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THE MOUNTAIN KING

One spring evening when he was eight years old he ran away.

One second he was playing with some older kids in the forest, the next he was gone.

All the locals desperately searched for him through the darkness, rain, and cold. Called his name time and again, their ever-hoarser voices echoing between the spruce crowns. But it was as though the earth had swallowed him up.

Then, just after dawn, when all hope was fading, he was found in a crevice in a rock face, burning up with fever and soaked to the skin.

He neither cried nor laughed at being rescued, just stared blankly into space. Couldn’t speak of what had happened to him. Didn’t recognize his own parents.

Or at least that was how it was told to him.

He doesn’t actually remember any of it, other than in the way one remembers an old fairy tale. A story you hear so often it almost feels real.

But only almost.

Events after the incident, however, feel all the clearer for it.

The scratchy hospital sheets, people in white with compassionate smiles and soft-spoken voices. The intense headaches, the fever dreams from which he would wake drenched with sweat, his heart pounding. Dreams of dark, damp places deep in the mountain; of steel doors and chains, icy terror and searing pain. It would take several weeks before his meningitis cleared and he was allowed to go home.

He felt like a stranger. Needed his mother’s help to find his own bedroom. Asked her at least a hundred times if he really lived there, after all.

It was only much later that he realized how it was all connected. The reason why he couldn’t remember any of his childhood before that night. Why his head was filled with twisted thoughts and dark desires.

He was a changeling.

Someone who had taken the place of the little boy who ran away.

A creature born of pain and fever dreams who outwardly resembled a human, but who in actual fact was a monster.

This is how his story begins.






FRIDAY






SMILLA

“There it is!”

He runs ahead of her through the thickets, and Smilla struggles to keep up. They have walked at least a mile from the almost impassable logging road where they parked the car. The forest around them is filled with funereal blue conifers, interrupted now and then by deciduous saplings in shimmering October golds. Here and there sprawling brambles with blood-red stems that latch onto clothes and stab the skin.

“Wait!” she cries.

The steep uphill slope and blanket of leaves make the ground slippery underfoot. She loses her footing, lands on her knees. The camera strap tugs at her neck. Her system camera is heavy, but it takes far and away the best photos in weak light.

She scrambles back to her feet. Brushes the wet leaves from her knees. He has already disappeared into the thicket.

What was it he saw?

“MM!” she calls out. It’s what he wants her to call him, though he has such a beautiful name. Malik Mansur. As soft as his eyes.

Officially he isn’t actually her boyfriend anymore. They broke up back at the start of summer, not that either of them lets on about that. Both tiptoe around the fact that she’ll be going back to Paris soon.

In summer, after she ended things, he got jealous, angry, wrote nasty messages. But now things are back to how they used to be. In most ways, at least.

MM has matured in these four months, grown more manly, exciting.

Even a little dangerous.

The sex is better, too. Much better.

Perhaps he has been seeing someone else?

She has seen small hints of it, but hasn’t wanted to ask.

It’s easier that way.

“Smilla!” His voice comes from inside the thickets.

She continues upward. Is more careful where she sets her feet.

The ground levels off at the top of the peak. There must be a hundred and fifty feet of rock beneath them, perhaps even more.

“Smilla!”

MM pops up right in front of her, his face glowing in that way she likes.

“There it is!”

The construction he is pointing at is so low and overgrown it’s almost invisible.

Like a grim concrete kiosk, only with wire cages where the windows should be. The cages are filled with densely packed rocks. They remind her of the garden walls at her summer house in Falsterbo. She raises her camera, reels off a few shots.

“Gabions,” says MM, patting one of the cages. “This bunker is the upper air inlet for the base, just like he said.” His voice is both tense and excited.

He pulls her around the side of the building.

In their time apart he has become even more obsessed with urban exploration. That probably has something to do with a university module that he is taking. The Architecture of Decay. Either way, he can’t stop talking about it—or his amazing teacher, Martin Hill.

Perhaps that’s where MM met this new friend he keeps talking about—though on that question he is much cagier.

Around the back of the concrete bunker the bedrock cleaves up through the earth. Forms giant outcrops with moss-dappled backs. Through the camera lens they look almost alive. Hunkering, waiting.

She shudders, thinks of how far they are from the car. How hard it would be to get back there if anything were to happen.

She pats her jacket pocket. Her phone is there, just where she left it. But it isn’t on.

MM made sure they both turned their phones off together, all the way back at the gas station. He had promised his friend that they would.

Because this whole explore is super-secret, he said. Unique.

“Here, look!” MM points at the back wall of the bunker. A piece of the wall is jutting out, revealing a sliver of darkness in the opening.

“The door’s open, just like he promised.”

Smilla tries to share his excitement.

And yet she can’t shake her unease.

“What did you say your friend’s name was?” she asks.

“Who, Berg?”

“Berg? Is that actually his name?”

He shrugs.

“And you’ve only known each other a few months,” she goes on, “but he just happened to give you this incredible tip about the tunnel? The cave rain?”

MM doesn’t hear the question, either that or he just ignores it. He’s too busy inspecting the door. A blast door made of concrete, must be more than a foot thick. Almost melts into the wall.

The opening is narrow, and for a moment she hopes it will be too small for them to pass.

But as usual MM won’t be deterred. He pulls off his backpack and squeezes in.

“Come on, there’s space for you, too!”

She hesitates for a second or two.

Her computer at home is full of photos from other expeditions. Closed factories, abandoned houses, forgotten places just like this.

But no cave rain. That only occurs in a handful of underground sites, where the conditions are so special that the humidity forms visible droplets of moisture in the air. She would dearly love to get a shot of some cave rain, he knows that. Still, she hesitates.

They aren’t rookie urban explorers; they have phones, flashlights, and spare batteries to hand. Even so, something about this place—the forest, the elevation, the hunkering outcrops and heavy concrete door—makes her ill at ease.

And then that friend. Berg.

A perfectly normal Swedish surname.

Yet the word’s meanings all chime in her head.

Berg. Hill, mountain. Rock.

She glances back at the outcrops. They remind her of trolls from an old book of folktales. Primeval mountain creatures. Evil.

“Just get in!”

MM reaches out to her through the opening. His voice is impatient now, the face looming in the darkness tense.

Still, she hesitates. Wants above all to turn around and head back to the car. Turn on her phone and call someone—her mom, dad, sister, anyone—just to hear another voice. Tell them where she is. That she wants to go home, now—right now.

But then MM’s face lights up. He cracks that smile that she has missed for so long, the one that always makes her melt.

“Come on, Smilla,” he says softly.

She resists for another second.

Then takes his hand and lets him pull her through the gap in the door.

The space inside is small. Walls, floor, ceiling, everything in gray concrete.

On the inside of the concrete door sits a large handwheel in a rusty brown metal, to operate the lock mechanism. Something about the handwheel and lock bothers her, amplifies her unease.

MM doesn’t seem to notice.

“See?” he says excitedly, sweeping his flashlight around the walls. “No graffiti. That means basically no one can have been here. The bottom entrance is sealed—this is the only way in.”

Smilla gives a steely nod.

From a hole in the middle of the floor rises the frame of a gray caged ladder.

