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  To Annika, one of the very best


  



  THREE LOST MEN


  APRIL 2016


  



  The First Man:


  THE WILL


  All these decisions. During the last months of his life, this was what he would think about the most. All the questions that needed an answer, all the answers that were in fact decisions. How he wanted to live, how he wanted to die. And which secrets he wanted to share, how many he would take with him to the grave.


  He was in no doubt: she deserved to know. However, he was less certain whether she really needed to know while he was still alive what he’d hidden for all those years. He thought their relationship would be better off if he continued to keep quiet. The time was so short, and he still had so much to do. To use a clichéd expression: it was time to atone for the sins of the past.


  So one rainy morning in April he sat down at his desk and wrote the most important letter of his entire life. Every word had to be chosen with extreme care, every sentence polished to perfection. When he had finished he read through it over and over again. Eventually he was satisfied. Or rather resigned. This was the best he could do, and he would never know how she reacted when she found out what he’d done. Exhausted, he got to his feet. He needed lunch, a rest, a walk. He needed to get away, but suddenly he was overwhelmed with fear and anxiety.


  He sat down.


  Again, he thought. I have to read the letter again.


  And so he did.


  



  


  My darling,


  Some months have now passed since we were given the worst possible news. When you read this, I will be gone. The day of my death has been decided, and we both know exactly when it will be. It is incomprehensible – impossible to grasp – that I am sitting here writing, yet I am aware that my time is measured out. It always has been, to be fair, even if we human beings often choose to believe that death will come to others and not to us, as if there is a third option somewhere between eternal life and eternal rest. As if we can come and go as we wish through the portal that separates the living from the dead. Trust me, that option does not exist.


  Perhaps I don’t deserve any better than this. Perhaps the fact that I will be snatched away sooner than either of us would have wished is actually a kind of justice. That’s why I’m writing this letter, because I am so afraid that I deserve the death that awaits me.


  I did something very stupid a number of years ago. Do you remember just after our daughter was born, when I was still recovering from the car accident? Of course you do, it was a terrible time. No doubt you also remember the tablets I was taking, how we both laughed and said they were strong enough to knock out a horse. God knows I needed them to function in my everyday life, to regain my strength and to cope with my body. But you were right – neither my brain nor my eyes were clear until the pain went away and I managed to free myself from the grip of the morphine.


  I was careless just once. Once. But that was enough to ruin another person’s life. It was a Tuesday. This is what happened. I got in the car and drove to Uppsala to meet my boss in connection with a dinner that was to be held later that evening. In spite of the fact that I was signed off work due to my injuries, in spite of the fact that I had mobility problems. And in spite of the fact that my senses were befuddled because of the medication. I have never forgiven myself for driving. I should have taken the train. But I didn’t.


  And I ran into someone.


  Yes, you read those words correctly. It’s appalling, and impossible to undo. The sound when she hit the bonnet, when her head thudded against the windscreen. And then the utterly bizarre sight of her lying lifeless on the road behind the car. Less than three seconds had passed. I remember staring into the rear-view mirror, I couldn’t understand how she’ d ended up there.


  However, I understood everything else with great clarity.


  Either I stopped and took responsibility for what I’d done, in which case my life would be over. I might even lose you and our child. Or I drove on and pretended nothing had happened. I looked around; there wasn’t a soul in sight. No witnesses, just silence. So I chose the latter option. I left her there on the road. I thought that the decision would have to be made only once, and there could be no remorse. I don’t really recall what thoughts were going through my head as the car began to move – probably not too many. But the guilt and the shame were embedded in my very bone marrow, and since then there hasn’t been a single day when I haven’t struggled with the memory of what I did. The story was in the papers, of course, and I secretly read about the woman I’d hit. She actually survived, much to my surprise. I say survived, but everything she had once been was gone. That’s what we do, unfortunately – we keep people alive at any price.


  By this point I’m sure you are deeply shocked, castigating me for my cowardice, wondering what the hell I was thinking. I was thinking about myself – that’s the short answer. And you and our daughter, and later our son. And that’s the way it stayed until a few months ago, and the day when everything changed. When everything came crashing down and I learned something about my own death that I could never have suspected. That’s when I decided I had to take responsibility for that terrible mistake. To atone for my crime.


  So that’s what I’ve done. I’ve tried to compensate my victim, as far as possible at least. I’m afraid that in doing so I have inevitably left a trail. That’s why I’m writing this letter, because I think there’s a risk the police will start digging into the accident I caused, and might well track me down. Track me down and discover that I am dead, and of course that’s not how you should find out what I did. You need to hear it from me.


  I ran into a young woman and left her lying on the road without attempting to help her. Others have done similar things, behaved atrociously and evaded all responsibility, but I don’t want you to remember me that way. That’s why I want to tell you that I’m different from those people. I am actually trying to take responsibility, in spite of all the years that have passed. As an author once said: I am putting everything right.


  I’m afraid I can’t do any more.


  

    I love you more than anything.


  


  



  The Second Man:


  THE HOUSE


  Just as the man who knew when he was going to die was signing his written confession, another man was contemplating a house that was more like a secret. The air was cold and raw, irritating his windpipe when he inhaled. The April weather was changeable. This was going to be good. Very good. The house had been built by hands so discreet that hardly anyone knew it existed. Hardly anyone. That was enough for the man, who turned to the woman standing beside him.


  ‘Could I take a look indoors?’ he said.


  ‘Of course.’


  The man glanced around. The garden was pretty large, and beyond it lay a small field, then nothing but forest as far as the eye could see.


  Perfect.


  The woman unlocked the front door and held it open for him.


  ‘The construction was completed just under five years ago. There was nothing illegal about the project, but we were very careful to keep it quiet as far as we could. The house isn’t linked to the municipal water supply or the sewage system. We dug a well, and we have a septic tank that we empty ourselves. We also have our own electricity supply thanks to a diesel generator.’


