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Praise for Black River


‘Dean’s series about deaf Swedish reporter Tuva Moodyson is a must read – and this book is his best yet… Black River is eerie, unnerving and buckets of fun.’


Observer, thriller of the month


‘Just finished Will Dean’s Black River. Splendid to catch up with Tuva Moodyson and that very special world... Such a BRILLIANT central character...great on women’s friendships.’


Ann Cleeves, author of the Vera Stanhope novels


‘A peerless exercise in suspense.’


Financial Times


‘The relentless pace drives you forward until you are hanging on to the pages by your fingertips, afraid to go on, but terrified to put it down. Another masterpiece from Mr Dean.’


Liz Nugent, author of Our Little Cruelties


‘My favourite Tuva novel yet... Atmospheric and chilling.’


Jane Casey, author of The Cutting Place


‘An atmospheric and electrifying return.’


****Heat


‘Black River what can I say? Will Dean raises the bar yet again. Suspenseful, distinctive, each page crackles with menace. Everything you could want in a thriller.’


Chris Whitaker, author of We Begin at the End





Praise for Red Snow


‘For all those who loved Dark Pines by Will Dean I can tell you that the forthcoming sequel, Red Snow is even better. Scandi noir meets Gormenghast. Just wonderful. Can’t get enough of Tuva Moodyson.’


Mark Billingham, author of the Tom Thorne novels


‘A complex plot suffused with the nightmarish quality of Twin Peaks and a tough-minded, resourceful protagonist add up to a stand-out read.’


Guardian


‘Makes the blood run even colder than Dark Pines: Will Dean goes from strength to strength.’


Erin Kelly, author of He Said / She Said


‘This is just what crime fiction readers want: the old magic formula made to seem fresh.’


Telegraph, best thrillers and crime fiction of 2019


‘Great Scandi noir with an excellent heroine. Though beware – liquorice will never taste the same again.’


Ruth Ware, author of One by One


‘Total Scandi vibes, a cracking plot and a hugely likeable heroine: the dream.’


Grazia


‘This is a crime novel of poise and polish, peopled with utterly compelling characters. Claustrophobic, chilling and as dark as liquorice. Brilliant.’


Fiona Cummins, author of The Neighbour





Praise for Dark Pines


‘The tension is unrelenting, and I can’t wait for Tuva’s next outing.’


Val McDermid, author of the Tony Hill and Carol Jordan novels


‘Memorably atmospheric, with a dogged and engaging protagonist, this is a compelling start to what promises to be an excellent series.’


Guardian


‘The best thriller I’ve read in ages.’


Marian Keyes, author of Grown Ups


‘Atmospheric, creepy and tense. Loved the Twin Peaks vibe. Loved Tuva. More please!’


C. J. Tudor, author of The Chalk Man


‘A remarkably assured debut, Dark Pines is in turn, tense, gripping and breathtaking, and marks out Will Dean as a true talent. Definitely one to watch.’


Abir Mukherjee, author of A Rising Man


‘Dean never lets the tension drop as his story grows ever more sinister.’


Daily Mail


‘Bravo! I was so completely immersed in Dark Pines and Tuva is a brilliant protagonist. This HAS to be a TV series!’


Nina Pottell, Prima magazine


‘Will Dean’s impressive debut shows that Nordic noir can be mastered by a Brit.’


The Times
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For all the English teachers. I know it’s not always easy but we appreciate you. For helping young people fall in love with stories and language. For your enthusiasm and heart. Your dedication. And for introducing fiction to the kids who need it most. Thank you.
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I slam my foot on the brakes and come to a halt a metre behind the black car.


My Hilux shakes on its axels.


Thick fog.


My seatbelt digs in. The 4x4 in front has its hazard lights flashing. Wisps of fog drift between my bonnet and its rear end, illuminated by my headlights. Is the driver in trouble? I open my window a crack and mist pours in like smoke billowing around a closed door. Why would you stop your car on this hillside road? It hasn’t broken down, the exhaust fumes are drifting out into the forest air.


I switch on my hazard lights and that’s when I hear the scream.


Then another scream. Fainter. Or perhaps just an echo.


My head jolts to the left, to the dense pines hidden by the fog. Sweat starts to drip down my back. I check my phone. Good reception. Another scream, this one weaker: lost to the mists.


Did the driver in front leave the relative safety of their car to wander through the trees?


As I open my door to get out, the 4x4 in front jerks back and its rear lights shine bright in my face. I fall onto wet ground, my hands sinking into leaf sludge. Are they reversing into me? I scramble to my feet.


‘Hey!’ I yell.


The black car has rolled back a little because of the steepness of Visberg hill, that’s all. More like a mountain than a hill. Almost a cliff. The car gains traction and its tyres squeal as it accelerates hard and disappears uphill into the murk.


My heart’s thumping.


Cold air and exhaust fumes.


‘Help me,’ says a woman’s voice. Someone in the forest.


I climb back into my Hilux and pull over, half on the road, half off, and switch on my hazards. I don’t know this hillside forest, I have not stepped into its trees before. But I must check on this screaming woman. How can I not?


‘Hello?’ I shout out.


Nothing.


Chill around the back of my neck.


I jump a ditch that’s October-full of stagnant brown water, and enter the treeline. One tree deep. Three trees deep. Five.


‘Hello? Are you okay?


She screams again. No answer, just a guttural plea.


I turn and I can’t see my Hilux anymore, can’t see the road. No hazard lights, no headlights, no tarmac. The fog is rolling through on the breeze. It is the breeze. Misty waves stroking my face, dampening my hair. I use my hands to cover my hearing aids and then I yell, ‘I’m coming!’


I walk. I cannot run. I’d fall into a ravine and die. I’d slip on a rock and plunge headfirst into a freezing river. I walk and I focus on where I think the woman is, and let me tell you I am not well qualified for this task. Not in twilight. Not in autumn. Not in fog-riddled woodland.


