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Praise for Mons Kallentoft

“The latest hot Swedish import.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“A splendid representative of the Swedish crime novel, in all its elegance and eeriness.”

—Booklist, starred review of Midwinter Blood

“The highest suspense.”

—Camilla Lackberg, internationally bestselling author of The Ice Child

“Kallentoft is gifted. . . . He has a knack for characterization and describing the slow burn of police work.”

—The Age (Australia)

“Kallentoft writes vividly and harshly.”

—The Washington Times

“Edgy.”

—Library Journal

“One of the best-realized female heroines I’ve read by a male writer.”

—The Guardian (UK) on the Malin Fors series

“One of those books that will keep you up throughout the night. . . . Make room on your shelf—and calendar—for this one.”

—Bookreporter.com on Autumn Killing

“Evocative, atmospheric, ingenious.”

—Kirkus Reviews on Summer Death

“A sizzling, heart-pounding murder mystery and a masterful work of literary fiction with a compelling female character at its center.”

—The Paramus Post on Summer Death

“Gritty. . . . Utterly convincing.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review of Summer Death
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Who will fetch the man-eating mares?

Who will slay Diomedes, the Thracian king?

Who will rescue the innocent?

Our hero, our hero, our hero.



Prologue


1999

THE TWELVE-YEAR-OLD boy is lying on his back in the wild grass, breathing heavily.

The August night is dark and warm.

The iron-tainted smell of fresh blood mixes with the flowers in the meadow, and he looks at the vast sky with big, wide-awake eyes.

The whole sky seems to be full of shimmering dots. Even within celestial bodies like Ursa Major, Cassiopeia, and Orion, there are masses of other smaller stars fighting for space. There’s a long stripe across the sky where the stars are so tightly concentrated that they form a white fog.

The Milky Way.

The boy’s middle-school teacher once said that the sun is just an insignificant dot on the edge of the Milky Way galaxy. And if the sun was just an insignificant dot, what did that make the Earth? A grain of sand, barely worth even noticing.

It had been difficult to take in. It was like nothing you ever did mattered.

Now, as the boy lies in the meadow staring up at incomprehensible infinity, he wishes that were the case. That nothing really mattered. That what happened this evening could just disappear into the galaxy’s vast maelstrom of things that don’t matter.

The other person is lying just a few yards away in the tall grass. The boy doesn’t dare turn his head and look.

He coughs, feeling the pain in his ribs. The damp is starting to seep through his T-shirt, and he is suddenly aware of the loud chirruping of the crickets. He doesn’t like the sound. It’s like they’re telling tales:

“He’s here! We can see him!”

The boy knows he can’t lie here any longer. He needs to move. But he’s so incredibly tired.

He can feel his body being pressed into the ground, as if the world were accelerating. The stars are getting closer. The white streak of the Milky Way is growing clearer, as are the hideous faces hidden in the dark gaps in the space dust.

Just take me away from here. Out into space. Out into the vastness of forgetting.



PART I




About how the forgotten are destroyed,

How hungry jaws open,

And how those still living scream in the underworld.
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STOCKHOLM 2014

THE HEAT in the old shipyard is almost unbearable.

Spilled oil sticks to people’s shoes on the crowded dance floor, and the air is almost too humid for sweat to escape.

There are no windows, no one knows that the morning sun has started to light up the shabby brick walls. There is no closing time here, no last orders at the bar. The organizer keeps going for as long as he thinks it’s worth it—or until the police show up. It’s an ordinary Sunday night in the middle of June, but Stockholm’s nocturnal angels are beating their wings like never before.

The DJ slowly builds up the intensity and the speed of the bass gets faster. The dance floor responds with a cheer and the temperature inside the old assembly hall rises still higher.