  ‘I understand,’ the man said, even though he really didn’t.


  To think that such a place could exist. It was astonishing. It also made him feel more than a little naïve. Was this how it felt when time slipped away? Or was it simply that this house was a consequence of a society that was growing colder and colder? He knew who the property developers behind the project were, knew their history.


  As he stepped inside he felt at the front door. It was thicker than a normal door, seemed to weigh a ton.


  The woman seemed pleased.


  ‘Both the windows and doors are designed to withstand gunfire,’ she explained. ‘The glass was ordered especially from a supplier in Germany and is strong enough to take dozens of blows with a hammer or something similar without breaking.’


  ‘Sounds like the windows in the Oval Office,’ the man said.


  His companion laughed.


  ‘We actually had the White House in mind when we designed this bunker. I think we did pretty well.’


  The man raised an eyebrow.


  ‘Bunker?’


  ‘We don’t want anyone to forget that it’s no ordinary house.’


  Stunned into silence, he walked from room to room. His pulse rate increased; never in his wildest dreams had he imagined there could be such a simple solution to his problem. The house was perfect, absolutely perfect.


  ‘How long can I rent it for?’ He couldn’t do anything about the hoarseness in his voice.


  ‘It’s available for at least six months. Do you think that’ll be enough?’


  All of a sudden he wasn’t sure.


  ‘I don’t know. The thing is, I don’t need it until later in the spring. When my daughter returns from overseas.’


  The woman placed a hand on his shoulder.


  ‘I heard what happened to you. Dreadful.’


  The sun was shining in through one of the windows, and it was clear that the light was affected by the thickness of the glass.


  ‘It certainly was,’ agreed the man who was going to rent the house. ‘But much worse for my daughter and her family than for me. It would be fantastic if they could find sanctuary at long last. I mean, they can’t hide overseas forever.’


  The woman straightened her shoulders.


  ‘I can guarantee they’ll be safe here. No one will be able to find them. So unless their situation changes before they come home . . .’


  ‘It won’t.’


  ‘. . . then they’re welcome here.’


  The man allowed himself a smile.


  ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Excellent.’


  



  The Third Man:


  THE EMPTINESS


  And then there was the third man. The man who felt no need to confess his sins, or to find a place of sanctuary for someone close to him. The man who had lost so much that he was no longer himself.


  He was sitting in his office staring silently at the wall. He didn’t react when his boss walked past his door and came to a sudden halt.


  ‘I didn’t realise you were here,’ his boss said. ‘I thought you were off duty.’


  It was obvious from the tone of his voice that he didn’t like what he was saying. And ‘off duty’ wasn’t the right phrase under the circumstances.


  ‘I had a few things to sort out.’


  His boss lingered.


  ‘I can see you’re not feeling too good,’ he said. His voice was soft; he really wanted to help.


  ‘I’m fine, I just don’t want to be at home all the time.’


  His boss cleared his throat.


  ‘You need a break – this isn’t working.’


  ‘I’m sorry?’


  His boss looked troubled. More than troubled.


  ‘I can’t have you flying off the handle at everybody over every little thing,’ he insisted quietly. ‘Your attitude, your lack of balance – it can’t go on. That’s why we suggest you take some sick leave.’


  Silence.


  So the words had finally been said. The words he’d been waiting to hear for so long. He wasn’t welcome, they didn’t want him around.


  ‘Fuck off,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to go on fucking sick leave.’


  His boss took a step backwards, but only one.


  ‘I want you out of here today,’ he said. ‘I’ve already given you more chances than you deserve.’ He walked away, still somehow hesitant.


  The man behind the desk knew he would be left in peace now. No fucker dared approach a man in the throes of grief, especially if that man had also been insulted. None of his friends or colleagues would come near him, because they didn’t know what to say. Not that he blamed them; he himself found it hard to put into words what he was going through right now. It must be impossible for someone else.


  The hours passed much too slowly. He stayed where he was, staring at the wall. That was what he looked like when he was thinking. His boss had said he wanted him out today, but he hadn’t given him a time. An idea was slowly taking shape, and he felt the need to develop it in peace and quiet. He had messed up plenty of things, but he had to get this right. Not only for his own sake, but for the sake of many others. All those who were unable to gain redress themselves, all those who had been abandoned.


  Time had become something he had both too much and too little of. On this particular day it was too much. But at last evening came, and he had to go home. Home to what was called life, home to emptiness, desolation.


  I can never make everything right again, he thought. But I can make it better.


  He got to his feet and walked out of his office.


  



    INTERVIEW WITH ALEX RECHT
06-09-2016


  

    Present: Interrogators one and two (I1 and I2), Detective Chief Inspector Alex Recht (Recht)


    

      

        	

          I1:


        

        	

          Thank you for making time to see us today. I believe you’re going to the funeral tomorrow?


        

      


      

        	

          Recht:


        

        	

          That’s correct.


        

      


      

        	

          I2:


        

        	

          Must be difficult.


        

      


      

        	

          Recht:


        

        	

          To be honest it’s unbearable.


        

      


      

        	

          I2:


        

        	

          Do you miss her?


          (silence)


        

      


      

        	

          I1:


        

        	

          We know that you and Fredrika . . . If you don’t feel able to talk about her at the moment, we’ll try to work around it. We realise you’re under pressure, but we do have to conduct this interview. A colleague has been accused of committing a criminal offence, and we need to speak to someone who was involved from the start.


        

      


      

        	

          Recht:


        

        	

          In that case you need to speak to someone else. Because I wasn’t involved from the start. None of us were.


        

      


      

        	

          I2:


        

        	

          What do you mean?