She shines her flashlight down the hole.

A damp waft of air hits her from below. Brings with it scents of water, stone, metal. The bedrock’s breath. She came across the expression once on an urban exploration forum somewhere, and at the time she found the thought beautiful. As if the mountain itself were a living being. But now, as the smell hits her from the depths, that prospect feels less appealing. A few feet below, her flashlight lights up a similar room with another hole in the floor, through which the ladder leads farther into the darkness.

“Come on.”

MM hangs his flashlight from a strap around his neck, takes hold of the top rung, and starts climbing down.

She pauses again. Glances back at the door. There’s something about that giant handwheel that she just can’t put her finger on. Something that deepens her anxiety.

But MM will soon be down in the next room, and she can’t let him go on alone.

She steps onto the ladder and follows him.

The rungs are cold and coarse, the metal speckled brown where the rust has eaten through its galvanized surface.

Her heart is beating ever faster.

MM hardly stops to look around the second room, just shines the flashlight around and then moves on. Rock walls now, no concrete. A little bigger than the bunker, but still completely bare. MM is already on his way down the ladder again, through the next hole in the floor and deeper into the darkness.

The mountain is silent; the only sounds to be heard are those of their movements and panting breath.

A third room, slightly bigger still. Nothing in here causes MM to stop, either. The bedrock’s breath is getting all the sharper. Her camera smacks into the ladder, and she has to slide it around to her back.

“MM, hold up!”

He stops short, just a few feet below her.

“What is it?”

“Nothing, can we just take a breather? We’re going so fast! Hardly have a chance to look around.”

“But we’re almost in the tunnel now. I can see the bottom.”

He doesn’t wait for a reply, just keeps on descending.

She has no choice but to follow him.

The caged ladder ends halfway between ceiling and floor in the fourth room, forcing them to carefully lower themselves down the final feet.

“They’ve sawn off the ladder,” says MM while helping her down. “Must be to stop people from getting into the tunnel.”

Smilla exhales deeply. They won’t get any farther, which comes as both a relief and a disappointment. She looks around. The fourth room is perhaps three times the size of the original bunker, and the jagged bedrock walls are dripping with moisture.

“Look.”

MM shines his flashlight at the hole in the floor through which the ladder should have continued.

Two shiny rails that she didn’t initially notice rise up a little way out of the hole. It takes Smilla a second or two to realize what they are: another ladder, a much newer one, made of aluminium.

Her unease is back.

“Wait!” she says again, but MM is already on his way down.

Is out of sight before she even reaches the ladder.

“MM, wait!” But he doesn’t listen.

The bedrock’s breath is now so intense and so moist that she has to wipe it off her skin with the back of her hand.

“Wow!” he calls out. “Hurry, you’ve got to see this.”

The aluminium ladder is perhaps fifteen feet long, and ends in a puddle of water on a floor of sharp crushed rock.

This space is bigger than the others. Stones and rusty, twisted metal lie strewn around the floor. At the end of the space is a doorway that leads to a passage through which the bedrock’s wet breath courses, hitting her on its way up through the hole in the ceiling.

MM is already through the passage. She can see his flashlight flitting around on the other side. His voice echoes excitedly:

“Come on, Smilla, hurry.”

The passage slopes down steeply, and with the gradient and rock floor she almost stumbles into the next space.

She gasps. All of a sudden it is as though her hesitancy and anxiety are no more.

“Well?” he says with another one of those smiles that she loves.

“It’s incredible,” she gushes.

The train tunnel that they had expected to find is in fact an enormous, oblong cave. It must be almost three hundred feet long, and ends in a massive stone gateway that looms on the edge of their flashlight beams.

The ceiling is at least thirty feet high. The walls are a mixture of concrete and raw bedrock, with slender rivulets of water weaving their way down. The floor is a shallow pool, its surface broken by railway tracks that rise a few inches out of the water at the end where Smilla and MM are standing, but disappear toward the gateway where the water is deeper.

Here and there, stones that have probably fallen from the ceiling and walls peer out from over the surface of the black pool. Along the right-hand side of the cave runs a loading bay with two rusty-brown steel doors leading off it. But it is neither the doors, the railway tracks, nor the gateway that have caught her attention—but the air.

The updraft from the passage through which they came is so strong that it sends cold, damp air whirling around the cave, forming small, but fully visible, droplets of water in the beams from their flashlights.

“Cave rain,” Smilla says in awe.

“Told you,” MM replies with a smirk. “Berg keeps his promises.”

Smilla puts her flashlight down on a ledge and starts taking photos.

“Shine your flashlight there,” she tells MM. “Get up on the loading bay.”

She takes photos, instructs him on where to point the flashlights.

After a while he tires of playing photographer’s assistant and starts inspecting the metal doors by the loading bay.

Smilla goes on taking photos. The light is weak, and she has to do some maneuvering with her flashlight and adjust her camera settings to get the images to come out the way she wants them.

She plans to enlarge them, maybe hang one on her bedroom wall in Paris.

A choked sound cuts her off.

It sounds like a cry.

She looks around for MM, but he isn’t there.

Only now does she notice that the left-hand steel door on the loading bay is open.

“MM?” Her voice echoes through the cave. “Malik?”

No reply. She shudders, not only from the cold.

The unease from before is back, twice as intense this time.

She stares at the open door, the darkness lurking just beyond the threshold.

And suddenly she realizes what it was that bothered her back up in the bunker.

The concrete door that they had crept through had a large handwheel on the inside.

But on the outside its surface was completely smooth.

Which means that whoever had opened it did so from the inside. Just a crack, just wide enough for someone to get inside. Like bait.

And that name.

Berg. Hill, mountain. Rock.

The flight impulse comes from nowhere, like an icy jolt to her body. Is magnified by the compact darkness there beyond the steel door, makes her heart start to pound.

She should get out of here, now.

Run back to the ladders and climb toward the light, as fast as she can.

Part of her wants nothing more.

But another, more pragmatic part tells her that MM could be hurt. That he could be lying there, just inside the door, in need of her help. That every second she spends wavering could be crucial.

“MM!” she cries again.

The echo hovers unanswered in the cave for a few seconds, then falls flat.

She takes out her phone and turns it on, which is obviously stupid. A reflex that costs her precious seconds, only to confirm that she has no signal down here in the belly of the mountain.

She takes a deep breath, puts her phone away, and collects herself.

Then slowly makes her way toward the dark doorway.

A faint smell wafts through the doors. A musty smell, one she didn’t pick up on before. As though the bedrock’s breath has shifted. Become thicker, more raw.

The smell scares her. Makes her even more sure.

This is a monstrous place.

An evil place.

But she has no choice but to go on.

Into the darkness.






MONDAY






ASKER

Leo Asker wakes up with a creeping feeling in her bones. A sort of premonition, a warning, that something is about to hit her.

Something big, for which she has had no chance to prepare.

It may have something to do with the new case.

A young couple missing since Friday, vanished without the slightest trace.

But she has run similar investigations before without this kind of doomsday feeling.

Even after one hundred push-ups and as many sit-ups on her bedroom floor, the feeling refuses to subside. If anything it is reinforced by the gray weather and darkness outside.