A young man close to the center of the dance floor has stripped his top off. He’s dancing with the self-confidence of someone who doesn’t care what anyone else thinks. Some of his blond hair is stuck to the sweat on his forehead, and as he brushes it away the gesture is watched by a number of women. They scan his face, then move lower to his smooth athletic, naked torso. And like what they see.

Two women make repeated attempts to get eye contact with him. They’re in their twenties, one has a straight blond bob, the other long dark hair. They’re both wearing tight dresses that stop at the top of their thighs.

They’re whispering to each other, describing the way he looks as though he were a god, with his full lips and straight, prominent nose. Like the hero in some old-fashioned book for girls, or an ancient Greek drama. He glances briefly back at them. Nothing more. All he wants to do right now is dance. Surrender his body to the rhythmic looping music and free his soul from all thought and feeling.

He takes a swig from the bottle of beer clutched in his hand, looks around. Suddenly his face cracks into a broad smile and his eyes light up. He takes a few steps forward and stumbles over a cable, but regains his balance and heads toward the dark-haired woman. For a few brief seconds she seems to be wondering what to say to him, then she gets pushed aside by a thickset man in a black vest forcing his way past her from behind. The two men raise their right arms in the air and their palms meet in a powerful slap. They embrace, and the thickset man says something into the blond man’s ear. He nods in response and they push their way off the dance floor.



THE MEN’S rooms stink of piss from the rusty trough of the urinal, and the tiled walls are covered with tags and stickers advertising underground clubs and obscure websites.

The door closes behind them and the noise is muffled to such an extent that they no longer have to shout in each other’s ears. The bare-chested man grabs hold of his friend’s huge shoulders and gives him a gentle shake.

“Fuck, Abdula, it’s good to see you! I was starting to think you were never going to show up.”

“Oh, you know, had some things to do.”

“At this time of day?”

Zack looks at his watch. Three thirty-five.

“You’re working late.”

Abdula smiles.

“Whatever it takes to get good stuff for my friend.”

He opens the door to one of the three cubicles and makes a theatrically low bow.

“After you, Monsieur Herry.”

The toilet lid is covered with little scratches from razor blades and other sharp objects. Abdula empties a small transparent bag and chops the contents up with a Visa card from Nordea Bank. Zack can’t help looking at the card as the cocaine is cut.

“KHAN, ABDULAH,” it says below the sixteen digits.

He knows that his friend actually spells his name differently, but the Tax Office managed to get both names wrong when the Kahn family arrived in Sweden in 1993. Years later Abdula tried to get them to correct their mistake, which they were prepared to do—for several thousand kronor. Abdula chose to carry on having his name misspelled.

“There you go. Dig in!” he says, passing a thick pink straw to Zack.

Zack looks at his friend in surprise.

“What the fuck’s this? Have you started snorting coke with straws from McDonald’s?”

“Not McDonald’s. Theirs are too long and thin. This one’s from the new milk-shake place at Hornstull. They’re a bit too long, so I cut them in half. Then they’re the perfect size.”

“Yeah, but what the fuck, why use straws at all? Pink ones, at that?! What happened to the chrome tube you had in that gorgeous little case?” Zack asks, with sarcastic stress on the word gorgeous.

“The cops, you know. If you’ve got something like that in your pocket, they go ballistic at once, even if you’re completely clean.”

“Yeah, yeah. Give it here, then,” Zack says, snatching the straw.

He lowers his nose to it and inhales sharply as he moves the straw along the line.

They sit on the cramped cubicle floor next to the toilet for a while, just looking at each other as they wait for the cocaine to kick in.

Thoughts become focused again. Vision gets clearer. Everything’s fine. Everything’s great. The world has sharply chiseled edges.

Zack looks into Abdula’s eyes. He knows plenty of people, but only has one real friend. And they’ve been through a hell of a lot together. Years of madness, hardship, and constant struggle. And love, brotherly love.

I’d take a bullet for you, Zack thinks.

He feels his chest lurch at the thought. Abdula meets his gaze and it’s as if he can read his friend’s mind. He nods gently back at him.