        

      


      

        	

          Recht:


        

        	

          I mean we were blind to what this whole story was about. I mean things would have been easier if we’d understood some of the basics – like how many victims we would be faced with, for example, and in what order those individuals were killed.


          (silence)


        

      


      

        	

          I1:


        

        	

          Okay, let’s make that our starting point. Who was the first victim?


          (silence)


        

      


      

        	

          Recht:


        

        	

          A man who was like the rest of us.


        

      


      

        	

          I2:


        

        	

          Sorry?


        

      


      

        	

          Recht:


        

        	

          I said a man who was like the rest of us. A man who was nothing more than a human being.


        

      


    


  


  



  SATURDAY


  



  


  It was in the middle of the summer that would be the longest of all that the first grisly murder was committed. It began on a Saturday, a day that could have passed like any other but was destined to be one that radically changed the lives of a number of people. Henry Lindgren was one of those people, but he didn’t know that.


  It was 8.45 in the evening when Henry left his apartment to go and buy a newspaper, one of those with plenty of crosswords in it. There was nothing worth watching on TV, and he always slept well if he completed a crossword before switching off his bedside light. If he’d known what that brief excursion would cost him, he would have stayed home.


  It was raining and a little chilly, so Henry put on the autumn jacket he’d been wearing for almost a year thanks to a mild winter, a cold spring and a cool early summer. He also picked up his umbrella. He was heading for the newsagent’s on the corner, and wouldn’t have to go far in the bad weather. Which was just as well – the wind tore at his umbrella as soon as he stepped outside, and his trouser legs were soon soaked through. A bell tinkled as he pushed open the door of the shop.


  ‘What a summer,’ said Amir, the owner.


  ‘Could be worse,’ Henry replied. He liked the fact that the summer brought both sun and rain. He paid for his paper and left.


  The shadow came from nowhere. Not particularly large or tall, but very clearly in his way. Henry stopped and tried to make out who was blocking the path.


  ‘I need help with my dog,’ the man said.


  Henry looked around. There was no sign of any dog.


  ‘Oh?’


  The man took a step closer.


  ‘My dog,’ he repeated. ‘It’s not well. Can you help me carry it up the escalator?’


  That should probably have rung a warning bell in Henry’s brain, but it didn’t. He assumed the man was on drugs and was hallucinating about both the dog and the escalator.


  ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think there’s anything I can do,’ he said, trying to get past.


  He hurried back to his apartment block and keyed in the four-digit code. He shook his umbrella and closed it. Too late he discovered that the man had followed him into the building. The outside door clicked shut behind both of them.


  Damn. This wasn’t good, but Henry Lindgren kept his composure. It was important not to panic, he’d read that so many times. Never panic when faced with an unpredictable individual.


  He didn’t dare wait for the lift, but took the stairs instead. He lived on the top floor, and his knees were already protesting by the time he reached the second storey. The man seemed to have stayed put; Henry couldn’t hear any footsteps behind him. By the third flight of stairs he was breathing heavily; he was running out of steam, finding it hard to focus. He concentrated on keeping going, making sure he wasn’t being followed. Unfortunately he failed to notice that the lift was on its way up.


  Henry was on the point of bursting into tears by the time he reached his own front door. He fumbled for his key and inserted it in the lock just as the lift came to a halt. Then everything happened so fast that an elderly person like Henry could be forgiven for not reacting in time. It was as if the man flew into his apartment. He slammed the door and locked it. Henry stood there in the hallway clutching his dripping umbrella.


  Then the man uttered the words that changed – and possibly explained – everything.


  ‘Forget the dog. I want you to keep an eye on my daughter. The thing is, I made a terrible mistake. I left her on the train, she was asleep when I got off. I was only gone for a couple of minutes, but that was enough. Now I’m standing on the platform and she’s all alone on the train. Can you keep an eye on her?’


  Henry slowly shook his head as his field of vision shrank. He was paralysed and struck dumb with shock. He couldn’t say a single word. He just wanted to know why this man had turned up to remind Henry of the biggest mistake of his life.


  Can you keep an eye on her?


  I thought I could. I really thought I could.


  ‘What do you want?’ he whispered, his voice hoarse with tension. Henry was afraid.


  Terrified.


  The man didn’t reply. Instead he struck Henry across the throat with such force that everything went black and his legs gave way. Lying on the floor, incapable of speaking or even swallowing his own saliva, Henry was only vaguely aware of what was happening. Unstructured thoughts filled his mind, too many to grasp. They turned into a warm flow of energy surging through his body as he felt the man grab the hair at the back of his neck and push his head forward. A few thoughts flashed with sudden clarity, broke through. Strangely enough, he didn’t think ‘Why me?’ His killer had already answered that question, for which Henry was grateful. What he didn’t understand, however, was the man’s need to mete out punishment. Not a day went by without Henry cursing what he had done and the consequences of his action.


  Henry Lindgren was nothing more than a human being. And that obviously wasn’t enough.


  



  


  The fire in the tiled stove was burning much too fiercely. Malin was well aware of it, but didn’t do anything about it. Not at first. She had become both numbed and over-sensitive, as if her nerves were on the surface of her skin while at the same time her capacity for dealing with a crisis had virtually disappeared. Panic destroyed the body in so many different ways. The brain was worst affected, the ability to think. And it just went on and on, Malin had realised. The panic never ended, it had become part of her everyday life.


  She sat there in front of the heat and watched as the flames found their way out of the stove, yellow-red monsters briefly licking the white tiles before withdrawing equally quickly. Only when she heard her son’s voice behind her did she react.


  ‘Mummy – that’s dangerous!’


  Malin hurried over and closed the doors of the stove. The fire would soon be suffocated. Just like everything else.


  The boy wrapped his arms around her legs.


  ‘I’m boooored, Mummy!’