Sobbing. One of my hearing aids is damp and it’s giving me feedback.


‘Where are you?’ I shout.


‘Over here,’ she says, and I could almost laugh if this situation wasn’t so desperate.


I trudge past stumps and trip over moss-crusted boulders. There are boggy stretches that hunger for my boots and my shins. I try to step on roots. Dry land.


I find a path of sorts and start to jog. My chest feels like it’ll explode; cold mist pumping down into my lungs and out again.


The slimy caps of wet mushrooms glisten in my peripheral vision.


She screams again. Unintelligible. Is she trapped by a bull elk? Held down by a man? Injured in some kind of animal trap?


I have no bearings. I could be anywhere. Nowhere. I turn on my heels and the next scream sounds like it’s from the other way. Is she moving around in this forest? Am I going round in circles?


I almost run face first into the house.


A damp, wooden structure with no windows at all on the ground floor. No door I can see. A painted doll’s house that’s been damaged in a fire rests on a tree stump. It’s sat a little way from the main building. The kennel-size roof is blackened and the tiny furniture inside is singed. I look around at the real house. Lots of windows upstairs but no way in or out. What is this place? Some forest-ranger station? Green pollen and mould rising up from the forest floor, trying to reach up to those high windows. A bronze clock bolted onto the gable end; a clock with no hands to tell the time with.


‘Please,’ says the voice. ‘You have to come.’


The voice is close. Is she inside the house?


I turn a quarter circle and listen to her voice and then I run. To where I think she is. I have my phone and the knife Benny Björnmossen sold me last year. I run.


‘Keep talking,’ I yell, gasping for breath. ‘I can’t see you in the fog.’


And so she does. She whispers continually. Droning. Chanting. Is she injured? Or is this whole thing a trap?


I dash through birches and around pine trees, their dead lower branches scratching at my neck, drawing blood on my wrist.


She’s whispering now.


I can barely hear her.


‘I’m nearly there,’ I yell, but I have no idea where ‘there’ is, just as I have no notion of where ‘here’ is either. Drop me in a forest and I’m likely to fall down and give up, but throw in thick fog and I may as well…


An arm catches round my neck.


I fall.


Wet moss and pine needles.


A body on top of me. Heavy. Smells of waxed jacket. A forearm to my face.


‘Get off me!’


‘Please,’ she says.


I roll away and she is staring at me, her eyes bulging and red, her fingers bloody.


‘Please.’


‘Who are you?’ I ask, the fog managing to drift between us, her face breaking up behind the static.


She gets to her knees and stands and I see her jeans are red. Stained. Splattered.


I pull my knife from my bag and she says, ‘No,’ and puts her palms to her face, and she says, ‘No, no, no.’


I take a deep breath of forest air, dense with spores and rotten leaves. It’s thick autumn air laced with the tang of rot and decay.


‘Over there,’ she says, pointing into the mists.


I swallow hard and stand up and move to where she’s pointing.


A fallen pine, its root system flat and sprawling like a metro map. A dash of colour behind. A coat?


I clamber over the pine, its rough bark scratching at my trousers like the nails of a grasping hand.


Two boots.


And two legs.


‘Dead,’ she says.


I look back and see the woman properly for the first time. She’s shaking her head. No coat. Just a haunted expression.


‘What happened here?’ I ask. But she just points harder, her blood-tipped index finger stabbing into the fog.


She doesn’t come to where I am. She stays back.


My foot plunges into a deep pile of leaves and brown, acidic water fills my boot.


‘Call the police,’ I say.


‘No phone.’


I take out my phone and dial Gavrik police. ‘It’s me, Tuva Moodyson. Halfway up Visberg hill. You’ll see my truck. Fifteen minutes into the forest on the north side. Near a house with no ground-floor windows. A body.’ I end the call because what more is there to say.


The woman keeps back and I don’t trust her yet. I don’t like the look of her scarlet hands.


The body is resting on granite, not earth.


Covering the rock is a thin layer of saturated, bright-green moss. A blanket.


The head is hidden by a coat, probably the screaming woman’s coat, but I can tell this is a man’s body. From his boots, his hands, his shape.


I turn back to her. ‘The police are on their way.’


She just looks at the coat covering the top half of the body, at the reflective patches now red with fresh blood, and she chews on her lip and shakes her head from side to side. I’m losing her to these mists. She’s two metres from me and she’s now just a ghost of a person.


The dead man’s wearing black jeans. Rubber boots. His coat is open to reveal his blood-soaked beige sweater. No wedding ring. His palms face up. A single fallen pine needle rests along one of his lifelines, nestled in the crease of his motionless hand.


I kneel down.


Next to my knee is the crisp curve of a copper beech leaf and sitting within its cupped form is a pool of human blood. No animal is troubling it. There is no ant or fly arriving to fulfil a basic destiny. It’s perfect. Obscene.


I reach out to lift the corner of the coat covering him, and the woman lets out a ghoulish bark.


A warning.


‘I need to check for a pulse,’ I say, although looking at the wound on this man’s chest, the amount of blood loss, I know it’s a preposterous notion. He is lifeless. But I must. Even here in this hillside forest, we must hope.


‘No,’ she says.


The fog drifts past her and I see the dread in her eyes, the blood on her face now that she drags her fingers across her damp cheeks.


I turn back to her coat, careful not to disturb the bloody beech leaf.


I hold the coat by the zip toggle and lift it a fraction.


My fingers automatically connect with his skin so I can take a pulse.


I move the coat higher and throw it to one side.


No pulse.


And no head.
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I scrabble away from the body and come to rest with my back against a rotting birch trunk.


I pant for air. Desperate for fresh air, my chest convulsing.


The woman is sobbing somewhere behind me.


What happened to this headless man? A bear attack out here in Visberg forest? A wolf attack?