It’s still October, and the trees in the park bear their autumn hues.

Normally she likes this time of year.

Fresh air, geese flying in Vs against a bright blue sky.

But the chill and damp mists on offer this morning echo the feeling in her gut, a warning of what is to come.

Winter in Skåne is a mix of gales and biting rains that feel as though they cut through the soul. She hates winter, hates the cold.

Has already had enough of it to last a lifetime.

One must steel oneself, as Prepper Per used to say. Discomfort and pain are just laziness leaving the body.

That he should come to mind on a day like this is no surprise. Doomsday feelings were always Per’s thing. His lifeblood.

The house isn’t hers; she’s housesitting for a family who are abroad. Lives in the guestroom. One of the guestrooms.

It’s an old, flashy pad; the renovation alone cost millions.

Copper roofing, balconies, herringbone floors and moldings.

Panoramic windows with lake views.

Asker is rarely here. She comes home late, goes out early. It’s how she prefers things.

She takes a scalding-hot steam shower, puts on some jeans, a shirt, and a blazer. Then downs an espresso over the marble worktop in the enormous kitchen while pulling up Smilla Holst’s Instagram account.

Still no updates to either her or her boyfriend’s accounts. Only that selfie from Friday, the last sign of either of them.

It was Smilla’s family who raised the alarm on Saturday night, when she hadn’t picked up the phone in over twenty-four hours. A police investigation was opened almost immediately, which is unusual when it comes to missing people.

But all of Malmö knows who the Holst family are. The sort of wealth they represent. The power.

Despite the coffee, the sense of foreboding clings on. Gradually turns to a pounding headache. She knocks back two aspirin, then locks up and sets the alarm. Puts on her headphones, pulls up the hood on her jacket, and lets the music clear her mind of Prepper Per and everything else he brings.

“Hello, Leo!” exclaims the dog-walking grandpa as she passes him on her way to the train. “Monday again! New week, new opportunities!”

Asker doesn’t hear him, but reads the words on his lips. One of the many random talents she has Prepper Per to thank for. Though in this case lip-reading isn’t any great feat. The man has only about four stock greetings, and this one is number three.

Asker forces a polite smile and a wave, doesn’t stop to chat even though he does, just points at her wrist as if to say she’s in a hurry. The grandpa is a widower, lives in the former gatekeeper’s lodge at the end of the drive, which makes him her closest neighbor.

He’s the sort of man who doesn’t know how to appreciate solitude, instead fights it tooth and nail through idle chitchat with strangers.

It’s seven a.m. when she reaches the station. Sunrise is still a while away, and the platform is half-empty. The mist dampens the squeal of the train’s brakes.

As soon as she steps onto the train and pulls down her hood she catches a whiff of cigarette smoke.

The source of the stink: a long-haired man in a leather jacket and ripped jeans. He is unshaven, has hoops in his ears, leather wristbands, and a tattoo that coils its way up his neck. Legs spread so wide you would think he had cacti growing in his crotch.

Besides the fact that he’s brazenly puffing away, the man is obviously drunk. Either he started unusually early, or—more likely—is on his way home after some overnight escapades at one of the more remote stations on the regional train line.

In front of the man stands a female train conductor aged around twenty, to whom he is loudly proclaiming that he’ll smoke his bloody cigarette wherever the fuck he wants.

The other passengers are staring out of the windows or at their phones, pretending not to notice, since obviously they don’t want to get involved. A Swedish national sport.

Asker turns off her music, tilts her head to one side, and scans the man from head to toe. He’s around fifty, about six feet in height, 190 pounds—ten of which are excess. He’s confident, used to a bit of boorishness being enough to get him what he wants. Thinks he’s a prizefighter but definitely doesn’t move like one.

“The train can’t move until you put it out!” the conductor says, trying to keep her voice steady. The man detects her fear, savors it.

“Blow me,” he sneers, blowing smoke in her face.

Asker sighs. Pulls her headphones down and walks over.

“Put that out.” She shows her police badge.

The man’s eyes narrow. She can see the cogs turning in his skull, read the inferences in his eyes as he sizes her up.

Police, early thirties, blonde. Short hair, unusually tall and broad-shouldered for a woman. Different-colored eyes—one blue, the other green. The condition is known as heterochromia, but of course this dude doesn’t know that. Besides, he’s too busy checking out her figure. She sees him add up his surface findings, pair them with his over-inflated ego and drunkenness, and arrive at the expected conclusion.

“Hey sweetcheeks!” He flashes a nicotine-yellow grin. “If only all cops looked like you.” The man pats one of his thighs in invitation.

“But here’s the thing, love, old Jocke’s been round the block a few times, so if he’s going to have to put out his fag, then you might as well call for backup right now. Or else you can just sit pretty till he’s done.” He lifts his cigarette to take another drag. Winks at her as he does.

It isn’t the underestimation that annoys her most, or Jocke’s stale view of women, but the fact that he talks about himself in the third person.

Besides, she has a headache, which lowers her already-low threshold for assholery.

Without the slightest warning, she bats Jocke’s cigarette away. Grabs one of his ringed ears and gives it a good pinch.

His body reacts to the pain long before his brain, instinctively doing all it can to relieve it. Before Third-Person Jocke even knows it, he’s up out of his seat and staggering through the carriage, bent forward with one of his wrists locked behind his back.

“What the fu…” is all he can splutter before his legs are kicked out from under him and he nosedives onto the rainy platform in a humiliating bellyflop.

A few of the sleepy passengers fumble around with the cameras on their phones, but it’s too late.

Out on the platform Jocke scrambles to his feet. His face is purple, his fists clenched. Asker stands in the door and studies him.

He has two options: he can either try to restore his wounded pride through violence, or swallow his frustration and pretend this infuriating incident never happened.

She raises her eyebrows in a well? to hurry along his decision.

Jocke is still hesitating. He clenches and opens his fists, his jaw, too. Tries to stare himself to a decision, but now that his self-confidence has taken a beating, her two-toned eyes make him even more unsure. She can see the questions in his face.

What is she; who is she; and how can he deal with her?

Before Jocke can make up his mind, the doors glide shut and the train pulls softly away. He plucks up his courage, runs up and bangs on the window. Shouts something idiotic to save a shred of self-esteem, before he and the platform disappear into the gray haze.

Asker takes a seat and puts her headphones back on.

The cellphones around her lower in disappointment.

“Thanks,” mumbles the conductor, who gets a nod in response.

The young woman looks as though she wants to say something more.

But Asker has already put on her music and turned away.






ASKER

Malmö was first built on a sandbank, sandwiched between marsh and sea. Its situation was practical rather than strategic, having to do with the herring fishery and the commerce that that brought with it.

In the seventeenth century, when Skåne changed hands from Denmark to Sweden, Malmö became a border city. It was severed from the surrounding wetlands by bastions and a long moat that fed out into the sea, transforming the city into a fortified island that was almost impossible to capture.

Two hundred years later the city started to grow in earnest. The fortifications were torn down, and the moat was turned into a canal.

The small lakes and wetlands that had once surrounded the city were drained and rebuilt as new city districts. Rörsjöstaden, where the police headquarters are situated, is one such district.