  She moved across the room, dragging him behind her. He was too old to carry on like this, but it was a game he’d loved when he was little. Clinging to her legs as she walked.


  ‘Have you asked Hedvig what she’s up to? She might want to do something that’s fun.’


  She had no idea what time it was; maybe the children ought to go to bed soon. But all that kind of thing – like bedtime routines – had become so difficult to maintain. Rules they had stuck to for years had disappeared, been forgotten. Or rather cast aside. So many things from their old life had no relevance in this new one.


  Not when they were permanently terrified.


  Her son let go and slumped down on the floor.


  ‘Hedvig doesn’t want to play,’ he informed her. ‘She wants to read.’


  Please don’t let the books run out. Malin didn’t know what her daughter would do if that happened; reading was the only thing keeping Hedvig sane. Without them she would become like her mother. A wreck.


  ‘I was thinking of doing some baking,’ she said to her son. ‘Would you like to help me?’


  She didn’t actually want his help, she just wanted to be alone for an hour, quarter of an hour, five minutes, one minute. But it never happened. One of the children was always there, around her, on top of her. All day every day.


  The boy’s face lit up.


  ‘Cinnamon buns!’ he said.


  ‘Not today, Max. Today we’re going to make teacakes.’


  When had they last made cinnamon buns? Last week? Or was it the week before? She didn’t know, but thought it was when the food was delivered. The days blended into one, it was no longer possible to distinguish between weekdays and the weekend. She had tried at the beginning, but now it was harder. The children’s father refused to help. He almost looked as if he was wondering what the hell she was doing, why she was bothering. She had explained, over and over again, and each time she had seen him being driven further and further away from her and the children.


  Routine.


  Wasn’t that what they needed most of all?


  Routine.


  The very cornerstone of crisis management in a situation like this.


  Why was that so fucking difficult to understand?


  They went into the kitchen. Malin took yeast, milk and butter out of the fridge while her son fumbled with the bag of flour.


  ‘Be careful – it’s full,’ Malin said.


  ‘I know!’


  Malin melted the butter, added the milk, warmed it gently. Max crumbled the yeast into the bowl.


  ‘Can I pour?’


  Malin nodded and the boy allowed the milk to trickle over the yeast as Malin whisked. The yeast dissolved, turning the mixture beige.


  ‘And a pinch of salt,’ she said.


  Max ran to fetch the salt cellar. Malin glanced out of the window. It was raining, so heavily that it looked almost misty. She could still see that the trees were green, the black-currant bushes flourishing. The lawn was overgrown, the fence leaning drunkenly. Sorrow overwhelmed her, made her inhale sharply. She let out a sob as she exhaled.


  ‘What’s wrong, Mummy?’


  The child’s pale face was tense and anxious. Sometimes Malin wondered how much he understood, how much he was suffering.


  ‘Nothing. I’m just a bit tired.’


  Max followed her gaze and saw what she saw: the garden, the field. The fruit trees and the stillness. The desolation. And, in the distance, the forest that made them invisible.


  ‘I want to go outside,’ he whispered.


  ‘I know, sweetheart. So do I.’


  



  MONDAY


  



  


  The ground around Malcolm Benke’s impressive house had been softened by all the rain. The grass was flattened by the feet moving back and forth across the garden. Curious onlookers had already gathered by the fence, leaning over to see if they could work out why the police were so interested in the place.


  ‘Has something happened? Is he dead?’ asked a teenager with a skateboard under one arm.


  Detective Inspector Torbjörn Ross contemplated him in silence, wondering what to say. He hadn’t seen a skateboard for years – were they still a thing?


  ‘Make sure they stay behind the fence,’ he said to a colleague, gesturing towards the uninvited observers.


  He trudged back to the house. The last few years had taken their toll on Torbjörn Ross; he’d even considered leaving the job. However, that would please far too many of his colleagues, those who couldn’t wait to get rid of him, who regarded him as unreliable. Ross shook his head. There were always people who confused a normal sense of orderliness and perseverance with mental illness.


  ‘Torbjörn!’


  The voice reached him on the threshold of Benke’s home. He didn’t need to turn around to see who it was. Margareta Berlin.


  ‘What are you doing here?’ she snapped.


  ‘I could ask you the same question,’ he said.


  Berlin sighed.


  ‘This is Alex Recht’s case.’


  ‘I’m not sure that explains why you’re here,’ Ross countered calmly.


  ‘I like to get out into the field.’


  It was Ross’s turn to sigh. Why did Berlin have to be the kind of boss who wanted to show the foot soldiers that she was one of the gang, that she didn’t mind getting her hands dirty? Determined to ingratiate herself. Ross preferred a genuine approach, which he had learned to suss out.


  ‘I thought Recht’s team had been disbanded,’ he said. ‘Surely there’s no room for special units in our new organisation?’


  The last three words were dripping with contempt. Our new organisation. Everyone hated it. The biggest ever restructuring of the Swedish police service. Executed so badly, built on shifting sands. At least according to Ross.


  ‘Alex’s team has proved to be a successful concept over a long period,’ said Berlin, who had obviously decided she wanted to call him Alex rather than Recht. ‘So it stays.’


  Ross shook his head. He didn’t have much time for Recht’s so-called successful concept. For example, Recht had led the investigation into the murder of a young girl who was found dead after having been missing for several years. He would never have solved the case without Ross. If there was anyone who deserved to move up through the organisation it was Ross. Not Recht.


  ‘Seriously,’ Berlin said, taking him by the arm. ‘Go back to HQ. I have no idea how this situation arose, but of course I’m sorry you’ve come out here for nothing.’


  He looked her straight in the eye; it was hard to suppress a smile when he realised she was afraid of him. If he refused to leave, she wouldn’t have a clue what to do.