I swallow repeatedly to stop myself from throwing up but there is acid in my mouth. I lock my jaw and look away from the scene.


The woman’s shaking her head and rocking back and forth on her heels.


I step over to her.


‘What happened?’ I ask.


She just shakes her head more vigorously.


I reach out to comfort her but she pulls back and her head lifts. The woman’s eyes are wide, her focus darting this way and that.


‘The police are on their way,’ I say. ‘I’m Tuva Moodyson.’


She nods and I urge her to step further away from the headless corpse. I don’t touch her or get too close, I just smile and signal with my head that we could move away.


The woman takes a few strides with me.


We don’t talk. We’ve seen too much for chitchat. But the air is better here. It’s too heavy back by the body. Dense with death. It’s suffocating.


‘What did that?’ she asks, with a strong accent I can’t quite pinpoint. Lebanese? Syrian? ‘What could do that?’


She’s pointing over at the body and her fingertip is red.


‘I don’t know. How long have you been here?’


She just stares at the man on the moss-covered granite. At her coat concealing his gaping neck wound.


‘How long have you been here?’ I ask again, louder this time.


Her eyes snap to me. ‘Half an hour, maybe,’ she says. ‘I don’t know. I was out looking for mushrooms when the clouds came down. I got lost. On the way back to the road I almost fell over him.’


I offer her some spearmint gum and she takes it.


We both chew and the mint helps.


‘I saw it. The wound. The skin and the…’


She trails off. Her Swedish is excellent but I have to focus to understand.


‘Did you see anyone else around?’ I ask.


She shakes her head.


‘I screamed for help. I couldn’t just leave him out here all alone, but I wanted to. I wanted to run away.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I say.


She doesn’t cry. We don’t touch hands or arms. We just stand very close in this wild place. A gunshot rings out and she ducks.


‘Elk hunt,’ I say.


‘I know,’ she says, standing up straight once again.


Her teeth start chattering.


‘Wear my coat for a while.’


‘No, I’m okay.’


I look back at her coat. The neon fabric and the growing darkness and fog affording this headless man some modicum of privacy, some tiny shred of dignity.


I take out mittens from my pockets and offer them to her and she takes them without looking at me. To cover her red fingers more than to protect her from cold. To distance herself from the blood.


‘What’s your––’


‘Alright, what’s the situation here,’ booms a loud voice from somewhere in the fog. A torch beam swings over us and then a man steps closer. From his demeanour I’d say he’s police.


‘Officer, over there.’


He’s not in police uniform. Must be a plain-clothes officer or some kind of park ranger.


The man shines his torch over at the body. The reflective patches of the coat shine back. A wet slug climbing up the dead man’s boot shines back. The drying blood shines back.


‘Please move away,’ says the man. ‘Move back now.’


We do as he says.


The cop uses a stick to lift the corner of the coat and then he stumbles back in much the same way I did. Except he staggers away from the scene and starts to gag.


The woman covers her eyes with her hand.


More voices from the murk. Words I can’t make out. Torchlight. A radio.


Thord steps through the fog and says, ‘Are you okay, Tuvs?’


I nod.


‘She okay?’


‘Yeah.’


He walks over to the other guy and they chat and then Thord gestures for the plain-clothes cop to come and stand with us. Chief Björn and Noora arrive. We’re told to move further back and wait.


Noora takes down the woman’s name and contact details and then she tapes up the scene. She doesn’t look at me, she just sticks blue-and-white striped police tape from pine tree to birch, from stump to boulder.


Others arrive and the fog lifts some more.


Lights are erected on tripods. The scene is photographed. There are people here putting on white zip-up suits.


Through the mists the striped police tape looks like lasers at a nightclub.


The Chief walks to us.


‘Are you alright?’


The woman and I both nod.


‘We’re going to need statements from you both. Can you accompany me to Gavrik police department.’


‘I need to make a phone call,’ she says.


‘You can do that from my police vehicle.’


‘I’ll follow in my truck.’


He nods and sighs. ‘Terrible business.’


We walk together through the trees and there’s a dull ache at the back of my jaw. A molar or a wisdom tooth. The path is even and the air has cleared to the point where I can see at least ten metres ahead. With the Chief here it’s not like walking through a dark place. He has a gun on his hip and he gives off the kind of confidence you have when you’ve been raised in forest country. Like nothing bad could ever happen to him.


Visberg hill is a line of police, coroner, and other emergency vehicles. The blue lights strobe up into the wet pine canopy and dance off the surface water of the ditches.


I follow Chief Björn and the woman down the hill in my Hilux. My legs are tired. I’m not hungry, just exhausted. The hazy image of that rough, severed neck will be engraved on my mind until the day I die. I will try to delete it, or at least archive it, but I already know I will fail.


The forty-minute drive back to Gavrik passes in seconds. A blur. A bad dream. We take the long route back because of the driving conditions, I guess. The Chief always prides himself on doing things the correct way. The safe way. I get a pain in the pit of my stomach as we pass between McDonalds and ICA Maxi, the two gateposts of Toytown. A pain and an ache all in one.


Gavrik is deserted. October. Drizzle and fog. Why wouldn’t it be.


I park up in my space behind Gavrik Posten and walk over. The shadow of the Grimberg Liquorice factory is lost to the mists.


Inside the cop shop things are warm and bleached and predictable. Bolted down seats and safety posters. Vertical strip blinds. Humming radiators. A copy of the Gavrik Posten left folded on the pine counter.


The woman is hungry and feels faint, so she gets looked after while I go through to the back and give the Chief my statement.


‘Sorry you had to see that,’ he says.


‘Me too.’


He takes his notepad and switches on his recording device and slowly unscrews the lid of his fountain pen.


I tell him how I heard the scream. About the black 4x4 that drove away up the hill. How I found the woman near the house with no ground-floor windows. Saw the body. Lifted the coat.