The headquarters lie at the intersection of Exercisgatan and Drottninggatan, with a view over the spot where the canal turns northwest on its way back to sea.

In recent years the site has been further bolstered with a detention center, district court, and outposts for the Prosecution and Economic Crimes authorities respectively, forming one enormous justice center. Perhaps it is because the ground it stands on was once marsh and seafloor that the cold and damp occasionally seep their way through the building’s heavy doors and airlock insulation. Especially on days like this, when the wind kicks up off the sea.

The Serious Crime Command is located on the sixth and top floor of police HQ, with a view over rooftops and water. Glass walls, big-screen displays, soft lighting. Dark carpets that absorb the sounds of the phone signals pulsating through the air. No expense spared; even the coffee machine in the airy kitchen is first-rate.

Asker has worked at Serious Crime for almost four years now, which is less time than most, but she has already progressed to head of section. In a matter of years she expects to be running the entire command. Not all of her colleagues relish this thought.

She stands at the front of the state-of-the-art incident room. Unlike the rest of the department, this room has no windows onto the outside world, but a glass wall that overlooks the large internal atrium running straight down through the center of the building.

Before her sit fifteen of her police colleagues in rows. Several are new faces, loaned in from other departments, which surprises her a little.

At one minute to nine the department chief enters and takes a seat on the back row. Vesna Rodic is between forty and fifty, round of build and a head shorter than Asker. Normally Rodic isn’t the sort of manager to get involved in investigations like these, which is one of the things Asker likes about her.

Asker prepares to start the presentation, stands up tall and clears her throat.

“Good morning, everyone! For those of you who are new, I’m Detective Inspector Asker and I’m head of section here at Serious Crime. Today’s case involves two missing people, which we are treating as a suspected kidnapping.”

She clicks the remote control, which brings up the selfie of the two missing youngsters on the giant screen behind her.

“The people we are looking for are Smilla Holst and Malik Mansur. They were reported missing by Smilla’s parents on Saturday night, and the last sign of them was a social media post from Friday morning, which means they have now been missing around three days.”

She lists the known facts, mostly for the new arrivals.

“Both of their phones have been switched off since Friday, but we are of course keeping an eye on them in case they are turned on again. We have requested all saved operator data, but as most of you know that process tends to be…”

Short pause.

“… challenging,” she adds with a caustic smile. “Based on previous experience I would expect us not to have a response until toward the end of the week.”

She waits for the collective groan.

Next image, only Smilla this time. She is beautiful: pale skin, curly blond hair, blue eyes. On her nose a few lingering freckles that will surely be gone in a few years. The sort of unspoiled beauty that only exists between seventeen and twenty.

“Smilla Holst, nineteen years of age,” Asker goes on. “Graduated from high school in spring, now studying in Paris. Currently home for reading week. Smilla is registered at her parents’ address in Limhamn. She’s conscientious, ambitious, and has good grades. Her parents claim they have a very good relationship, and that there’s no reason why she would cut contact voluntarily.”

“Which is exactly what everyone says when they don’t want to admit they’re bad parents who don’t keep track of their kids.”

The man who has interrupted Asker is Johan Eskilsson, who for some inexplicable reason goes by the name Eskil and not Johan.

He is a year or two older than her, and half an inch shorter, which annoys him, since he’s the sort of man who would get annoyed by such things.

As always, Eskil’s hair is neatly trimmed and his face freshly shaven, and he smells of both aftershave and the hand cream he bought at his favorite influencer’s recommendation. The same cool cat who inspired his haircut, shirt, tie knot, thumb ring, and watch—and perhaps even the privately leased sports car that Eskil drives between home and Pilates classes.

Eskil the Detective—as he calls himself on Tinder—is a very good cop. At least in his own humble opinion.

He has plenty of other opinions, too. One of them being that he should be head of section and not Asker.

Asker ignores Eskil’s comment and clicks up another slide.

It shows a young man with curly dark hair, pronounced features, and velvet eyes. He, too, looks almost impossibly handsome.

“Malik Mansur, known as MM, twenty-one years of age. Lives in an apartment in Värnhem, is a second-year architecture student at Lund University. He is also described by his parents as conscientious—”

“Well…,” Eskil scoffs, to the approval of the colleagues around him. He is unusually chipper this morning. Has placed himself right at the front, surrounded by his usual stooges. Some of the more bro-ish colleagues who would rather have a leader with balls. In the literal, not metaphorical sense.

“What Eskil here is so keen to point out is that Mansur has a few hits in our databases,” says Asker. “A summary fine relating to a minor drug offense from a few years ago, and some intelligence notes from the summer about him being a passenger in a car used by a hardened Malmö criminal.”

“Exactly.” Eskil nods smugly. “And if you ask me that’s the connection we should be focusing on.”

Asker has had enough.

“But I didn’t ask you, Eskil,” she says. “And until I do, I would appreciate it if you could spare us your invaluable insights.”

She fixes her two-tone gaze on him. He looks around shiftily for backup, but his yes-men and the rest of the room avoid eye contact. Know just as well as Asker does that his balls are more physical than metaphorical.

“Well excuse me,” he mutters.

Asker changes the slide again. The same one she started with.

“This selfie, posted on Smilla’s Instagram account on Friday morning, is, as mentioned, our last trace of the two of them, and also the closest we can come to an actual description.”

The young people are standing cheek-to-cheek, gazing happily into the camera. The clothes that are visible look practical: turtlenecks and waterproof jackets—his black, hers turquoise. Around Smilla’s neck hangs a camera strap, and behind them the hood of Malik’s black car is visible.

Off on new adventures reads the caption, followed by #newadventures and #love.

“Smilla and Malik have been together a few years,” Asker goes on. “Met at a mutual friend’s party. According to her sister they broke up over the summer, just before Smilla moved to Paris to study, but they stayed in touch. Judging by this picture their relationship was back on.”

She clicks again. Brings up images of two humorless-looking men who appear to be father and son.

“Smilla’s father, Tomas Holst, who you see on the left here, is CEO of Arkadia Holdings. Arkadia was founded by Smilla’s grandfather Eric Holst, on the right, who is still its principal owner and chairman of the board. The reason why I mention this…”

She gives Eskil a stern look so that he won’t try to interrupt her with yet another inane comment, but fortunately he seems to have learned his lesson.

“… is that the Holst clan is one of the richest and best-known families in Malmö. They are the primary sponsors of pretty much every sports club. So we can’t rule out this disappearance having some sort of ransom motive, though I’d like to note that as it stands we have received no ransom demands. We should therefore take care not to wed ourselves to any particular theories.”

Eskil whispers something to the woman beside him and both share a smirk, but whatever he says it’s nothing he wants to air publicly.

“In conclusion, we have sent out descriptions to every radio car under our jurisdiction and have also issued a notice for Malik Mansur’s car, which you can also see in the picture. A black Golf GTI, personalized license place with the letters MM.”

Asker concludes the briefing by assigning tasks: to hold more detailed interviews with family members, request bank details, try to trace friends and classmates.

Once she has finished, she looks at Vesna Rodic to see if her manager has anything to add, but gets only a brief shake of the head in response.

“Then let’s get going. Call me as soon as you have anything to report.”