BACK ON the dance floor. There’s hardly any oxygen left in the hot, sticky air. The boundary between agony and ecstasy is slowly dissolving.

The monotonous beat is driving Zack crazy. Crazy in a good way. His chest is dripping with sweat and his blond hair is getting curlier in the humid air. Two girls are dancing right next to them. The blonde and the brunette. Shoulder bumping against shoulder. Thigh against thigh. The music is pumping. Another visit to the toilet. Four people squeezed into the cubicle. The Visa card like a woodpecker on the toilet lid. The girls giggle. Take the first lines. Their low-cut tops hide virtually nothing as they bend over. They toss their heads back, their hair flying, and instinctively put their hands to their nostrils. Straighten up. Bodies pressed tightly in the cramped space. Lips meeting. Tongues.



“DID HE use his tongue when he kissed you?”

The three Asian women are giggling in delight on the shabby sofa in the living room of the apartment out in one of the mass-housing projects in Hallonbergen. The Mekong whiskey has had the usual effect. The atmosphere is considerably lighter now.

“What a question! I’m not saying,” says the young woman kneeling on a cushion on the other side of the coffee table, but her shy smile gives her away.

“But, Mi Mi, you’re only eighteen,” the oldest woman in the room says, pretending to be upset, and the other two women giggle again.

“Unless perhaps you were only seventeen when it happened?”

“No, I’d had my birthday. It was in October. October sixteen,” she says, losing herself in the memory.

Four tea lights are floating in a dish of water on the table, spreading a shimmering glow over the terracotta-colored wallpaper. The room smells vaguely of coriander, chili, rice, and dried fish after the evening meal.

The rice whiskey on the table is starting to run out, as is the two-quart bottle of Coca-Cola. The last bag of chips is empty.

The women are tired, their bodies ache. They ought to get some sleep, but it’s good to sit up late and just relax for a while. They talk almost exclusively about life back home, about the ongoing floods that have struck so many villages in their old home district, about the children living with grandparents.

But it hurts, talking about their children and families. They never feel farther from home than when they do that. It’s nice to focus on an eighteen-year-old girl’s romantic concerns instead.

Forty-three-year-old Daw Mya leans forward and refills her glass. A bit of Mekong at the bottom, then plenty of Coke. She turns to Mi Mi.

“Any more for the queen of tongue kissing?”

Mi Mi blushes and the others giggle loudly once again. She remembers the evening by the river. The way Yan Naing’s body seemed simultaneously hard and soft. Warm as the night around them. His lips and tongue even warmer, as moist as the rain on the first days of the monsoon.



THE WOMEN’S laughter spreads through the summer night from the open living-room window. A lone man is marching with firm strides along the path below. He looks up briefly toward the window before taking a shortcut through the playground toward the door.

A broken swing is spinning slowly on its one remaining chain. On the rotting wooden frame of the sandbox there are fragments of green glass from a broken bottle.

The apartment block is large and unwelcoming, like a concrete bunker. One of a row of identical buildings. Beige brick façades, dark gray balconies. Satellite dishes everywhere.

The elevator is out of order, but he would have taken the stairs even if it had been working. Doesn’t want to make more noise than necessary.

Somewhere a dog is barking. A bag of trash outside a door on the third floor spreads a smell of rotten fish through the stairwell. He goes up one more floor and stops outside a door on which someone has sprayed the words DEATH TO ALL NIGGERS in black paint. There’s nothing else on it. No number, no name, just the gluey remnants of a torn-off nameplate on the mailbox.

He pushes the handle down cautiously, expecting it to be locked, but the door swings open.

The living room is hidden from the hall, but the women’s chatter can be heard clearly through the doorway to his right. He sees flickering light on the wall, then a gilded Buddha on a shelf, surrounded by four tea lights in lilac candleholders.