‘You notice anyone else in the area?’


‘No.’


‘Any other vehicles parked on Visberg hill? Anyone up near the derelict train tracks?’


‘No, but it was so foggy I couldn’t see much.’


He makes a note. Dark green ink.


‘Notice any noises in the forest out of place? Quad bike? Any fresh bootprints?’


‘No.’


‘Did the woman say anything to you?’


‘Just that she found him. Asked me if an animal could have done that to him.’


‘An animal?’ He looks up.


I nod.


‘Was she wearing a headscarf when you found her? A yellow headscarf?’


I shake my head.


‘She mention Pan Night or Halloween?’


‘What’s Pan Night?’


He ignores that. ‘Did you take any photographs of the crime scene?’


‘Why?’


‘Just answer the question, please.’


‘No.’


‘Can I check your phone?’


‘No.’


He takes a deep sigh. ‘I’m going to ask you to keep any photos or specific details out of your newspaper for the time being. We need to keep all the information tight until we know what happened tonight.’


‘No photos,’ I say. ‘I’ll agree to that.’


‘Or specific details.’


‘Chief, you know as well as I do, if I don’t print what I found then someone else will. Fast. You can’t contain this. People have a right to know.’


‘Do they, now?’


I nod and clear the corners of my eyes. My mascara has clumped.


‘I’ll be sensitive,’ I say.


‘Mind you are.’


He photographs my boots, the treads.


I walk out of the cop shop and past Benny Björnmossen’s gun store. His shop’s still open and it’s full of customers. Brisk business. That’s elk-hunt season for you. Ammunition and high-energy hunt dog-food and GPS trackers. Camouflage jackets and gutting knives. The bell tinkles as I open the door to the Posten. Empty office. The clock on the wall says 7:40pm. Three desks in here looks wrong. It’s one too many. But we’re managing.


Lena steps out from her office at the rear left.


‘Just got a call from Ragnar Falk. A dead hunter?’


She steps toward me and reaches out her hand and places it on my wrist.


Suddenly I feel faint. I steady myself.


‘Lena, the man had no head.’
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Lena locks the door and takes me back to her office.


‘Shit, I’m sorry,’ she says.


‘I feel for his family. Imagine having to identify the body? In that state, from the neck down?’


She squeezes her eyes together and shakes her head.


I take a deep breath. ‘I’m going to write it tonight.’


‘Get the details down then go home. Food and sleep, Tuva. Need you strong for tomorrow.’


I work for twenty minutes at my new desk, my fingers still shaking. With Sebastian and Lars in here with me during the day it’s ridiculously cramped. I’m next to Seb’s desk. He’s adopted my old one. His microwave-size PC is surrounded by photos of his family sailing, and one of him with some half-famous American singer I don’t recognise. My desk has no photos. One fancy new laptop that Nils won’t quit complaining about, and no photos whatsoever.


I say goodnight to Lena and drive to my new apartment. A little further out of town than I’m used to but I have a small balcony and an extra bedroom. Benefits of getting promoted.


Once inside I lock my door and peel off my wet outer clothes and heat up a microwave ping meal for one. Chicken tikka masala. Hardly any chicken. Not much tikka masala. The neighbours are arguing again next door. I’ve been here ten days and so far there have been ten very vocal arguments. Her talking sternly. Him shouting. I can’t make out the words through the wall but I get the gist. And I feel each door slam and each stamp of a boot. They have a young kid but I’ve never heard him make a noise. Hardly even seen him.


I throw the food carton in the bin and their argument escalates. I want to scream, ‘I saw a dead man today lying on a layer of wet moss. I saw his blood on the leaves and his hands curled up into claws.’ I want to yell at them about how I couldn’t find a pulse. How I couldn’t even find a face. But instead I remove my hearing aids and drop them in a tub of desiccant on my bedside table to dry out. Yeah, I may have a fancy new job, but these still cost almost a month’s salary.


Silence.


The relief is all-consuming. No screaming, although I can still feel my neighbours’ fury through the walls. Their frustrations and disappointments and exhausted, repeated, never-changing, never-compromising arguments. But all is quiet.


I think of their kid.


Their quiet boy.


I shower and sleep and wake with a dark and heavy realisation.


What if the killer was watching us last night?


Behind a shield of fog, what if he or she was still out there? What if they saw us? What if they watched the whole thing? I check my windows and my door. Would he recognise me if he saw me again?


I grab two thin supermarket pancakes, douse them with sugar, fold them up, toast them until the sugar inside turns to caramel and the pancakes start to crisp. I dig them out of my toaster with a wooden butter knife, eat them and leave.


Gavrik’s busy. Hunters and mushroom pickers. Cross-country skiers stocking up on wax and new poles before the snows arrive. Tired men on parental leave, wheeling around their babies, each kid lying on a sheepskin blanket under a mosquito net. Protected from all angles. Guarded from the multifarious dangers of Toytown.


I came back because of Lena’s job offer. But also because I realised I need her and Tammy and Thord in my life. I even need Nils and Lars and Benny Björnmossen from the hunt shop, although it feels strange to acknowledge it. Sometimes you spend all your energy getting away from a place only to realise you have to go back.


I park and walk past the roofless ruin of St Olov’s church. A black crow sits atop the lichen-covered drystone wall and it tracks me with its shiny beak.


The office bell tinkles and I push the door open.


‘Look who it is,’ says Nils from inside. ‘Fancied a lie-in, did we?’


He’s still unzipping his coat. The shithead probably arrived a full thirty seconds before I did.


‘Found a decapitated corpse on Visberg hill last night, what’s your excuse?’


‘Thord told me about it in ICA,’ he says, pulling off his boots and placing them on the rack. He slides into his new Crocs, not a great look with white socks, and moves so I can peel off my autumn gear. ‘You heard the rumours?’