She thanks them for their time and heads toward her office. Eskil and his yes-men stay put, whispering excitedly over his phone screen. Something about their body language and self-satisfied smiles concerns her, amplifies the sense of foreboding that lingers on in her gut. As though something is afoot, a threat she hasn’t conceived of.

Asker gets a cup of coffee, sits down at her desk, and pulls up Smilla’s Instagram account on her computer screen. Malik has an account, too, of course, but like his other social media accounts, it hasn’t been updated in a long time.

Smilla, however, is particularly active.

The last six months or so are full of images from Paris: sights, university auditoriums, the odd nightclub. Smilla is constantly surrounded by people, and the comments fields are brimming with emojis and joie de vivre. All the way up to the image from Friday morning.

After which they vanish. Two well-mannered Gen-Zers who grew up with phones in their hands. Silence. It doesn’t bode well.

Asker massages her temples. The headache and doomsday feeling still won’t pass.

Her phone starts to buzz.

Would you mind popping into my office.

She opens the top drawer of her desk, where she keeps her painkillers. Washes two down with coffee before she gets up and leaves the room.

Vesna Rodic’s office is twice the size of Asker’s, in a corner of the building. Her walls are full of diplomas, award flags, and group photos. If you start at one corner and work your way to the other, you can chart her entire policing career. Every rung on the ladder so far.

Rodic has headed up Serious Crime for five years, and is ambitious, well liked, and capable. In recent months a rumor has started circulating that she is on her way to a promotion.

“Hi, Leo,” she says in her usual low-key way. “Shut the door and take a seat.”

“Is this about Eskil?” Asker asks while sitting down. “You know what he’s like, he and his clique need to be kept on a short lead. He’s a follower, not a leader. Only problem is he doesn’t see that himself.”

Rodic shakes her head wearily.

“You know what I’ve told you about bulldozing people in public. That’s not how you get respect.”

“Isn’t it?” Asker raises an eyebrow. “There must be fifty male managers in this building who beg to differ. Strong leaders who rule with an iron fist.”

She emphasizes the last statement with ironic air quotes, which Prepper Per would no doubt have hated.

Her boss sighs.

“We’ve been through this a thousand times, Leo. You’re a good detective. Very good, even. But if you’re going to progress in your career—sit in this chair, for example…”

She pauses, gives Asker a meaningful look.

“… then you need to get better at dealing with people who don’t have your capabilities, which essentially means the rest of us mere mortals.”

Rodic leans in over her desk.

“And sometimes you need to know when to just swim with the tide and not make waves. Which brings me to the real reason for this conversation: the Smilla Holst case.”

“Yes?”

“Where are we? What do we know?”

Asker shrugs.

“You were at the briefing. It’s early days, still a lot of question marks. Some phone traffic would definitely help things along, but as usual it’s slow progress there. In the meantime we’re working the case. Trying to piece it all together.”

“Is it a kidnapping, do you think?”

“Are you asking me what my gut feeling is?”

“Yes.”

Asker pauses as if to gather her thoughts, which she doesn’t actually need to do.

“Kidnappers usually want to get their hands on the money as soon as possible. The longer they drag things out, the greater the risk of being caught. Or getting cold feet or just starting to feel sorry for the hostage. We’ve already gone three days without any demands. So I’m dubious.”

“OK, so if it’s not a kidnapping then. What’s happened?”

“I don’t know yet. But I think it’s important that we keep all our doors open.”

“The parents, what are they saying?”

“We’ve only spoken by phone. I have a meeting with them in an hour.”

“Your impression?”

Asker pulls a face.

“The father is serious and to the point. Wants facts, answers, results, preferably yesterday.”

“And the mother?”

“She’s more cautious and emotional. Used to keeping in the background.”

Rodic fidgets uncomfortably.

Asker waits. There’s more, she can tell. Something important that this entire conversation has been dancing around so far.

“The commissioner called,” says Rodic.

“He did?” Asker sits up straighter in her chair.

“Apparently the Holst family’s lawyer has been in touch. Was pulling a bunch of strings.”

Something about the word lawyer, combined with Rodic’s body language, makes Asker immediately twig.

“Lissander and Partners,” Rodic confirms. “Your parents’ firm.”

“My mother and stepfather’s,” Asker corrects her.

“Right, yes. In any case, your mother has been in touch with the commissioner. Apparently they’re old friends. She wanted to make sure we’ve allocated every possible resource.”

“Hence all the new faces at the briefing,” Asker remarks. “Isabel usually gets what she wants.”

“Yes…” Rodic fidgets again, briefly. “Isabel will also be present at the meeting with the family later today, so it’s best that I take it.”

“Why?” Asker loves this question. Can repeat it endlessly.

“To avoid a needless conflict of interests.”

“Are you kicking me off my own case?”

“Formally speaking this is my case, as you know,” Rodic says dryly. “I’m in charge of all preliminary investigations until the prosecutor steps in. And my assessment is that from now on I should handle all contact with the family.”

Asker’s instinct is to go on asking questions, as that’s the way she works, but she checks herself. Rodic’s body language says that there’s something more she wants to get off her chest.

“One more thing.”

Rodic takes a deep breath.

“The commissioner has decided to ask the National Operations Department for assistance. They’re sending someone down from Stockholm tomorrow. A familiar face, in fact.”

Another pause. Awkward, tense.

Far too tense.

Suddenly Asker realizes. The sense of foreboding that has been hanging over her all morning—the whispers after the briefing, the headaches, her boss’s comments on not making waves—all of it falls into place, as the danger that she sensed suddenly comes into view. A gleaming, dazzling threat that’s steaming straight toward her as she stands in the middle of the tunnel. A doomsday train that not even Prepper Per would have been able to prepare her for.

“Jonas Hellman,” Asker says. Reads the response in her manager’s face long before it reaches her mouth.

Damn it!






THE MOUNTAIN KING

Not long after he was discharged from the hospital he received an unexpected gift.

His stepfather was a gruff man, and the two normally avoided each other as much as possible. But on that early summer evening he came up to him in the garden behind their desolate house.

“Here,” he said, holding up a glass jar.

Inside it fluttered a butterfly.

Its wings were rust-red, with small blue dots running along the white outer edge.

“A mourning cloak,” his stepfather went on. “I used to catch butterflies as a kid,” he added, with a voice that sounded almost soft.

He smiled in response, or at least he thinks he did. Something about the whole situation—not just the beautiful butterfly inside the glass, but also this unexpected confidence from the otherwise so morose man—pleased him.

“Here, I’ll show you how to take care of it.”

To his delight, his stepfather took him down into his basement workshop. A place that was normally off-limits.

On the walls hung tools in arrow-straight rows. The air smelled of paint, glue, and white spirit. But beneath these scents lay something else, too. A dull, damp tinge that felt strangely familiar. Basement; rock; earth.

In the middle of the room stood a workbench with a model landscape. Small houses and figures made of plastic—some of them already painted, others on the way. A miniature world slowly coming to life that captured his imagination. Intrigued, he reached out to touch the landscape, wanting to experience it with his fingers and not just with his eyes.

“That’s no toy!” his stepfather grumbled, which made him pull his hand back in fear.