Mi Mi stiffens when she sees the strange man step into the room with a pistol in his hand. She wants to scream but can’t, and when she realizes that it’s too late—that everything ends here—a rapid sequence of memories flashes through her head. Splashing and laughter as she swims in the Gyaing River with her cousin Myat Noe, her first trip to the big market in Pa-an, the rain on the day of her exams, Grandma’s wrinkled hands in her hair, Yan Naing’s hands on her body, and his friendly, hungry eyes, the look she wants to remember forever. And then the light of the street lamps flickering past the gap in the tarpaulin covering the back of the truck after she had said her tearful farewells to her family in the camp.

Farewell to Yan Naing.

It’s so cramped and uncomfortable lying there with all those strangers. The lights flicker past faster and faster.



IN THE end the flickering light of the stroboscope gets to be too much. The lightness induced by the cocaine has faded and Zack can feel everything getting too close, bodies, sweat, desire. He says a quick good-bye to Abdula, then swerves elegantly through the dancing crowd and practically runs down the heavy old wooden staircase toward the big metal door. A bouncer with steroid-pumped biceps pulls it closed behind him and the noise finally shrinks to a muffled thud, and he suddenly finds himself in the middle of a dreamlike summer’s morning.

Daylight, sunshine, birdsong.

He takes deep breaths of the fresh summer air, astonished at how beautiful the morning is and how alive the world feels. Then he starts to walk toward the city. A cool breeze from the sea caresses his face and bare chest, making the hairs on his arms stand up. Then he remembers that his top is still hanging on a railing back inside.

He hesitates for a moment. Should he go back and get it, force his way back into that boiling cauldron of sweat?

He looks up at the enormous building he has just left and suddenly feels very small. Huge, solid, and industrial, it looms above him in an almost eerily oppressive way. A remnant of a former age that refuses to surrender its pride. That refuses to recognize that there’s no need for heavy industrial complexes at this latitude.

The large lettering on the wall has almost peeled off, but the outline is still legible.

HERALDUS.

Zack wonders why the powerful industrial conglomerate has left the building to stand derelict and decaying. As a memorial to a bygone era, perhaps? Or a monument to a failure that mustn’t be forgotten? Maybe it was just an illustration of the company’s fabled ability to change direction rapidly: okay, there’s no more money to be had here. Let’s pull down the shutters and move on to the next gold mine.

The muffled thud of the bass is making some windows toward the top of the building rattle. He wonders if the company’s management knows that the old shipyard has been transformed into a sweaty underground club.

He turns around again and carries on toward the city. His T-shirt can stay where it is.

Thin strands of steam rise from the tarmac as it heats up in the morning sunlight. The water lies motionless beyond the reeds. On the other side of the inlet there are huge houses, row upon row of them. Luxurious new buildings with panoramic windows facing the water. Old stone buildings that look like manor houses, with heavy pillars holding up the roofs above their doorways. Overblown white motorboats moored at private jetties.

Who lives like that? he thinks. Rock stars? Hockey players who’ve moved back home from Canada?

No, probably people with real power. Rich families with generations of greed and ruthlessness behind them. The sort who would have done business with the Nazis, like the Wallenbergs.

Damn.

Eight minutes later he’s sitting in the back of a taxi, resting his forehead wearily against the window. The sound of the tires on the tarmac is soporific.

A couple of police cars go past in the opposite direction. A succession of unimaginative apartment blocks flickers past, as tightly packed as those bodies on the dance floor. Like the buildings where he grew up. Places that seemed to be built for gray anonymity. For people who don’t belong.

People who just have to be stored somewhere.

People kept in the dark.

Like him and his dad.

He had been six years old when they moved out to Bredäng from Kungsholmen in the city center. He remembers how his dad had done his best to make the whole thing sound exciting, telling him that they were going to live right at the top of a big building, and would be able to see for miles.

“Even the stars will seem closer,” he had said. “And you’re going to have so many new friends.”