  He fixed his gaze on a point somewhere behind her as he considered his next move. She had no idea why he’d turned up in Nacka. She had no idea about a lot of things. Long may it continue.


  ‘Torbjörn?’


  ‘I’m going.’


  The relief on her face was unmistakable. She didn’t understand that he was punishing her by cooperating. He and he alone knew the truth about the crime Recht would be investigating. Well, it served them all right. This time they would have to manage without his support. At least until they had the sense to ask his advice.


  Torbjörn Ross went back to the car. He’d used his own Saab rather than wasting time picking up a car from HQ. He glanced over at his boss as he turned the key in the ignition.


  Black clouds were gathering above Margareta Berlin.


  



  


  If he’d been a less experienced driver he would probably have come off the road when he encountered the Saab. The brown car came hurtling along like a cannonball, way above the speed limit. And much too close to the white line in the middle. When DCI Alex Recht and the Saab met on a bend, Alex was a hair’s breadth away from swerving and ending up in the ditch.


  ‘Fucking idiot,’ he muttered.


  He didn’t have enough time to go after the speeding driver; Berlin had sounded stressed when she called him.


  ‘I want you and Fredrika to take this,’ she said, before adding: ‘Right now, Alex.’


  Of course. He wasn’t the kind of person to say no – not out of loyalty to his boss, but to the job. He would make that very clear to Margareta Berlin. She was capable of a meltdown on the scale of Chernobyl. A nasty piece of work. He had thought so ever since she went behind his back, questioned his competence after Lena’s death. She had continued to overstep the mark in her role as head of Human Resources; many colleagues regarded her as a bull in a china shop, which was why it had come as a surprise when she not only applied for a senior operational post a year or so ago, but was actually appointed. Alex had expected her to stay put rather than progressing within the organisation.


  Naïve, to say the least.


  But all that had to be put aside when duty called. He arrived at the scene in Nacka less than an hour after Berlin’s phone call. He noted the large house, the expensive cars on the drive, the attractive location by the sea. He pulled on protective clothing and went inside.


  The deceased, Malcolm Benke, was sitting in a leather armchair staring blankly at a fire that had gone out long ago. He had been found that morning by the cleaner, who always came on a Monday. She had already been questioned, and Alex didn’t think she would be of any great interest. The CSIs moved silently around him. The whole place was full of people, people Benke had never met and whose only purpose was to investigate his death.


  Alex crouched down in front of the dead man and studied the bloodstains on his shirt. Malcolm Benke had been shot in the chest. The bullet had passed straight through his body and through the back of the chair before burying itself in the wall.


  Who gets shot sitting in a favourite armchair in front of the fire? Alex wondered.


  There were no obvious signs of a disturbance in the room, which could lead to the assumption that Benke and the killer had known each other. Or that Benke had been taken by surprise, hadn’t even heard the perpetrator coming. It was this kind of tentative speculation you had to love if you were going to be a police officer. It was important not to jump to conclusions, and to avoid getting frustrated over all the things you didn’t know.


  ‘The bullet tore a substantial hole in his chest,’ said Renata Rashid, the medical examiner, who was standing beside him. She gently moved Benke’s shirt aside, exposing the wound.


  Alex pulled a face.


  ‘A horrible way to die,’ he said.


  Although that wasn’t really what he meant. On the contrary – he had very few objections to the way in which Benke had died. A bullet in the back of the neck or the chest seemed like a dream in comparison with the way many others met their end. However, Alex did have a major problem with the location. He was always particularly angered when people were subjected to crimes in their own home, the one place on earth where they had the right to feel safe.


  ‘As far as I can see there are no other obvious injuries,’ Renata said. ‘Although of course we won’t know for certain until I’ve carried out the post-mortem.’


  Alex looked closely at Benke’s face. His expression was peaceful – or was it resigned? He’d seen faces frozen in horror at the moment of death. Not a pretty sight.


  Benke was wearing a shirt, trousers, slippers. A jacket was draped over the back of the chair. According to records he was seventy-two years old and lived alone. He and his wife had divorced ten years earlier. They’d had two children, but only one was still alive. Their daughter had died six months before her parents split up, at the age of thirty. A quick internet search told Alex that Benke had been a successful property developer, involved in a number of notable projects in Stockholm.


  A young colleague came to join him; much to Alex’s embarrassment, he couldn’t remember his name. He wasn’t part of Alex’s team, but had been deployed as an extra resource. He was bubbling with enthusiasm, the adrenaline coursing through his veins.


  I was like you once upon a time. I used to think it was exciting when someone died.


  ‘So what do you think?’ said the young man.


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘A disgruntled client who wanted to settle a score?’


  Alex stared at him.


  ‘Is that how you deal with builders you’ve engaged? By shooting them?’


  The other man flushed.


  ‘You have to think outside the box,’ he mumbled before jerking his head in Benke’s direction. ‘Was he a poof?’


  Alex was taken aback. A poof? Did he have the energy to point out that this was unacceptable language? To be the stickler who demanded political correctness? Who knew what the idiot would come out with next – maybe some racist term that would make Renata Rashid hit the roof. She was married to an Iranian, and knew exactly what it was like to be perceived as different. Alex suppressed a sigh. There were days when he seriously doubted whether talking could change the world, and this was probably one of those days, in spite of everything.


  ‘What makes you think he was gay?’ he asked, hoping his own choice of words and his tone would convey the right message.


  ‘His hands.’


  ‘His hands?’


  ‘The rings. He’s wearing a lot of jewellery for a straight guy – and isn’t that a woman’s ring?’


  Alex frowned. He counted three rings: an ordinary signet ring and a freemasons’ ring, plus the one that his colleague thought was a woman’s ring. It was on the little finger of Benke’s left hand – gold, with what Alex assumed was a small diamond inset. Reluctantly he had to concede that it did indeed look as if it had been designed for a woman. Which didn’t mean that a man couldn’t feel good wearing it, of course.