“Here, look.” His stepfather took down a hammer and a sharp awl from the wall and then punched six small holes into the lid of the jar.

“There, now the butterfly will get some air,” the man said. He then explained to him that he should drop sugar water through the holes.

“You can keep it for one week,” he said. “But after that you have to open the lid. Without hope nothing survives long.”

He did just as his stepfather said. At least to begin with.

Kept the butterfly jar in his room, fed it. Could sit there for hours just gazing at it. Enjoying its colors, its details, its movements.

The sound of the paper-thin wings beating against the glass.

But he also enjoyed the power.

The dominion over that beautiful, living creature so desperately trying to escape. He wanted to see more, get even closer. Feel what the butterfly felt.

After a week he should have opened the lid and set the butterfly free. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

The butterfly was his now. His property, one he would never relinquish.

After twelve days the Camberwell beauty lay motionless at the bottom of the jar.

Its wings shiny with the sugar water that it had stopped drinking the moment it lost hope.

Even in death it was extraordinarily beautiful.

And still his.






SMILLA

Smilla wakes up mid-breath.

Her head is pounding, her mouth tastes of metal, and the nausea rises in her throat. Her abdomen is tight from needing to pee.

She tries to open her eyes to orient herself. Realizes after a second or two that they are already open.

But everything is dark. So dark that she can’t even see her own hands, not even when she holds them up in front of her face.

“Hello!” she utters, though it’s barely more than a whisper.

“Hello!” she tries again, a little louder. No reply. Just black silence.

Her heart starts to pound. Thunders against her eardrums, makes it impossible to think.

To breathe.

As though her rib cage is constricting with every breath. Stifling her from within.

She swallows, clamps her eyes shut. Slowly counts down from ten, just as she has learned. Takes deep breaths, one at a time, so that her brain gets the right mix of oxygen and carbon dioxide.

Three…

Two.

One.

The trick works. Her pulse slows, and the panic eases enough for her head to clear.

Where is she? How did she end up here?

Not long ago she and MM were in a cave. And then…

Then?

She remembers a scream, a dark doorway, a foul smell.

Fear.

Beyond that only muddled images.

And darkness.

One arm feels tight, her fingers brush against a Band-Aid on the inside of her elbow.

Has she been drugged? If so, how long?

And where is she?

Her pulse starts to race again.

She redoes her countdown.

Three…

Two.

One.

She has to try to compose herself.

Back in spring, she and her older sister attended “hostage school,” as they jokingly called it. The course was a Christmas present from Grandfather Eric. Both she and Helena had found it more than a little absurd. Over the top in some way.

But since no one ever refuses Grandfather Eric, they spent three days at a center out in the middle of nowhere. Told their boyfriends they were off on a spa weekend and turned the course into a secret in-joke that had given them plenty of laughs.

Now Smilla does all she can to try to remember what she learned.

First and foremost, she has to find out where she is.

Her hands cautiously grope around. She is lying on a bed, with a soft mattress and cushion underneath her and a scratchy blanket over her legs. At the head and to the right of the bed stand smooth concrete walls. On the other sides—empty space and darkness. She throws her legs over the edge and sits up.

The air is cool, but not cold. It smells like the deeper metro stations.

But she recognizes something else. The way her calls of hello just disappeared, swallowed up by a dull background hum that is almost audible if she listens very closely. And then the darkness, that oh so compact darkness that only exists in certain, special places.

Her heart starts to pound again.

She’s underground.

Deep down inside the mountain.

Imprisoned.

The scream that she has tried to hold in ever since she woke up finally slips out. Hangs there in the air for a few short, piercing seconds, before being consumed by the darkness.






TUESDAY






ASKER

It is only five a.m., but Asker is already wide awake and dressed. She rarely sleeps more than four or five hours, even less when her mind is racing.

The grounds around the house are cloaked in darkness. Just a few points of light from the golf course on the other side of the lake. Yesterday’s mist is gone, replaced by a light autumn drizzle.

She has set out the contents of the gray backpack on her bed.

All the objects are grouped in the right order: the flashlight, thin nylon rope, first-aid kit, and multi-tool for getting out.

The passport, credit card, wad of cash, and burner phone for getting away. Protein bars, underwear, socks, and a toiletry bag so she can stay on the move. She can see Prepper Per before her. Sees him tenderly ticking off the items.

Everything you need for a getaway, Leo. I’ve got it down to a T.

Two minutes, that’s all it takes to disappear.

She has no idea why she perseveres with this ritual. Why she keeps the gray backpack in her wardrobe, regularly replaces the items with a limited lifespan.

Prepper Per has been out of her life a long time, but still the backpack remains. A constant reminder of what once was. As though, after all these years, she still hasn’t quite managed to break free.

The coarse fabric is stained and full of patches. The stitches on the oldest are crooked, childish. With time they became all the straighter; more durable, more effective.

The last one she remembers well.

She was sixteen years old, about to go to high school.

Her and Per’s last summer together, the summer that was almost her last.

Subconsciously she scratches her left forearm, then slowly packs up the contents again. Positions them all as he taught her. She can do it with her eyes closed.

Once she has finished, she returns the backpack to its spot at the back of the wardrobe and walks into the kitchen. Presses the espresso button on the hi-tech coffee machine.

Two minutes, and she could be gone forever.

Tempting, given what is to come.

She should have guessed it back when Hellman was transferred to Stockholm.

But she was so relieved to see the back of him that she made do. Assumed he was gone for good. That he would find other interests, never set foot in Skåne again.

Assumption is the mother of all fuckups, as Per would have said.

Then he would have forced her to do push-ups, scrub toilets, and take ice baths, or do some other unpleasant chore to atone for her mistake.

For Jonas Hellman was just that—a mistake.

It was Hellman who first recruited her to Serious Crime. Who taught her much of what she knows today.

Everyone likes Jonas Hellman.

He started flirting with her even before she got the job. It was exciting, she has to admit.

Even more exciting when he became her boss.

Hellman had an entire entourage of admirers at his constant beck and call. The few, the chosen, the special ones. And she was one of them.

The most special.

There was a time when she would have done almost anything for him. For six whole months they were completely wrapped up in each other. She still thinks about it from time to time. Maybe mostly about the sex.

Wild, unbridled, intoxicating.

Then, by chance, she bumped into him in town, with his wife and kids.

Of course she’d known they existed, but until that point she had somehow managed to block them out and pretended they weren’t her problem.

They looked happy. A happy family that she was helping to destroy.

Self-discipline means never choosing the easy way out.

Another one of those small pearls of wisdom that Per loved to scatter.

Only in this case he was right.

So she ended things. Just like that, from one day to the next.

Ripped off that Band-Aid, sucked up all the discomfort and the pain, just as she had been taught. Stupidly believed that that would be enough. But the thing with people like Jonas—talented people who are used to success, to constant admiration and praise—is that, more often than not, they don’t deal well with rejection.

Very badly, in fact.

She had known that long before Jonas came into her life.

She learned that truth in the hardest possible way.

She thinks of the backpack again.

Of Prepper Per.

Per Asker.

Her father.

The tattoo is on her inner forearm, extending from the inner crease of her elbow almost all the way down to her wrist. She had it done the day she turned eighteen, despite her mother’s fierce protests.