Zack had been beaten up out in the yard on the second day. He lied and said he’d been hit on the nose by a football. Then he had asked:

“Dad, why did we move here?” even though he already knew the answer.

Because Mom was dead.

He remembers how his dad had tried to explain. Talking about money. Zack didn’t understand it all at the time, but enough of it. They had a lot less money now, and that meant they could no longer live in the center of the city.

Only people who were rich were allowed to live there.

The concrete is replaced by vegetation again, woodland on both sides of the road now, the water visible through the trees on the right. Out onto Highway 222, so empty at this time of day it feels almost unreal. Into Kvarnholmen, looping around Henriksdalsringen’s monumental apartment blocks up on their hill. Across the bridge to Södermalm. Past the quay where the Finland ferries lie ready to receive their next cargo of passengers eager to enjoy the fake luxury and the opportunity to be unfaithful to their partners. Past the junction at Slussen, then along Skeppsbron in Gamla Stan. Shimmering water everywhere. The view toward the island of Skeppsholmen, its buildings clambering out of the rocks, is like a strange mirage from another time.

The taxi has the streets to itself and the city center goes past in a flash. Into the smart district now, Östermalm. Heavy stone buildings, old money, power passed down through the generations. Zack’s stomach clenches slightly, the way it always does when he’s here.

The taxi swings into a cul-de-sac close to Humlegården and stops outside a smart white four-story building from the turn of the century, with stone walls and a black iron gate. Zack hands over some crumpled hundred-kronor notes to the driver and jumps out. The black metal gate swings open without a sound. He closes it behind him, follows the path across the neat lawn, and opens the heavy oak door. It never ceases to amaze him that there is no coded lock on the building.

“That’s because there are mostly diplomatic offices here,” she always replies. “It would make things too complicated.”

But still. What a paradise for the homeless. Especially in the winter.

Occasionally he toys with the idea of spreading a rumor, so that the suited men with their briefcases have to climb over sleeping drunks and zigzag between pools of vomit and piss when they go to work each morning. It would do them good.

He opens the gate of the old Asea elevator and sits down on the green leather seat as he is carried up to the sixth floor right at the top of the building. There are only two doors up there. One leads to the attic. He rings the doorbell on the other one.

A woman of about thirty, with tousled hair, steel-rimmed glasses, and a thin, black silk dressing gown opens the door.

Mera Leosson.

Her sharp cheekbones stand out clearly against the whitewashed walls of the hall, and she tilts her head slightly as she studies his face with a confident eye.

She walks up to him and gives him an intense kiss that she concludes with a little bite of his lower lip. Then she takes his hand and leads him through the spacious white hall, where works of art by Americans like Richard Aldrich, Justin Lieberman, and Gerald Davis fight for attention. Zack likes Davis’s mad tableaux, mirrors for all the desires that can exist inside a person. And he knows how proud Mera is of the paintings.

They go through the large sitting room with its tasteful mixture of eighteenth-century furniture and modern Danish design, with more contemporary art on the walls, and into the bedroom with its vast, bespoke, handmade bed that cost roughly twice what Zack earns in a year.

Mera takes her glasses off, opens her dressing gown, and pushes him backward onto the bed.



HER HEAD hits the floor with a bang. Half of Mi Mi’s face is gone and the woman next to her can no longer scream because her mouth is full of fragments of brain tissue.

The man pulls the trigger again. The silencer makes the shot sound more like someone hitting a punching bag than a bullet firing, and he feels the pistol jerk as another woman flies backward when the bullet hits her high in the chest.

Two of the women are lying on the floor now. A third has ended up halfway off the sofa with her legs at an odd angle.

Only one left now.

The oldest hag.

Does she even know how filthy she is?

And the noise she’s making! Bitches shouldn’t make a fuss. Women are always like that, all women, chattering and babbling, wanting attention, and sometimes you have to let them have it, even if you’re only pretending.

