Fredrika did manage to come into the office, she looked so pale and weak that her colleagues were quite shocked.

“It turns out, perhaps not surprisingly, that when it comes to the crunch, there aren’t enough of us and we need reinforcements, and in between times we’re often on loan to the Stockholm police homicide department to help out with their cases. So the question has been asked: do we need to be a permanent group, or should we be dispersed among the Stockholm police or the county CID instead?”

Peder was the one who looked most dismayed.

“But, but—”

Alex held up a hand.

“There’s been no formal decision yet,” he said, “but I just wanted to let you all know that it’s on the cards.”

No one said a word, and the projector stopped whirring.

Alex fiddled with the papers he had in front of him on the desk.

“Anyway, we’ve now got a case—well, two actually—that our friends in the Norrmalm police need a hand with. A couple in their sixties, Jakob and Marja Ahlbin, found dead yesterday evening in their flat by another couple who had been invited round for dinner. When nobody answered the door, and the other couple couldn’t get through on any of the phones either, they opened the door with their own key and found the pair dead in the bedroom. According to the preliminary police report, which is based mainly on a suicide note written by the dead husband, he shot his wife and then himself.”

The computer belatedly began to cooperate, and crime-scene pictures flashed up on the white screen behind Alex. Ellen and Joar each gave a start at the sight of the enlarged pictures of bodies with gunshot wounds, but Peder was spellbound.

He’s changed, Alex thought to himself. He wasn’t like that before.

“According to the note, he had found out two days earlier that their elder daughter, Karolina, had died from a heroin overdose, and he saw no reason to carry on living. He himself was treated for serious and recurring bouts of depression all his adult life. Only this January he underwent ECT treatment, and he was on antidepressants. A chronic sufferer, in fact.”

“What’s ETC?” asked Peder.

“ECT,” Alex corrected him. “Electroconvulsive therapy, it’s used in particularly difficult cases of depression. As a way of kick-starting the brain.”

“Electric shocks,” said Peder. “Isn’t that illegal?”

“As Alex said, in controlled form it has had very positive benefits for severely ill patients,” Joar interjected in a matter-of-fact tone. “The patient is under anesthetic during the actual treatment and the vast majority show striking improvement.”

Peder stared at Joar but said nothing. He turned to Alex.

“Why have we been saddled with this case? It’s already solved, isn’t it?”

“It might not be,” replied Alex. “The two people who found the couple say it’s impossible to believe that the man murdered his wife and then shot himself. They did recognize the weapon, a .22-caliber hunting pistol, because the two men would often go hunting together, but they were adamant when questioned that it would be entirely out of character for him to be so crazed by grief as to act like that.”

“So what do these friends think did happen, then?” asked Fredrika, making her first contribution to the meeting.

“They think they must have been murdered,” said Alex, giving her a look. “Both of them apparently held positions in the Swedish Church: he was a vicar and she was a cantor. Jakob Ahlbin has been quite prominent in recent years in debates about immigration. These friends of the couple claim they were such fervent believers that suicide simply wouldn’t have been in the cards. And it seems incomprehensible to them for Jakob to have received the news of his daughter’s death and not passed it on to his wife.”

“So what do we do?” asked Peder, still not convinced the case was worthy of their attention.

“We’ll interview the two who found the couple again,” Alex said firmly. “And we need to get hold of the Ahlbins’ younger daughter, Johanna, who has probably not been informed of her sister’s and parents’ deaths. That may prove tricky; no one’s managed to locate her yet. I dread the thought of the media releasing the names and pictures of the deceased before we find her.”

He looked at Joar and then at Peder.

“I want you two as a team to interview the friends, once you’ve been to the scene of the crime. See if there seems any good reason to pursue this any further. Then divide your forces and interview other people if you need to. Find more people who knew them in the church.”

As they were getting to their feet, Peder asked: “And what about the other case? You said there were two.”

Alex frowned.