‘Rumours? Already?’


‘Spreading faster than a wildfire through Norrland,’ he says. ‘You should see Facebook.’


I slide on my indoor shoes and walk into his office-slash-kitchen and pour myself a coffee.


Nils checks his gelled spikes in the mirror hanging on the wall, the one sponsored by Svensson’s Saws & Axes, and sits down at his desk.


‘Marie from the Kommun heard it was the Austrian clockmaker, the one from Visberg square. Heard he’d blown off his own head with an antique shotgun.’


I sip coffee and say, ‘Incorrect.’


‘Alright, then. Benny Björnmossen got told by one of his customers it was the Yugoslav, you know the one.’


‘Care to narrow it down?’


‘Don’t know his name. Some kind of commando-marine green-beret type; war criminal, owns the pizza place in Visberg. Never been myself, my pappa told me to avoid that hill town at all costs. Accident black spot, it is.’


‘War criminal?’


‘Yugoslav,’ he says.


‘You’re not a man of nuance are you, Nils?’


‘Nobody calls me a nuisance to my face.’


‘What about innocent until proven guilty?’


‘Just sharing what I heard. Helping you out now you’re back with your big job title and your ultra-slim metal laptop.’


‘Thanks, pal.’


He runs his tongue over his teeth.


‘Watch out in Visberg, though. That steep hill. I’m serious. Take Sebastian with you and keep slow on that twisty road. It’s a blackspot.’


‘You ever hear about something called “Pan Night”, Nils?’


He puts both hands up to his hair and perfects his spikes again with his fingertips.


‘It’s what the hill people call their Halloween.’


‘Hill people?’


‘Visberg people. They have their own version of Halloween is all.’


Lena appears in the doorway, a pencil stuck in her afro.


‘It’s not Halloween,’ she says. ‘It’s one week before. Totally their own thing, started by whatever iron and steel family dominated Visberg centuries ago. But it’s got a lot darker since.’


‘You been there on Pan Night, boss?’ asks Nils, removing his Crocs from his desk, leaning in.


‘Only locals welcome,’ says Lena. ‘Nobody from Gavrik goes. It’s a Visberg thing.’ She turns to me. ‘Ragnar Falk can fill you in. He ran the Visberg Tidningen for forty-two years so if anyone knows, Ragnar knows. A one-man newspaper that whole time.’


‘I’ll get in touch with him,’ I say.


‘No need. He called this morning. Ragnar’s expecting you at Visberg town square in forty minutes. Better get going. And, Tuva…’


I look at her.


‘Watch out for that road. It’s a death trap.’
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I pass by the sewage works and keep on going.


Marginal farms and clusters of bright white birches. Houses built in the ’70s with little or no foundations. The kind where you can’t really sell them or even get a mortgage. You have to leave them to rot down or sink.


My dash reads nine degrees and there’s a glow to the Kommun. Low sun heating up damp land. Mists rising from granite boulders as big as town halls. And that’s just the part of the rock visible above ground.


I drive past Svensson’s Saws & Axes. Big client of the Posten. Lots of advertising space this time of year. I overtake a cyclist with a leather rifle bag.


The town of Visberg is built on top of the hill. A small mountain, really. As I approach I can feel the elevation. The thinning of the wet October air. The change in temperature.


The road winds up. The hill’s so steep in places that it snakes one way and then turns back on itself like a beginners ski-slope, so it’s hard to get a good look at the town. You might glimpse it out of the corner of your eye, but then you have to refocus so as not to drive off a steep cliff or into a deep ditch full of ice-cold forest water.


But the town is there. You sense its presence long before you get a good look at it. Visberg might be half the size of Gavrik but it has twice the stature. And ten times the wealth.


I approach the white memorial bike on the side of the road. The place I stopped last night. The spot where I heard that ghostly scream through the fog. There’s a pair of official-looking cars parked up. The ground has been pummelled to mud. Churned. The body will be gone by now. Some highly qualified woman or man will be sharpening their bone saws. Preparing their Dictaphone. Checking their scalpel.


That poor man. The ultimate dehumanising act. Without a face, what are we? Without a brain? The detachment of a soul, or else a bank of memories, from a heart.


Medieval.


I get chills just thinking about it. That quivering beech leaf. The pool of blood held in its curve. The unlikeliness of it all.


I pass a cross on the far side of the road. Fresh flowers either side of it still wrapped in cellophane. Carnations and tight-bud roses. Another death. Another troupe of broken friends and family left behind.


My truck shudders as I drive over disused train tracks. A relic from the old days when Visberg was part of a thriving, centuries-old Swedish iron and steel industry.


And then the town begins to reveal itself.


The winding road ahead. The incline. The town disappears from view again as I turn. Pines either side of me like sharpened barriers erected by ancients. Unsophisticated perimeters to keep me in, keep me on track, keep me heading higher and higher.


My dash falls from nine Celsius to seven. Then down to five.


The Hilux sounds different on this hill. The transmission. Or the engine straining.


I head up higher.


The town appears again atop the mountain, like some Italian monastery. Like Monte Cassino before the bombs rained down out of the sky. Like the construction of Visberg was an act of defiance. A fuck you to the world.


The road straightens up. Was the dead man from this isolated place? Is his killer still walking these streets?


A town square up ahead, one I recognise from Google images.


Three-sided.


In front of me, beyond the bandstand and the bronze statue at the centre of the square, is the main structure in the town. Originally a home for disturbed minors. Three storeys. Wooden. Long and flat, like the side view of a club sandwich. Lots of windows. The building is painted black with yellow window frames. But the main event is up on the roof. It’s the huge rotating bee that really draws the eye. Moving round at a speed so slow you have to look twice. Thrice. You have to keep on looking.


I arrive in the square itself. Prettier than any part of Gavrik. More money here. More greenery and thoughtful town planning.