  But not this man, he thought grimly.


  There was something archetypally masculine about Malcolm Benke and his home. Besides, the ring was too small, even for his little finger.


  ‘Can we take a closer look?’ Alex said to Renata.


  She removed it from the finger, and Alex held it up, examining it by the light of the chandelier. The blasted latex gloves made his hands itch.


  ‘There’s an inscription.’ His young colleague was so close he was almost on top of him.


  

    ALWAYS AND FOREVER. BEATA AND RICHARD


  


  ‘Beata,’ Alex said.


  ‘Wasn’t that his daughter’s name?’


  ‘It was.’


  He dropped the ring into an evidence bag and handed it to his colleague. If this was Malcolm Benke’s daughter’s wedding ring, then why was he wearing it on his little finger?


  



  


  Hadn’t this been the worst summer ever? Fredrika Bergman thought so. She had searched her memory for one that could be classified as worse, but without success. She could remember summers that had evoked anxiety – who couldn’t? – but nothing like this.


  I don’t want to do this any more.


  That phrase was acceptable only when uttered by a child, not an adult. Sometimes when Fredrika allowed her thoughts to roam free, usually at night when sleep refused to come, she would remember how easy everything had been when she was a child. No conviction had been stronger than the one that told her anything was possible.


  How she missed that feeling, that illusion.


  She was over forty now, and knew all too well that so many things we wish for will never happen. Never.


  It had been Spencer’s idea to take an early holiday. He had come up with the idea back in January, long before anyone even thought of booking their annual leave, long before life fell apart. He got his way in the end, and they went to Italy, rented a villa in Tuscany. They spent the last few days back in Stockholm, surrounded by concrete and steel. When it was time for Fredrika and Spencer to return to work, the children joined their maternal grandparents at their summer cottage. The fact that she was working and the children were getting a taste of the summer they deserved kept Fredrika on an even keel.


  ‘Why do you have to work with things the way they are?’ her mother had asked. ‘Why can’t you take some time off, be together?’


  With things the way they are.


  Was that an adequate description of a life from which virtually every scrap of joy had been removed?


  ‘Spencer doesn’t want to do that,’ Fredrika replied.


  She could have expressed herself more clearly. She could have said that Spencer really didn’t want to spend all summer on holiday.


  ‘Why the hell would we do that?’ he said when she broached the subject. ‘So that we have all the time in the world to sit here and stare each other to death? No chance.’


  His anger made her laugh then cry, but not until she had left the apartment to go shopping on her own.


  Alex Recht called when she was in the car on the way to a music session. The violin that she had once hoped to make her career had become more important than ever. Music was her breathing space, her refuge.


  ‘Fredrika.’


  ‘Hi, Fredrika, it’s Alex. How quickly can you get to Nacka?’


  Fredrika sighed.


  ‘I can be there first thing tomorrow morning.’


  ‘How about in half an hour?’


  ‘Alex, it’s my day off.’


  Spencer hadn’t completely won the battle over their summer plans. Fredrika had sneaked in odd free days in July, days when she didn’t go to work, but made time for reflection, for playing the violin. And – like today – time for a meeting that couldn’t be postponed.


  ‘That might be the case,’ Alex said. ‘But tomorrow and for many days after that you’ll be investigating a murder.’


  Fredrika didn’t respond.


  ‘I need you,’ her boss said.


  And that was all it took to make her turn the car around and head for Nacka instead. She would still have time for her meeting; it wasn’t for a few hours. And the violin could wait. Alex had called on behalf of the dead; that wasn’t something she could ignore.


  *


  The place was unusual, almost like a modern haunted house. If it had been in a children’s cartoon it would have been festooned with cobwebs, dust and dirt, and the odd broken window. In reality it was clean and tidy, but soulless. Fredrika got out of the car and walked towards the front door, which was wide open. A colleague supplied her with protective clothing before she was allowed inside. This was no longer a private residence, but a crime scene where every trace of the perpetrator must be secured, every trace of the police noted and eliminated.


  Fredrika slipped on her shoe covers and thought how easy it was to switch into work mode. The transformation was blissful; all the bad thoughts were temporarily sent packing when she disappeared into her professional role.


  She found Alex in the living room, the deceased seated in an armchair. There was a corner sofa facing a TV, but Malcolm Benke hadn’t been watching television when he died. He had been gazing at the open fire – at least that was how it looked to Fredrika.


  ‘Is he known to us?’ she asked Alex, wondering if he had a criminal record. She took in his silver-grey hair, his pleasant face.


  He seemed to want to whisper ‘welcome’.


  ‘No,’ Alex said. ‘Not as far as we can tell.’


  That didn’t necessarily mean a great deal, and they both knew it. Benke could have been involved in criminal activity without the police being aware of it; there were an alarming number of felons out there.


  Fredrika glanced around. The decor exuded gravitas and a conscious attempt to appear stylish, giving the impression that everything was expensive and carefully chosen. It reminded her of an exclusive hotel. This wasn’t a home in the real sense of the word; it was just a place where Benke spent more time than anywhere else.


  ‘I’ll take a look around,’ she said. Alex didn’t answer; he was talking to one of the CSIs.


  Fredrika moved silently through the house. The kitchen was one of the nicest she’d seen. Top-quality French tiles and glossy cupboard doors in a subtle shade. Perfect for someone who enjoyed cooking. But was Benke the kind of man who wandered into the kitchen and threw together a boeuf bourguignon? It seemed unlikely.


  There was a loaf and a bread knife on a board.


  ‘Was he eating when he died?’ Fredrika asked a CSI who was busy examining the rubbish bin under the sink.