“The other one I’ve already allocated to Fredrika,” he said. “Just a routine thing, an unidentified man found dead near the university this morning. He seems to have been in the middle of the road after dark and was run over by someone who didn’t dare to stop and hand himself over to the police. And don’t forget what I said.”

Peder and Joar waited.

“Make sure you find the daughter double quick. Nobody should have to get the news that their parents have died from the tabloid press.”



BANGKOK, THAILAND

The sun was just disappearing behind the skyscrapers when she realized she had a problem. It had been an incredibly hot day with temperatures way above normal, and she had been feeling hot and sticky since early that morning. She had had a long succession of meetings in stuffy rooms with no air-conditioning and a picture had started to emerge. Or perhaps it was more of a suspicion. She could not decide which, but the follow-up work when she got home would undoubtedly answer all her questions.

Her return to Sweden was not many days away. In fact it was approaching all too quickly. It had been her original intention to round off the long trip with a few days of holiday sunshine down in Cha-Am, but circumstances beyond her control had put paid to the plan, and she realized the most practical thing now was to stay in Bangkok until it was time to go home.

What’s more, her father’s latest email had made her uneasy:

“You must be careful. Don’t extend your stay. Be discreet in your investigations. Dad.”

Once the last meeting of the day was over, she asked to borrow a phone.

“I have to ring the airline to confirm my flight home,” she explained to the man she had just interviewed, taking out the plastic wallet with the electronic tickets she had printed out.

The phone rang several times before the operator answered at the other end.

“I’d like to confirm my flight back with you on Friday,” she said, fiddling with a Buddha figurine on the desk in front of her.

“Booking number?”

She gave her booking reference and waited as the operator put her on hold. Tinny music began to play in her ear, and she looked idly out of the window. Outside, Bangkok was boiling, getting ready for the evening and night ahead. An unlimited choice of discotheques and nightclubs, bars and restaurants. A constant din and a never-ending stream of people going in all directions. Dirt and dust mixed with the strangest sights and scents. Hordes of shopkeepers and street vendors, and the occasional huge elephant in the heart of the city, although they were prohibited. And between the maze of buildings, the river cutting the city in two.

I must come back here, she told herself. As a proper tourist, not for work.

The tinny music stopped and the operator was back on the line.

“I’m sorry, miss, but we can’t find your booking. Could you give me the number again?”

She sighed and repeated the number. The man who had lent her his office was clearly losing patience, too. A discreet knock at the door indicated his wish to reclaim it.

“Won’t be a minute,” she called.

The knocking stopped as the endless loop of music resumed. She was kept waiting longer this time and was deep in reverie, imagining future tourist trips to Thailand, when the operator’s voice broke in.

“I’m really sorry, miss, but we can’t find your booking. Are you sure it was with Thai Airways?”

“I’ve got my e-ticket right here in front of me,” she said irritably, looking at the computer printout in her hand. “I’m flying from Bangkok to Stockholm with your airline this Friday. I paid 4,567 Swedish kronor. The money was taken from my account on the tenth of January this year.”

She could hear the operator working away at the other end; he had not bothered to put her on hold this time.

“May I ask how you traveled to Thailand, miss?” he asked. “Did you fly with us?”

She hesitated, recalling the earlier stages of her trip, which she did not want to refer to.

“No,” she replied. “No, I didn’t come with you. And I was not traveling from Stockholm when I entered Thailand.”

The names of a string of cities flashed on and off in her mind. Athens, Istanbul, Amman, and Damascus. No, it wasn’t information anyone else needed to know.

The line went quiet for several minutes, and the man knocked on the office door again.

“Will you be much longer?”

“There’s a bit of a problem with my airline ticket,” she called back. “It won’t take long to sort out.”

The operator came back on the line.

“I’ve made a really thorough check and spoken to my line manager,” he said firmly. “You have no booking with our company, and as far as I can see, you never did have.”

She took a breath, ready to protest. But he preempted her.