On the left side is a row of shops with dwellings above. Visberg Grill, the local pizzeria. Then some kind of café with blacked-out windows. Then an Apoteket pharmacy. Then Konsum, a small supermarket. A town this size doesn’t justify an ICA Maxi or a Co-op Forum. The row of shops to my left is bathed in sunlight. Which is more than can be said for the ones opposite.


I drive on. Slowly. Trundling, really. Not another car on the road.


I turn right at Konsum and pass the Hive. A thriving self-storage business. Biggest in the Kommun. Bigger than anything in Gavrik. I almost stored Mum’s things here – and Dad’s, although I think of those as Mum’s now – but instead I keep them all in a rented lock-up in Karlstad. It took me a whole weekend to move them from the hospice and her old flat. Her sewing machine. Her favourite blanket. Her photo albums in year order. The white shoes she wore on her wedding day. I donated most of her clothes to charities, but kept a few items. I’ve stored them in suitcases, even though I doubt I’ll ever revisit them. I cried all my tears that weekend. Alone in a windowless storage unit.


Past the Hive is the dark side of the square.


First, a dental surgery. Tammy told me she came here one time for whitening but she didn’t like the place. Never came back. Then two empty shops, and then some kind of watch shop with a huge, heavy clock jutting out from the wall. Looks too big for the building. Too heavy. Looks like it might pull the whole block crashing down into the square.


So, this is Visberg.


Hill town.


If you mention this place to a Gavrik local they might say, ‘airs and graces’ or ‘mind that road’ or ‘some of us got to work for a living’.


My GPS tells me, ‘you have reached your destination’ and sure enough, Ragnar Falk is standing on the pavement waiting for me. I wonder how he feels about Lena and her husband buying his failing newspaper and giving me his town to cover. How does a person come to terms with that?


I get out.


‘Welcome to Visberg,’ he says, holding out his hand.


White beard. Blazer and elasticated jeans. V-neck underneath.


I know Ragnar a little from police conferences over the years, but he’s aged significantly since I last saw him at Midsommar. Back then he was asking Chief Björn about Tammy going missing. Now he’s introducing me to his town.


‘Thanks, Ragnar,’ I say.


‘Although I wish I was welcoming you with a better news story. Lena told me you were right there in the forest last night.’


‘It was a shock,’ I say.


‘Of course it was, my dear. That kind of awful business is a shock even for the most seasoned journalist.’


He sticks out his chest. He’s my height and still looks strong, despite having seventy years on the clock. But his face has changed. His beard is white and soft, with some ginger still in his moustache. His eyes are sky blue.


‘Come in, come in.’


He ushers me over to a closed-up shop. The Visberg Tidningen sign is still visible on the window through the whitewash.


The office smells of old paper and coffee.


‘Sit, sit,’ he says.


I do as he asks and he moves behind his massive oak desk. The walls are full of framed front pages of old Visberg Tidningen issues.


‘Forty years of stories up there,’ he says, following my gaze. ‘These are just the highlights, just a few of the highlights.’


‘What do you think about the corpse found last night? The beheading?’


He peers at me with those light blue eyes.


‘Coffee, my dear?’


I shake my head.


‘Dreadful business, a beheading,’ he says. ‘Makes such an awful mess. I always feel sorry for the next of kin having to identify the body of a loved one in that state, even if it’s just from a photograph, the wound concealed. That’s a horror you never walk away from.’


‘And a shock for the town,’ I say


‘They’re scared,’ says Ragnar, nodding. ‘People are afraid.’


‘It’s natural.’


‘It’s not natural,’ he says. ‘Over the years Visberg town has seen more than its fair share of decapitations.’
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‘This isn’t the first beheading?’


‘Oh, goodness, no,’ he says.


‘No?’


‘When you’ve been a professional journalist for as long as I have you see everything. It’s all cyclical, my dear. Is this your first story working on your own?’


I bite my lip. ‘No, it isn’t.’


‘All news is cyclical in a hill town like Visberg, you see. A corruption scandal at the town hall. Wait ten years. There will be another. Some kind of youth pregnancy at the high school. Wait two years. Another one, you see? There is no new news and eveyone’s related to everyone else.’


‘Beheadings, though?’


‘We had one in ’83. A motorcyclist. Head came to rest well down the hill. Rolled down like a soccer ball, it did. Another one the year after, an arborologist. That means––’


‘Tree surgeon.’


‘An amateur. Not a complete decapitation, but as good as. Dead by the time he hit the ground, or so I was told. Local man, but not an Edlund.’


‘Edlund?’


‘The family.’


‘What family?’


‘The Edlund family. How do you take your coffee?’


‘No, thanks.’


‘When you’ve been doing this a few more years you’ll be drinking strong coffee like me. Sign of a professional.’


He taps his nose and pours from a thermos.


I’ll give Ragnar Falk one more pass on the patronising bullshit then I’ll call him out. I’m mellowing, I guess.


‘And then there were the animal beheadings. Much more recent.’


‘Animal?’


He sits back down and takes a sip of his coffee and lets out a pleasure sigh.


‘Well, not strictly beheadings. Rather, three boar brought down in the hunt last year. The men left the hooves and guts and skins and heads. A day later they reported all the heads missing.’


‘Wolves?’


‘Ahh, I take it from that you’re a city person.’


‘What?’


‘Wolves would start with the organs, my dear. Not the heads. I can recommend some nature books if that might be helpful. And I think I have an old manual on journalism.’


You just stood on a landmine, mate.


‘First of all, my name’s Tuva, if you don’t mind. Second of all, as you well know, Ragnar, I’ve been a journalist for years. In London, in Malmö, in Gavrik. I covered the Medusa killings, Ferryman, and the two missing women over Midsommar. I appreciate you introducing me to the town but we’re on the level here. You and me. Both journalists.’


He studies me.