But she needed to do it. Needed to remind herself of what she had been through. Of what it took to survive. One word, three syllables, ten letters, forever encased in her skin.

Enough to almost cover the pale, ragged scar beneath.

She follows the letters with her index finger. Reads the word aloud.

Resilience.

Jonas Hellman is going to come for her; she doesn’t doubt that for one second.

And she has to be prepared.






ASKER

By around seven the rain has eased up. On the approach roads the traffic is at a slow crawl. The train is rammed with people all staring at their cellphones, and there isn’t a seat to be found. The smells of perfume and aftershave mingle with those of paper-cup coffee and garlic breath. It all makes the autumn air feel that much fresher when the doors finally open at her stop.

Malik Mansur’s apartment is a quick walk from the station.

His mother is waiting outside.

Forensics has already been there: have taken photos, scoured the place for bloodstains and other DNA. But Asker wants to form her own impressions.

Malik’s mother, Hana, is around fifty. She is dressed in a suit with heavy makeup to hide the bags under her eyes. She speaks good Swedish, but with a clear accent.

“Malik loves Smilla very much,” Hana says, without Asker having asked.

“He was born and raised here,” she adds, as though that is somehow important. “A clever boy. Kind, good grades. He’s going to be an architect.”

Asker knows that Malik’s mother is a dentist, and that his father retired early due to illness, both from Iraq. Malik is their only child.

“Loves Smilla very much,” Hana repeats.

The apartment looks out over the churchyard of Sankt Pauli Kyrka. A caretaker on a ride-on mower is raking the paths and doesn’t exactly appear to be in any rush. Little birds flap around behind the mower, nibbling at what the rake pulls up.

Asker looks around the living room. IKEA furniture, about as clean as you can expect of a student. On one wall hangs an enlarged photo of a derelict industrial building. Concrete, rusty steps, walls full of graffiti. Despite the decay there is something beautiful about the image.

“Smilla took the photo,” says Hana. “She’s good at photography. It was her birthday present to Malik. The lime factory in Limhamn. I think they went there together. Though maybe I shouldn’t say that?”

She covers her mouth.

“Why not?”

“Because you’re not allowed inside. What’s the expression: out of limits?”

“Off-limits.”

“Yes.”

Hana appears to correct her inner lexicon.

“Does Malik often visit restricted sites?” Asker asks.

Hesitation, followed by a nod.

“Why?”

“He wants to be an architect. He’s at university in Lund.”

“Yes, you mentioned that. Do any of his courses have something to do with this pastime?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugs dejectedly, then lights up again, as though she has remembered something important.

“There’s another one in the bedroom.”

She leads the way, and eagerly shows Asker a photo hanging over the unmade bed. It is Smilla and Malik together.

He is wearing a tux, she a dress.

“Her graduation ball,” Hana says proudly. “They looked so lovely.”

She sobs, and for a brief moment Asker is afraid she’s going to burst into tears. Instead she takes a deep breath, straightens her back.

“We don’t understand it,” she says. “None of this.”

“Smilla broke up with Malik when she moved to Paris, didn’t she?” Asker asks.

Hana nods.

“He was very sad.”

“Angry?”

“Boys don’t tell their mothers those things,” Hana replies evasively. “But… yes, he was angry. I know that he wrote some stupid things to Smilla. But he regretted them and apologized. And when she came back everything was good again. See for yourself, she was staying here!”

Hana points at an open suitcase by one of the bedroom walls. Smilla’s name on a luggage tag on the handle.

Her colleagues have already searched it, but Asker does the same anyway.

Underwear, T-shirts, a few nice tops, and a pair of jeans.

In a side pocket a jewelry box with a necklace.

“From Malik,” says her mother. “He bought it for her just before she came home. He didn’t have enough for it, had to borrow off me.”

Asker holds up the necklace. A gold heart with the initials M and S. She takes a photo of it on her cellphone.

“We spoke to Smilla’s parents a few times over the weekend,” says Hana. “They were just as worried as we are. But since yesterday they stopped taking our calls. Do you know why?”

Asker avoids the question, or, rather, the answer. The Holst family’s lawyer has probably advised against any further contact with the Mansurs, since they suspect Malik was involved in the disappearance. The lawyer in question also happens to be her own mother. But she can’t say any of that.

Hana starts making the bed. She doesn’t need to, of course, but the instinct to try to bring some kind of order to the inexplicable is hard to resist. Asker knows this from personal experience.

“Malik would never hurt Smilla,” Hana mumbles while fiddling with the bedding. “Not on his life, never! He would rather die.”

Asker doesn’t know if the woman is talking to herself or to her.

But, judging by her comments, she seems to sense which way the wind is blowing.

“We’re keeping our options open,” says Asker, mostly because she feels she has to.

Hana turns away, puts her full focus on the bed.

Asker goes on looking around the room.

On the bedside table lies a well-thumbed book.

Forgotten Places and Their Stories.

The book contains images of roughly the same style as those on the walls, each accompanied by a few pages of text. In some places Malik has folded down corners or made brief notes, as though that specific page was particularly interesting.

On the title page stands a handwritten inscription.

To my star student MM, with best regards, Martin Hill.

The name gives Asker a start.

She quickly turns to the author photo on the cover flap. Her heart has started beating a little harder. He is sixteen years older, and looks in much better health than she remembers him, but there’s still no doubt about it. It’s her Martin Hill.

What a strange coincidence.






THE MOUNTAIN KING

The summer when he was thirteen, a family moved into the house at the bottom of the hill. A young couple and their little baby.

He would mow their lawn. Sometimes they invited him in for something to eat or drink.

The parents seemed so happy. Their home was light and beautiful, filled with laughter and music, especially compared to the big, joyless house in which he lived.

Once he saw them dancing with each other. The window was part open, the sheer curtain within swaying faintly in the wind.

The father was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, the mother a white cotton dress with a light-blue pattern.

Their bodies close, their skin shiny with sweat. The man’s hands on the woman’s back, her hips. Farther in under her dress. She laughed, batted them away jokingly the first time. But not the second.

He stood rooted to the spot, unable to move.

His heart beat wildly in his chest, like butterfly wings on a glass jar, as he watched them through the window.

He stood there transfixed for several minutes, before he finally managed to break the spell and stumble back to the lawn and beyond, to the shelter of the forest. His body thrummed with excitement, desires he couldn’t explain. Desires that tormented him. Sparked his fantasies.

Just like the butterfly in the glass jar, he wanted to see more.

Get closer. Feel what they felt.

The following week he returned. In the middle of the day, when he knew that no one would be home. The spare key was hanging on the back of a beam in the shed.

Once inside the house, he made straight for the spot in the living room where they had stood, his heart pounding.

Imagined that he was the father, moved his hands in the air just as the man had done. But the excitement soon faded.

So he sneaked upstairs, into their bedroom.

Carefully pulled out the drawers in their chest, opened their wardrobes. Handled the objects and garments that were their most private.

In her bedside table he found a packet of condoms.

Beneath them, underwear so small and transparent that it took him a long time to realize it belonged to an adult.

His heart pounded all the harder, his mouth was dry as a bone.