“I am very sorry, miss. If you would like to make another booking, we can help you with that, of course. Not for Friday, I’m afraid, but we can fly you home on Sunday. A single ticket will cost you 1,255 dollars.”

“But this is ridiculous,” she said indignantly. “I don’t want another ticket, I want to fly on the one I’ve already bought. I demand that you—”

“We’ve done everything we can, miss. The only thing I can suggest is that you check your email account to make sure it really was our airline you booked with and not someone else. There are sometimes false tickets on sale, though it’s extremely rare for that to happen. But as I say, check that and then contact us again. I’ve reserved a seat for you for Sunday. Okay?”

“Okay,” she answered in a weak voice.

But it was not okay. Not at all.

She felt weary as she hung up. This was the last thing she needed just now. The whole trip had been dogged by administrative hitches. But it had never occurred to her to worry about the flight home.

She strode out of the room into the corridor.

“I’m sorry to have taken so long, but there seems to be a problem with my flight home.”

He looked concerned.

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Is there a computer with Internet access I could borrow? Then I could get into my email and double-check my booking.”

He shook his head.

“Sorry, miss, I’m afraid we haven’t got one here. Our Internet connection was so bad that we decided we’d be better off popping to the Internet café round the corner when we needed to go online.”

She took her leave, thanking him for his help and all the important information he had been brave enough to entrust to her with, and went to the café he recommended.

There was a spring in her long-legged step as she went into the café and asked to use a computer for fifteen minutes. The proprietor showed her to computer number three and asked if she wanted coffee. She declined the offer, hoping she would be on the way back to her hotel very shortly.

The fan inside the computer whirred as the processor tried to upload her inbox onto the screen. She drummed her fingers impatiently on the table, sending up a silent prayer for the system not to crash so she had to start all over again. She knew from experience that the Internet abroad was not what it was in Sweden.

The café’s air-conditioning was as noisy as a small tank rumbling along, reminding her of the region she had visited before her trip to Thailand. Her hand went automatically to the chain she wore round her neck, under her blouse. Her fingers closed round the USB memory stick that hung on it, resting against her chest. There, encased in that one little bit of plastic, were all the facts she had collected. She would soon be home and all the pieces of the puzzle would fall into place.

“Sure you’ll be all right?” her father had asked with an anxious note in his voice, the evening before she left.

“ ’Course I will.”

He stroked her cheek, and they said no more about it. They both knew she was more than able to look after herself, and anyway, the trip had been her own idea, but the question still needed asking.

“Just ring if you need any help,” her father said as they parted at Stockholm’s main airport.

But she had only rung once and the rest of their communication had been by email. She had deleted the emails as she went along without really knowing why.

The computer had finally accessed the site and something came up on the screen.

You have entered the wrong password. Please try again.

She shook her head. This was clearly not going to be a good day. She tried again. The computer growled as it labored away. And again:

You have entered the wrong password. Please try again.

She tried three more times. Each time the same message. She swallowed hard.

Something’s going wrong. Really wrong.

And another part of her mind threw up the thought: ought she, in fact, to be scared?



STOCKHOLM

Peder and Joar drove in silence through Kungsholmen, over St. Erik’s Bridge and on toward Odenplan, where the elderly couple had been found dead. Peder was at the wheel, racing to every red light. A suspicion had planted itself in the back of his mind after the croissant incident in the staff room. Joar had not even cracked a smile when Peder came out with his funny cock joke. That was bad. Clearly a sign. Peder had got better at observing those over the years. Signs. Signs that a colleague was of the other persuasion. Batting for the other side. Gay.

Not that he had anything against it. Absolutely not. Just as long as he didn’t try it on with him. Then he’d see him in hell.

He squinted sideways at Joar’s profile. His colleague’s face was remarkably finely drawn, almost like a painting. A face like a mask. The eyes were ice blue, the pupils never dilated. The lips were a little too red, the eyelashes implausibly long. Peder screwed up his eyes to get a better look. If Joar wore makeup, he could take his own car in future.