Then he looks over at his wall. Forty years of stories. Almost half a century of Visberg town life documented, investigated, reported.


He looks back at me.


‘I’m out and you’re in.’


‘I didn’t mean to be a bitch, it’s just that––’


‘No, you’re right. I sold my business. Too old, too frail. Bad leg. And you’re a good journalist, I’ll give you that. I’ve read some of your work. Now, Tuva. How about a fresh start. Can I show you around?’


‘I would love that.’


He smiles and nods and shows me out the door.


‘What can you sense?’


‘Autumn?’


‘Yes, yes. But what exactly?


‘Rot?’


‘What is it that’s rotting?


I look around. Take a breath.


‘Apples?’


‘Bingo.’


We walk out and cross the street, past my Hilux and into the square itself. Grass. A hundred or more mature apple trees. The bronze statue and the freshly painted bandstand.


‘The locals ask for the apples not to be cleared away until past Halloween. For the atmospheric aroma.’


‘Fair enough.’


‘The whole town smells like a cider press.’


He smiles and walks on.


‘This is Adolf-Fredrik Edlund, founder of Visberg town.’


It’s an old dude in bronze with a bad moustache, resting his boot on a massive anvil with a sharp front end.


‘Steel magnate?’ I say.


‘Iron, and then steel. Used the river networks to transport to the coast. His family still own shares in the company – one of the oldest in Sweden. That’s why so many locals here are independently wealthy, you see. All from this one man.’


‘Nice.’


‘Not really,’ he says, pointing to the road leading between the Hive and Konsum on the sunny side of the street. ‘If you live down that street you’ll most likely own a large mortgage-free house and play golf at the club and be called Edlund. If you live down there,’ he points to the road passing from the square between the Hive and the dark side of the street, ‘then you’ll not be part of that team.’


‘You live over there?’ I ask, pointing to the cheaper, darker side.


‘I do.’


‘Interesting.’


‘It means there’s a constant divide here in Visberg. A tension between the Edlund clan, who don’t need to work, and the rest of us, who do. They keep their golf club extremely closed off.’


‘Just for Edlunds?


‘There are a lot of them, Tuva.’


A car drives by slowly. It’s an old American Chevy. From the ’80s, I think. Squared-off corners. It’s painted up like a sheriff’s car in a movie. Beige with stripes and rooflights. On the doors it says ‘Sheriff’ in large font, and then underneath, in much smaller font, is the word ‘Taxi’.


‘Is he a sheriff or is he a taxi driver? I ask Ragnar.


‘That, my dear, is a very good question.’
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Ragnar Falk waves his hand and the car pulls over to us.


‘Morning, Sheriff,’ says Ragnar.


The man gets out of his taxi. He’s dressed like a state trooper in a movie.


‘Morning, Falk,’ he says, then turns to me. ‘Don’t believe we’ve met.’


‘We met last night in the forest,’ I say, holding out my hand. ‘Tuva Moodyson.’


He grimaces and shakes my hand vigorously and says, ‘Of course we did. I’m Harry Hansson, people round here call me Sheriff. Awful sad business last night. Even for us officers, but for you, a civilian. Horrendous scenes.’


‘Do you know the ID of the victim?’ Why am I asking this guy? He’s a taxi driver.


‘Anything official like that, it’s best to go through Chief Björn at the Gavrik police department.’


‘Do you work with them?’


‘You could say that, Tuva. I’m neighbourhood-watch community-liaison officer. Visberg is my district. Has been almost ten years, now. So finding that last night was a shock. On my watch, you see. My patch.’


Ragnar interjects, ‘Sheriff Hansson is very well respected in Visberg. Keeps order, even with us being so far away from the actual police force. He’ll be important for you to keep in touch with.’ He turns back to Hansson. ‘Tuva will be covering all Visberg stories for her paper now the Tidningen has closed its doors.’ He looks over mournfully at the office on the dark side of the town square. ‘Tuva, Sheriff. Sheriff, Tuva.’


‘I’ll be increasing patrols in light of the incident. There’s residents afraid to go outside their houses, all sorts of gossip starting to circulate. It’s my job to keep this town safe. My duty.’


He straightens himself up. Brown trousers, beige shirt with lots of pockets and shoulder straps. A star on his brown tie, another on each shoulder. Badges on his upper arms that look like my swimming badges from school but say ‘Sheriff’ in large print, with ‘Taxi’ barely visible underneath.


‘Is Sheriff an official Swedish law-enforcement role in Värmland?’ I ask.


He gives me a broad smile and says, ‘It sure is in Visberg town, wouldn’t you say, Falk.’


‘I would,’ says Ragnar.


‘Well there you go then,’ he says to me. ‘There you go.’


‘Can I interview you in the next day or so about the killing?’


He reaches inside his taxi and pulls out a card and gives it to me. ‘Anytime. I’m always around here on patrol. You just call that number.’ He turns to Ragnar. ‘How’s the hip, Falk?’


‘It is what it is,’ says Ragnar, rubbing the top of his leg.


‘That’s the ticket,’ says Sheriff Hansson. ‘Positive mental attitude. Who you introducing Moova to next?’


‘Tuva,’ I say.


‘That’s it,’ he says.


‘The Hive,’ says Ragnar. ‘Margareta and her boy.’


‘Swell,’ says the Sheriff. ‘Give Marge my best.’


He drives off in his ’80s American car with the windows down and his elbow sticking out.


I smile and stare at Ragnar.


‘He’s a bit of an oddball,’ says Ragnar. ‘But he’s good. Locals do what he says, he keeps order, keeps Gavrik police in the loop. We’re so far from the rest of the world up here we need someone like him. Do not underestimate Sheriff Harry Hansson.’


‘I won’t, I mean––’


‘He’ll be one of your best sources in this town.’