But not here.

Not now.

The filth is going to be swept away here, and silence will reign.

She carries on screaming a load of words he doesn’t understand, looks at him, and clasps her hands together, shaking them in front of her as if in ecstatic prayer.

Like that’s going to help.



SHE’S LYING on her back as he traces his way over her with his tongue, with all of his fingers, and her skin is warm and moist with sweat.

He closes his eyes. Uses his other senses, feels her tiniest muscles cramping, and he likes the fact that he can bring her to this, that she can take him to this place, this moment, that belongs to them alone.

He rolls her over onto her stomach.

Kisses the back of her neck.

Spreads her legs.

Pushes deep into her heat.

But that’s too gentle for her.

She thrusts herself back. Bouncing herself off him. Harder. Then harder still.

Until it hurts.

But Mera wants it like that. Wants it to hurt, until everything becomes a glowing, fluid now with no real boundaries.

She screams out loud as the first wave washes over her. Zack is supporting himself on his arms, his hands and fingers splayed out on the silk sheet. He pushes her down. Thrusting hard. He’s getting close now as well.

Their bodies slap against each other.

He shuts his eyes.

No.

Not again. He doesn’t want to see those images in his mind, not now.

He can see her fair hair and black-and-white face in the photographs as she’s lying on the ground. The gaping black opening just under the tip of her chin.

The bloody knife lunging through the air, the last bullet whining, drooling wolves’ jaws hunting through the darkness. Everything explodes.

Then it’s over.

But it’s never over. The darkness is never over. The light that was once there, in his mom’s blond hair, no longer exists.

He can see a smiling woman looking up at him with clear eyes.

He lies down beside her. Breathes out.

She twines one of her long legs around him and whispers in his ear:

“Zack Herry. Zack Herry. Zack Herry.”
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THE HUGE, concrete monstrosity on Kungsholmsgatan stares down at Zack reproachfully.

A vast building, in various shades of gray. Almost scornfully ugly. As if it had been designed by a sadistic architect, with the express purpose of tormenting future passersby with its imposing ugliness.

Like a prison, he thinks. Not just for the people locked up inside, but for everyone.

People get shut away in there, imprisoned in their careers. Their profession becomes a drug. They hate it, but they can’t get out of it. They’ve got nowhere else to go.

The fabric of the tight hooded jacket strains as he runs his hands through his hair. Mera’s top. White with a pink pattern, and at least three sizes too small. He’s guessing that it broadcasts the fact that he’s had a quickie from quite some distance.

But who cares?

He yawns so widely that his jawbone creaks, as he pushes through the door to the headquarters of the Norrmalm police. The cool summer air is instantly replaced by something stagnant and rotten. Monday air. Behind the bulletproof glass at the other end of the lobby a row of police officers sit side by side. A woman in her forties says good morning and smiles at him with warmth in her eyes, and looks embarrassed when he smiles back. But in the men’s eyes there’s nothing but coldness. Zack is younger than them, but he’s already progressed considerably further.

He holds his magnetic card to the door and steps inside the air lock. The linoleum floor is worn, the plaster tiles on the ceiling stained. An environment tainted by indifference and a chronic lack of money.

In the cramped, windowless changing room he squeezes out of the hooded jacket. He notices the label, Juicy Couture, before hanging it up in his battered blue locker. He has no idea what it cost, but guesses that it was expensive. Mera doesn’t have many items of clothing that cost less than a thousand kronor.

She earns almost four times as much as him. But she still makes out that her salary is nowhere near what it should be. She’s aiming high, wants more of everything.

Her father, Allan Bergenskjöld, runs one of the big supermarkets, ICA Maxi, out in Nacka, and earns millions every year.

He’s proud of her, and Zack knows he would probably never have been accepted as her boyfriend if it hadn’t been for the two men from Alby who, high on Xanor, tried to rob the store one spring evening two years ago.