The traffic lights turned from green to red and Peder had to put his foot down to get through. He did not need to look at Joar to know his colleague disapproved.

“Hard to know whether to stop or speed up when it’s like that,” said Peder, mainly to have something to say.

“Mmm,” responded Joar, looking the other way. “What was the name of the street?”

“Dalagatan. They lived on the top floor. Big flat, apparently.”

“Are the bodies still there?”

“No, and forensics are supposed to be finished now, so we can go in.”

They said nothing as Peder parked the car. He fished out the parking permit and slunk after his colleague into the building. Joar ignored the lift and set off up the five flights of stairs to the couple’s flat. Peder followed, wondering why the hell they weren’t taking the lift when it was so many floors up.

The stairwell was freshly decorated, the walls white and shiny. The steps were marble, the window frames painted brown. The lift shaft in the middle was an old-fashioned, wrought-iron affair. Peder’s thoughts went to the woman from whom he had separated, Ylva. She hated confined spaces. Peder had once tried to seduce her in his parents’ guest cloakroom during a boring family dinner, but Ylva found making love in such a small space so stressful that her skin came up in bumps and she couldn’t breathe properly.

They had laughed over that story countless times.

But not these past eighteen months, Peder observed bitterly. There hadn’t been much bloody laughing at all.

There was no sign of forced entry to the couple’s front door. The label on the letter box simply said AHLBIN. Joar rang the bell and a uniformed police officer opened the door. He and a crime-scene technician were the only ones there.

“All right if we come in?” asked Peder.

The officer nodded.

“They’re just doing the windows, then they’ll be finished on the forensic side.”

Peder and Joar advanced into the flat.

“Was it rented?” asked Joar.

The officer shook his head.

“Owner-occupied. They’d lived here since 1999.”

Peder gave a whistle as he went round the flat. It was spacious and had high ceilings. All the rooms had beautiful stuccowork and the expanses of white wall were sparingly hung with paintings and photographs.

Peder thought Fredrika would have loved this flat, though he had not the least idea how her own home was decorated.

Why was that? Why didn’t people go round to each other’s places nowadays? The fact that he had never been to Fredrika’s was not very surprising, but with other colleagues it was harder to understand. He hated the lonely evenings in the flat where he had moved the previous autumn. Although he was buying rather than renting, he hadn’t done any work on it. His mother made curtains and bought cushions and tablecloths, but when he showed no sign of wanting to help, she lost interest. He could hardly blame her.

The couple’s flat had windows looking out in three directions and there were four main rooms. The kitchen and living room area was open plan. A sliding wall divided the living room and library. Then there was a guest bedroom and the bedroom where the two bodies had been found.

Peder and Joar stopped at the door and surveyed the room. They had both seen the crime-scene report written by the officers who were first to arrive. The initial assessment would presumably hold good even once forensics had finished their job. Jakob Ahlbin had shot his wife in the back of the head. She must have been standing with her back to the doorway, where Jakob had presumably been. So she had first fallen headlong onto the bed but subsequently slipped onto the floor. Then her husband had walked round the bed, lain down on it, and shot himself in the temple. The farewell letter had been on the bedside table.

There was nothing in the room to indicate any sort of struggle before either of them died. No furniture seemed to have been moved; nothing was broken or smashed. The woman was in her dressing gown when they found her. The indications were that she had started getting ready for the guests they were expecting about an hour later.

“Do we have a more exact time of death?” asked Peder.

“Their friends found them at seven and the pathologist estimated they’d been dead scarcely two hours. So they must have died at about five.”

“Has anyone interviewed the neighbors?” asked Joar. “The shots must have echoed through the building.”

The officer standing just behind them nodded.