And suddenly I realise this really is my town now. Along with Gavrik and thousands of hectares all around. Smaller towns and villages. Forests. But Gavrik and Visberg will be my priorities. This is my patch. Expanded.


‘Let’s go see Margareta and Emil.’


We walk through the square and each apple tree is surrounded by lazy buzzing wasps. The apples are falling or rotting on the branches. The smell is sickly sweet. The air is thick with it.


We cross the road.


The sign next to the door says, ‘The Hive. Lowest self-storage prices in all of Värmland. Open 9am to 9pm. Discretion guaranteed.’


Ragnar pulls on the door but it’s locked.


We both peer through the window.


Ragnar rings the bell.


A boy approaches. I can’t see him clearly through the security door – the glass inside is crisscrossed with wire.


‘Emil,’ shouts Ragnar. ‘Emil, open up. It’s me.’


The boy isn’t a boy at all. He’s a very short man with a full moustache. He looks at us from a distance, from over by the counter in reception, and then he puts down his bucket and mop and yells, ‘Closed today, try back again tomorrow!’ I can read his lips from here.


‘It’s me,’ says Ragnar. ‘I need to talk to your mother.’


Emil smooths his moustache, then sniffs his fingertips, then hurriedly picks up his bucket and turns and again yells ‘Closed!’ and walks away through an internal door.


‘The Hive is never closed,’ says Ragnar. ‘I do hope Margareta isn’t unwell.’


I check my phone as we cross over to Konsum on the sunny side of the square. Text message from Lena: Gavrik police press conference at 4pm.


‘I’ll introduce you to the dentist instead. He’s an Edlund, twelfth generation.’


‘I can’t stay long, I need to cover the police presser.’


‘Tell me, does Lena give you an expense account?’


‘Yes. Why do you ask?’


His face breaks out into a broad toothy smile. ‘Why don’t we talk over pizza?’


We walk past Konsum and past the pharmacy, some new kind of wisdom teeth flossing-stick is advertised in the window, and on to Visberg Grill. The dull ache in my jaw intensifies.


We step inside the Grill. Bolted-down plastic seats, a backlit menu, and there’s an open hotdog-takeout hatch on the far side, overlooking the view down the hill, over the vast forests, but it’s not used at this time of day. Most of the tables are occupied. I make a mental note to bring Tammy here for a well-earned pizza feast. I think she’d like it.


‘Fillet steak, mushroom, onion, béarnaise, peanuts and banana, please. Thin crust.’


What the hell?


‘One of whatever he just said,’ I say to the handsome guy behind the counter. ‘And one Spicy American sausage for me, please.’


‘New face in town,’ says the man. Thick accent. Deep voice and blue jeans. Tight white T-shirt. Gym body. ‘You’re very welcome here, my name is Luka Kodro.’


He doesn’t shake my hand or pat me on the back or kiss my cheek. He just looks at me, but he’s one of those guys with a look. There’s some kind of power to it that makes me feel like a teenager again.


‘I’ll secure us a table,’ says Ragnar.


I pay and take two portions of pizza salad, it’s a Swedish thing derived from a Balkan thing, and two glasses of tap water.


‘Luka is from Bosnia, but now he’s a Swedish citizen,’ says Ragnar, lowering his voice. ‘He was a soldier in that dreadful war. An elite soldier of some description. I’ve tried to interview him about it but he doesn’t talk to me. He says he only likes to look forward, not back.’


The boom of gunshot drifts through the hotdog hatch and mingles with the pizza aromas.


‘Bloodlust,’ says Ragnar.


‘The hunt?’


‘Our forests aren’t as big as Utgard but our quotas are better. The Edlund family pull strings, or so some people suspect.’ He taps the side of his nose. ‘I don’t hunt myself, can’t stand the sight of blood, but I’ve heard the ponds and rivers and bogs around Visberg, in the forests covering the hillside, are excellent territory for elk and wild boar.’


‘Visberg special and a hot Yankee sausage,’ says Luka, putting down two plates.


The pizzas look excellent, even Ragnar’s fruit-salad abomination. Who the hell puts peanuts, steak and bananas on a pizza?


We eat and Ragnar fills me in on more of the town’s history. How the Hive used to be an institution for unwanted children, and then for those juveniles of a criminal disposition. Some kind of hospital facility. And how since the ’70s it’s been self-storage.


A customer walks in carrying his motorbike helmet under his arm. Except it’s an awkward carry because the helmet has large deer antlers attached to it.


‘One thing I’m curious about,’ I say. ‘What exactly is Pan Night?’


Everyone, every single customer inside this place stops eating, stops chatting, and turns to face us. Ragnar puts down his knife and fork and chews, and his sky-blue eyes bore into mine. The antler-helmet guy looks at me with his mouth wide open.


Ragnar swallows and wipes his mouth with a paper napkin.


They’re still looking. All of them. Waiting. They’ve stopped chatting, and most of them have even stopped chewing.


‘It’s…’ he begins, and then he clears his throat. ‘Whatever you’ve heard from outside Visberg I can tell you categorically that there is no such thing as Pan Night. Not anymore.’
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The other diners resume chewing their crayfish pizzas and their kebab-meat pizzas and the volume in the room returns to normal levels.


Ragnar gives me a look that says, Hurry up and eat your bloody pizza. And whatever you do, don’t ask anymore questions about Pan Night.


The whole room watches as we leave.


Sunshine outside: cool October sunshine. It picks out the pigment in the apples. Apples on the grass and apples on the trees. Greens and reds and the burnt oranges of fruit on the turn.


‘I have an important appointment later, so let’s get on with it,’ says Ragnar, his tone curt.


He opens the door to ‘Mind Games.’


We pass through a black curtain. Another. Down a short corridor. More black sheets hanging from every wall. The floor is painted velvet-black. The kind of specialist paint that absorbs light. The sun cannot penetrate back here. They should have taken a lease on the shady side of the street.
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