Zack and his colleague Benny Christiansen had just left the scene of a traffic accident nearby when they got a call about shots being fired inside ICA Maxi.

The first thing they saw when they entered the premises was a young employee lying on the floor by the meat counter, shot in the shoulder.

Then they heard a pain-filled scream from the office.

Zack had quickly crept closer.

Heard agitated voices from within.

“Open the safe, you old fucker. Otherwise we break the next finger!”

Zack had seen the tall, slim Allan Bergenskjöld kneeling in front of a wall safe.

He had begun to enter the six-digit code with trembling hands as the robbers waited impatiently behind him. Two men in balaclava helmets. One with a Glock in his hand.

“For fuck’s sake, get a move on!”

Zack started with the man with the pistol. Kicked him so hard in the side of the head that he crashed into a bookcase full of accounts files and collapsed in a heap.

The second man turned around, astonished, as the heavy sole of Zack’s left boot hit him in the mouth.

He landed on the coffee-stained carpet in front of Allan Bergenskjöld. He started yelling and tried to get to his feet, but Zack hit him in the face, laid him out facedown, and cuffed him.

Allan Bergenskjöld had sat quietly, watching with fascination as Zack calmly and methodically searched the robber. He barely seemed to have noticed that Benny had come in and handcuffed the man who was lying unconscious among the files.

At the fancy dinner Allan Bergenskjöld later held to thank Zack out at his huge villa in Djursholm—”a glass of wine and a bite to eat,” as he put it—Zack had been partnered with Mera for dinner.

He had felt a certain resistance to her at first. Too rich, too well dressed, too cool.

Too different to him.

And yet somehow not.

He himself is capable of a coolness that frightens him, the origins of which he can’t help wondering about.

He had taken it for granted that she lived well off her father’s money. But as the evening progressed he had been forced to rethink his opinion of her.

She did, admittedly, live in an apartment in a building owned by Allan Bergenskjöld, but she had built up her career on her own. Mera refused to follow in her father’s footsteps, and had even adopted her mother’s maiden name to avoid accusations of using her father’s name to open doors for her. She was strong and independent, and kept challenging Zack with her sharp mind.

They had met again the following evening, and almost a week passed before Zack returned to his own flat. He smiles at the memory as he pulls on a white V-neck cotton top from his locker, where it was hanging between a leather jacket and pair of Acne jeans.

He slings the jacket over his shoulder.

Mera gave it to him on his twenty-seventh birthday, and he is very fond of it. Fitted, black, fashionably scruffy. He had never heard of the brand, Rick Owens. Then he found out by accident that it had cost twenty-two thousand kronor, and didn’t dare wear it for several weeks. Now he rarely wears anything else, on or off duty. The jacket is just the right size to conceal his holster.



HE GETS into the elevator and presses the button for the sixth floor. He leans against the wall of the elevator and closes his eyes. He feels a passing wave of nausea as it stops. He holds his passcard against another magnetic lock. Above the box there is a discreet white sign with black lettering.

SPECIAL CRIMES UNIT.

The open-plan office spreads out in front of him. The ventilation is better here than in reception, the ceiling is higher and the computer screens newer. The desktops, matte-varnished pale birch, can be raised and lowered. New black office chairs with comfortable backs made of woven leather. Windows with a view of green treetops instead of a paved inner courtyard.

Zack sees Niklas Svensson from behind as he disappears around the corner. Otherwise the office is empty. He goes over to the coffeemaker and makes his selection. First espresso. Then ordinary black coffee, extra strong. All in the same mug.

He hopes it helps.

In the meeting room the core team is already in place. Niklas Svensson, Deniz Akin, Sirpa Hemälainen, and Rudolf Gräns. They’re all sitting in their usual places around the oval table, but for some reason Zack thinks they’re looking at him in an odd way.

As if they know what he was doing last night.

“Good morning,” he says curtly, and sits down next to Deniz.