In the father’s bedside table he found something even more unexpected.

A pistol.

He could tell from the smell of gun oil that the pistol was real. What’s more, it was loaded. Why would someone keep a loaded gun by their bed?

His thoughts were rudely interrupted by the sound of a car coming up the drive. The staircase led straight to the front door, so he wouldn’t be able to get out in time. But a quick glance through the window reassured him.

It wasn’t their car arriving, but a pickup that he didn’t recognize.

The driver, a thirty-something man in sunglasses, strode purposefully up to the front door.

He hid behind the curtain, held his breath.

The man with the sunglasses rang the doorbell impatiently. Once, twice.

Then moved on to banging on the door, calling out her name.

“Come out so I can talk to you!”

The door downstairs was locked, which was a relief.

The man called her name again, then started walking around the outside of the house.

Cautiously he followed him, watched from behind the upstairs curtains as the man tried to peer in through the windows below.

Soon the man was back at the front door. He took a step to one side and pulled down his zip. Stood and pissed on the beautiful roses right next to the front steps. Once he was done, the man did up his trousers, spat on the ground, and left.

He barely dared breathe until the pickup had driven away.

He thought about the pistol. Something told him it had something to do with the man in the pickup. That he had stumbled across a secret. That even happy people had something to hide. The thought made him giddy with excitement.

Made him want to take something with him.

A memento, a secret of his own.

He briefly considered stealing the pistol, but realized that that would be a bad idea. If he stole something big and important, they would know that someone had been here. Hide the spare key better, maybe even change the locks, and then he would never be able to come back. And he wanted to come back.

A pair of simple earrings on her dressing table caught his eye. If he took just one, she would think she had lost the other; that it had ended up on the floor, in the vacuum, down the drain. She would search for a while and then give up, since an earring was just an earring, after all.

He held it up to the light, then to his nose. Almost thought he could smell her. A perfect souvenir.

As he carefully returned everything he had touched to its rightful place, he thought about the pickup man. How he had marked his presence, like a dog. A message that said that he had been there. That that place was his territory now.

He should do the same. Leave something in exchange for the earring. He felt around in his back pockets, but couldn’t find anything fitting.

But in one of his front pockets his fingers grazed against something small and hard.

A plastic figure from his stepfather’s model railway, which he had found on the floor just a few days before.

The figure was three-quarters of an inch tall, unpainted and featureless. Invisible, imperceptible; suggestive of a person, without being one.

Just like himself.

He tucked the figure away at the bottom of an underwear drawer, where no one would find it. And if anyone did, they wouldn’t realize its meaning. That it was proof of his conquest.






ASKER

Asker is sitting in her office with the door shut.

Yesterday’s sense of foreboding is back with an almost overwhelming intensity, which is no surprise. The usual background drone that seeps in through the glass door to her office is rowdier, more boisterous today, punctuated every now and then by loud peals of laughter. The sounds of Jonas Hellman’s triumphant return.

She has trembled at the thought of this moment. Gone through it a hundred times in her head, trying to find as painless an outcome as possible. But it’s impossible. Nothing about this situation is painless.

Might as well rip off that Band-Aid.

Hellman is standing in the break room, a coffee cup bearing the National Operations Department’s logo in his hands. Asker is 100 percent sure that she has never seen the mug in the cupboard before, which means he must have brought it with him. To show that he’s in another league.

Hellman is already surrounded by an entourage of admirers.

The years in Stockholm haven’t changed him all that much. A forty-something sprinkling of grays in his stubble, which only makes him more attractive.

Otherwise he looks just the same. Blazer, jeans, tailored shirt.

Blond, athletic, confident to the point of cocky.

The room’s natural center of gravity.

Eskil is standing at Hellman’s side, his face full of lapdog adoration. A fawning little copy who laughs too loudly at his master’s jokes, his own leadership ambitions already thrown to one side.

Asker takes a deep breath and holds out her hand to Hellman.

“Hi, Jonas, good to see you!”

The chatter in the room fades abruptly, and every eye turns on her.

Hellman leaves her hanging just long enough for the situation to get awkward. Then gives her a smile.

“Asker, hi!” He shakes her hand. “I hear you’re running the Holst investigation. I look forward to working together.”

Relieved smiles, meaningful looks. He uses her surname as if to emphasize that she is simply one of the crowd. A well-planned performance.

High time to cut the crap. And she knows exactly how. The word that irritates him most.

“Why?” she asks, tilting her head to one side.

“Sorry?” That cocky smile falters.

“Why do you look forward to working together?”

Hellman stares at her. His entourage squirm awkwardly. The temperature in the room drops to freezing point.

After a few seconds Hellman manages to force out a strained little chuckle, as though it’s all just a joke. His disciples follow his lead.

“Like I said, always nice to see you, Asker.”

He goes on shaking her hand and smiling—at least with his mouth.

But his bright-blue eyes are ice-cold.

Half an hour later they are all gathered in the incident room. The place is teeming with officers: Rodic and Hellman up at the front, Asker on the front row, in the audience. The atmosphere is tense, expectant.

Just one minute before they are due to start, something unexpected happens. The door to the incident room opens slowly, almost deliberately so, and for some reason everyone in the room turns their head that way. Asker, too. As always whenever her mother steps into a room, everything seems to stand still.

Isabel Lissander is impeccably dressed, as per usual, in brands so expensive that they don’t need to advertise themselves with logos or patterns. Her makeup is discreet, her hair perfect, the coloring so skillfully done that anyone would buy that she is still flaxen-haired despite being almost sixty. On her face that lawyer countenance that she has spent forty years honing. British monarch with a hint of great white.

She surveys the room, then takes a seat in the back row and gives a faint nod, upon which time seems to start ticking again.

Rodic clears her throat.

“Well, welcome everyone,” she says. “I doubt Detective Superintendent Jonas Hellman here needs any introduction.”

Rodic gestures at Hellman, who smugly stands up a little straighter.

“Those of you who haven’t worked with Jonas before will certainly know of him,” she goes on. “His results both in this department and at the national police homicide unit speak for themselves, and we are obviously very happy to have him here.”

Asker doesn’t say a word. It surprises her that Rodic is capable of such flattery. She knows exactly what kind of person Hellman is, and yet here she is singing his praises.

“Hello, everyone!” says Hellman. “It’s great to be back, though obviously I wish the circumstances were better. I’ve already managed to read up on the case, and in my view we have a few clear lines of inquiry to focus on.”

He gestures at someone to start the projector. His body language is so relaxed and self-assured that everyone simply has to listen.

“I’ve spoken to the Holst family, and according to them Malik Mansur became threatening after Smilla broke up with him in summer. They claim she was afraid of him.”

His eyes linger briefly on the back row, and even without looking around Asker knows he is looking at her mother. Clearly they have already been in touch, which makes Asker’s blood start to boil.

An image appears on the screen.

“This is backed up by these messages, which Mansur sent to Smilla in August and September.”

Asker bites her lip. Hellman has already got his hands on the phone data that she has been waiting for. But he hasn’t shared it with her. What’s more, he has also found the time to speak to the Holst family, presumably at the meeting yesterday that Rodic insisted on taking in Asker’s place.
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