“Yes, we’ve talked to everyone who was at home, and they heard the shots. But it all happened so fast and the residents here are all fairly elderly and couldn’t be sure exactly where the sound was coming from. One of them even rang the police, but when the patrol car turned up, no one could say for sure which flat the shots had come from, and there was no other disturbance. Nobody had noticed anyone coming or going just afterward. So the patrol car moved on.”

“So sound travels in the building? Since people were confident enough to say fairly definitely that nobody came or went?” Joar asked tentatively.

“Yes, that must be right,” replied the uniformed officer.

Just then there was the sound of furniture scraping the floor in the flat below.

“There, what did I say, sound travels here,” said the officer, rather more self-assured now.

“Were they in the whole time?” Peder asked.

“Who?”

“The neighbors you interviewed, the ones who live below here.”

The officer took a surreptitious look at his notebook.

“No,” he said. “They didn’t get back until eight last night, unfortunately. And there’s only one other flat on this floor, and the people who live there weren’t at home either.”

“So none of the nearest neighbors were in when the shots were fired?” Peder observed.

“No, that more or less sums it up.”

Joar said nothing, just walked around the room, frowning. He glanced occasionally at Peder and the uniformed officer, but held his tongue.

There’s something shady about him, thought Peder. Apart from the fact that he’s gay, he’s got something else to hide.

“This mark,” Joar said suddenly, breaking into Peder’s thoughts. “Do we know anything about that?”

He indicated a streak of pale gray arcing across the wall at the head of the bed, just behind the lamp on the bedside table.

“No,” said the officer. “But it could have been there for ages, couldn’t it?”

“Of course,” said Joar. “Or it could have been caused by the lamp being knocked sideways off the table onto the floor. If that’s what happened.”

“You mean there could have been a violent tussle in here after all, and the lamp went flying?” asked Peder.

“Exactly so, and when it was all over, someone put the lamp back in its original place. We can ask forensics to check it out, if they haven’t already.”

He crouched down.

“It’s not plugged into the wall,” he added. “Maybe it was pulled out of the socket when it fell off the table.”

“Hmm,” said Peder, and went over to the window to look out.

“All the windows in the flat were shut when we got here,” reported the policeman. “And the front door was locked.”

“From the inside?”

“Erm, there was no way of telling. That’s to say, it could have been either. But we think the door was locked from the inside.”

“But it could have been locked from outside? Do we know who had keys to this place?”

“According to the friends who found the bodies, they were the only ones with keys to the flat. And the daughter who’d just died had a set. That was something they found extremely upsetting, by the way.”

“The fact that she had keys to the flat, too?” Peder asked, baffled.

“No, the fact that she’s supposed to have taken an overdose,” the officer clarified. “Admittedly they hadn’t seen her for a few weeks, but as far as they were aware, she had a very good relationship with her parents. And it was news to them that she was on drugs.”

Joar and Peder exchanged glances.

“We need to talk to those friends of theirs as soon as possible,” said Joar. “Do they live near here?”

“Down on Vanadisplan. They’re in.”

“Let’s get down there right away,” said Peder, already on his way to the front door.

“Give me a minute,” said Joar. “I just want one more good look round before we go.”

Peder planted himself in the middle of the living room and waited impatiently for Joar to finish whatever it was he was doing.

“Going round the flat, what sort of sense do you get of the people who lived here? “ Joar asked him.

Peder looked about him at a loss, caught off guard by the question.

“That they’re not short of money,” he said eventually.

Joar, who had come to a stop a few meters away, facing him, put his head on one side.

“True,” he said. “But anything else?”

Joar’s tone of voice made him feel uneasy, though he could not work out why. As if the questions triggered some complex within him of which he had been unaware until now.

“I don’t really know.”

“Try.”

Provoked, Peder tramped demonstratively round the living room and into the kitchen area. He carried on through the hall, into the library and guest room, and then back to his starting point. “They’re well off,” he reiterated. “They’ve had money for a long time. Maybe inherited some. It almost looks as if they don’t live here. Not properly.”
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