  ‘There’s an empty plate on the table next to the armchair,’ he said. ‘We think he made a sandwich and ate it in front of the fire.’


  Fredrika wondered what Benke would have chosen if he’d known it was to be his last meal. Probably not a sandwich. She continued into the hallway, past what appeared to be a study. There wasn’t a single sheet of paper on the desk. She felt the same as she had in the kitchen: did he ever work in there? She stepped inside, examined the well-organised bookshelves (so well-organised that it was hard to envisage anyone ever picking out a book). She went upstairs and found more rooms with clear functions; again, she couldn’t imagine Benke using them himself. Two guest rooms and a TV room furnished with two Chesterfield sofas. She tried one and thought it would be impossible to find a comfortable position. Finally she reached a large bedroom that must be Benke’s. The bed was made, a tie lying on top of the covers. Yesterday’s paper was on the bedside table.


  She opened the wardrobe and stared at the shirts, trousers and suits. She didn’t know what she was looking for, what she thought she might find.


  She went back downstairs. Alex was on the phone to his partner Diana.


  ‘I’m not sure when I’ll be home – I’ll call you later. Love you.’


  Love you.


  Wasn’t that too personal? Or had Fredrika become oversensitive? She’d never been one for exposing her private life, or for involving herself in the affairs of others. However, she knew she’d been unusually quiet during the spring – even for her. She never asked Alex if everything was okay at home, mainly to avoid similar questions in return.


  How are things with you and Spencer?


  Pretty bad, actually.


  Fredrika blinked and focused on the living room. There were several large paintings on the walls, acquired presumably because they were expensive and impressive rather than because Benke appreciated the artists. There were only three framed photographs, arranged on the mantelpiece. They were all of children, and Fredrika guessed they were taken during the 1980s. Once again, the balance seemed wrong; why so little of a personal nature in his own home?


  ‘How many children did he have?’ she asked Alex, who’d finished his call.


  ‘Two.’


  Fredrika noticed the drinks trolley over by the wall, close to Benke’s armchair. She frowned. There was a Polaroid snap next to the fruit bowl. She studied it for a long time, wondering why it was there and who the subjects were. Three men were gazing into the camera, their expressions serious. One was Benke; she didn’t recognise the other two. It was impossible to establish any kind of context; none of them were dressed up. Benke was wearing a pair of chinos and a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Fredrika’s heart skipped a beat. There was a fourth man who looked as if he would rather be anywhere else. He was partly turned away, half his face in shadow. And yet she was sure.


  She recognised him.


  She showed Alex the photo.


  ‘Do you know who that is?’ she said, pointing.


  ‘No. I’m guessing it was taken quite a while ago – Benke’s much younger.’


  Fredrika turned the picture over and was disappointed to see no names, no date on the back. She replaced it on the trolley. The CSIs would take it back to HQ, make a copy.


  ‘The brutality,’ Alex said, interrupting her train of thought.


  ‘Sorry?’


  ‘There’s something about this murder that feels brutal. I mean more brutal than usual.’ He sounded almost embarrassed.


  ‘Depends what you’re comparing it with,’ Fredrika said dryly.


  ‘Of course. Obviously we’ve seen much worse, but this is . . . unusual. Check the entry wound. The killer didn’t want to risk failure.’


  Memories of investigations that had driven her to the brink of insanity floated to the surface.


  Brutal, Alex had said. And he was right.


  Maybe I’ve become inured to it all. I don’t react the way he does.


  She took another look at the Polaroid. It must mean something to Benke. Or to his murderer.


  Fredrika wanted to know what that was, but most of all she wanted to know who the fourth man was, the one refusing to look into the camera.


  



  


  Could he really be the only one who suspected that something was wrong? Noah Johansson found it difficult to believe that was the case. He didn’t even need to check his diary; if someone asked he could immediately tell them how many weeks and days Dan had been gone. And Noah hadn’t a clue how he was going to get him to come back.


  It was a horrible realisation, particularly as Noah had begun to think that time was running out. If he didn’t find Dan soon, it would be too late. This was a fresh thought, and unbearably painful. However hard he tried, time just kept on passing, and soon there wouldn’t be any left. Noah felt as if he was going crazy. He was so alone. The police weren’t interested, and his friends didn’t understand why he was so upset. Anxiety could punch great big holes in friendships. Of everything that had happened over the past few weeks, that was what had shocked him the most.


  Roine, his oldest friend and one of the few who was still around, had been honest with him over a drink only last week.


  ‘I’m trying to understand,’ he’d said. ‘But . . . the way you talk, it scares me. Why can’t you come to terms with the fact that your brother’s gone to Australia? Get over it. Be your old self again.’


  Australia.


  Fucking Australia.


  Noah had had to make a decision. Either he let the harsh words go unchallenged, or he would lose Roine. He chose to keep his friend. He couldn’t cope with being any more isolated than he already was; he couldn’t bear to lose Roine too. But he hadn’t heard from Roine since that evening . . .


  At first Noah had thought everything was okay with Dan and his family. They’d been talking about moving to Australia for several years. They hadn’t actually emigrated; it was more of a family adventure. They were planning to live abroad for one or two school terms. They had discussed Thailand (too much sun), then London (too expensive). Finally they had decided on Australia. After New Year the details had been firmed up. Both Dan and his wife had applied for and secured interesting jobs, after online interviews. The children’s school applications had been submitted, and eventually everything was settled.


  ‘We’re leaving two weeks before the end of term,’ Dan had said. ‘I’ve got a couple of meetings I need to attend in late May, and there’s no reason why we shouldn’t all travel out together. That will give us a few weeks before work and school kick in.’


  Noah freely admitted that he’d never been keen on the project. He thought it was a frivolous idea, and unfortunately he’d expressed his opinion more than once. The brothers had fallen out, and when Noah was offered the chance to attend an industry conference in Majorca in the week of Dan’s departure, he decided to go. He extended his stay on either side of the conference, took an early holiday. When he came back everything seemed so empty. Dan was gone, his house deserted. There was an envelope in Noah’s mailbox containing the key and a note from his brother:


  

    Can you look after the house as we agreed? Thanks.


  


  Noah had been furious. They hadn’t agreed any such thing! Someone else could do that. Besides which, Noah already had a key. One week passed, then two. Noah heard nothing from Dan. The silence soon became distinctly uncomfortable. They couldn’t go on like this. He picked up one of the keys and went over to the house. He wanted to see what needed doing before emailing Dan to ask how things were going.


  That was where he first got the feeling something was wrong. The house didn’t look the way he’d expected, given the fact that the owner was planning to be away for a year. There was laundry hanging up in the airing cupboard. Dirty dishes in the dishwasher. And then there were the wardrobes: they were crammed with clothes. Were Dan and his family intending to buy everything new in Australia? Surely not.


  Noah emailed his brother from his phone while he was still in the house, but didn’t receive a reply until two days later. The tone was brusque, the words few. Noah needed to stop looking for problems, stop nagging. They would organise their trip however the fuck they wanted. However the fuck they wanted. That was what did it for Noah. Dan had never, ever sworn at him. That word, together with the key in his mailbox, convinced Noah that something was wrong. Very wrong. So he called the police.


  Unfortunately they didn’t take him seriously either, not even when he burst into tears and told them about finding his brother’s bike on the drive on the afternoon when he’d realised there was a problem. It looked like any old bike, but Dan had inherited it from their grandfather, and never left it unlocked. After a very brief investigation the police concluded that Noah was simply imagining things. They claimed to have been in touch with Dan, who had confirmed that he’d gone to Australia and everything was fine. That was the end of the matter, as far as they were concerned.


  But Noah couldn’t let it go.


  He had contacted the Swedish embassy in Canberra. They’d promised to check whether Dan and his family had arrived in the country, but couldn’t guarantee that they’d be able to help. Someone would call him within a few weeks; it was holiday time, and the embassy was understaffed. Noah had continued to search, his stress levels increasing by the day, but he’d got nowhere. The airlines all had a duty of confidentiality, and were unable to confirm that Dan had flown with them. Noah went back to the police, but they refused to help. Obtaining lists of airline passengers was a huge task, didn’t Noah understand that? Without real evidence that something was wrong, they wouldn’t lift a finger.


  Noah swallowed hard. His next client was due, and Noah needed to be on top of his game. This man had very specific requirements. Noah had actually intended to postpone the meeting, but hadn’t got around to it. Which had to be the very definition of having too much to do – not even having time to clear his diary.


  The client arrived, the bell over the door jingled. Noah took a deep breath and went to greet him.


  ‘Good afternoon,’ he said, with the smile that many people believed was largely responsible for his success.


  A pleasant smile, a warm smile, but above all a smile that couldn’t be interpreted as anything other than sympathetic. Not by those who were grieving, nor by those who knew they would soon die – as was the case with the man who had just arrived.


  *


  ‘My wife has reconsidered since our last visit,’ the man said. ‘She’d prefer me to be buried in the white coffin. The black one is too posh for her.’


  He laughed, his teeth dazzling white against his tanned skin. No one would ever guess that he was less than two months from his own death.


  Noah made a note. ‘She’s not with you today?’ What a stupid thing to say. Obviously she wasn’t with him today.


  But the man didn’t seem bothered by the funeral director’s brain-dead comment. On the contrary, he seemed happy to respond.


  ‘She’s working.’


  Noah nodded. ‘Just one small detail: you say you and your wife have decided that you’ll be buried in the white coffin rather than the black one.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘So does that mean you’ve also changed your mind about cremation and would prefer to opt for interment?’


  The man recoiled and inhaled so sharply that Noah became concerned.


  ‘What the hell . . . ? No, absolutely not!’


  Noah calmed him down.


  ‘I thought that was the case, but I had to ask.’


  The man pursed his lips.


  ‘Do people still go for that? Being buried in the ground?’


  ‘Yes indeed. Many hate the idea of being incinerated, if you’ll forgive my choice of words.’


  The man shook his head.


  ‘So they’d rather be eaten by worms and stink to high heaven. That doesn’t make sense!’


  Noah thought so too, but it wasn’t his place to share his own preferences with his clients.


  ‘And are we sticking to the date as agreed?’ he asked.


  The man’s eyes changed in a second, as if a lamp had been switched off. Any trace of liveliness disappeared, replaced by two deep pools filled with such sorrow that Noah had to stop himself from reaching across the table to squeeze his hand.


  ‘Yes. The first of September is the end, and the service will be held the following week as arranged.’


  Noah’s throat went dry. Money could buy a lot of things, including peace of mind. Which was just as well. The man sitting opposite him would have the death he wanted. He would die with dignity. What could possibly be wrong with that?


  It’s important not to lose hope, Noah thought.


  Dan had been gone for almost eight weeks. How much longer would Noah be able to cope with the anxiety that threatened to suffocate him? How much longer before he lost all hope of being able to save his brother?


  



  


  There was no stamp or postmark on the letter; it had been left in her mailbox in the foyer by someone who had gone to the trouble of delivering it in person. In person but anonymously.


  Lovisa Wahlberg frowned as she examined the white envelope. No addressee, no sender’s name on the back.


  Strange.


  The ancient lift rattled and screeched as it made its way upwards. Lovisa could have taken the stairs – should have taken the stairs – but she didn’t have the energy. She was worn out after running on the treadmill for over an hour. She just wanted to get home, pull off her sweaty clothes, have a shower.
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