SHE GLANCES up from her phone with a look that suggests that it seems to be anything but a good morning for him.

“Everything okay, Zack?” she asks, looking at him for several seconds before evidently concluding that things are more or less okay and continuing to scroll through some news headlines.

“Fine,” he says, glancing at the others.

Sirpa is staring at her phone as well, while Rudolf and Niklas are quietly discussing some big police operation last night.

“Eight patrols, and the rapid response unit,” Niklas says. “Almost like the good old days of proper raves.”

“So where was it, exactly?” Rudolf asks, adjusting his dark glasses.

“In some old warehouse. Owned by Heraldus, evidently. Likely to be a big fuss in the media, I’d guess,” Niklas says.

Zack remembers the peeling lettering on the old shipyard building and feels his anxiety move down his spine like cracks in winter ice.

Fuck. There’d been a raid at the club he’d been at? It must have happened right after he left. They couldn’t have stayed open much longer than that, surely? But why? Things had been pretty well behaved last night. Someone must have talked, unless there was an undercover cop there?

Someone who would have seen him. And now everyone knows.

“They brought in fifteen people. Most of them have already been released, apparently,” Niklas says.

Abdula? Did they get him? How much could he have had on him? Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Zack feels like getting up and running out of the room to call his friend. But that wouldn’t be good. Not now, not here, and not from this cell.

He tries to take a few calm deep breaths, to slow his pulse down. He turns to Niklas.

“When did this happen?” he asks in as neutral a voice as he can manage.

“Last night,” Niklas says. “Or, rather, this morning. At five o’clock, if I heard right.”

Niklas looks at Zack for a second or so too long.

“You get out and about a bit, Zack. Do you know about this place?”

Out and about. Just the sort of thing a respectable family man from Näsbyparken would say. Someone whose only recurrent worry is getting to preschool in time. Someone who hasn’t even been to a pub in the past five years.

He forces himself to laugh politely.

“Well, illegal raves aren’t really my thing. The bartenders at places like that tend to be pretty shit. Unless you have a taste for warm lager or high-energy drinks mixed with smuggled spirits.”

Sirpa joins the conversation:

“I thought you might actually have been there last night. It looks to me like you’re a bit short on sleep right now.”

Sirpa, the computer genius. Straight to the point, as usual. Zack usually loves her unvarnished black humor, but right now it just makes him feel uncomfortable. Is it that fucking obvious? he wonders. Or has she heard something?

He smiles at her.

“I was lying in bed thinking of you, you know that.”

“Poor you, having such terrible nightmares,” she retorts, making everyone round the table laugh. Even Zack.

Douglas Juste comes into the room. The soles of his Carmina shoes hit the floor hard.

“Good morning!”

The formal note in Douglas’s voice annoys Zack. The exaggerated politeness, as if he were saying hello to distant acquaintances rather than people he knows well.

Zack has never met anyone who so obviously inhabits the role of boss the way Douglas does. He could have been in charge of any publically listed conglomerate. Tall and energetic. Always freshly shaven. Always well dressed. His hair still free of gray at the age of forty-nine.

But Douglas can afford it. He comes from old money. Industrial money. His great-grandfather helped found a number of engineering companies in the Mälar Valley. Several of them are still going successfully, with factories in Lithuania, Poland, China, and Kenya.

Zack has never heard a decent explanation as to why Douglas is sitting in Police Headquarters rather than in some fancy director’s office. “He wanted to go his own way,” someone once said. “Rebelled against his father,” was another suggestion.

One day I’ll ask him myself, Zack thinks. Because there’s something broken in there. Douglas is the kind of man who smiles with his mouth but not the rest of his face. A man whose prestigious relationships always go wrong.

But he worked with Mom before she died. And he always speaks well of her.

Douglas sits down at the end of the table closest to the door, runs his hand through his wavy blond hair, and adjusts his papers as he does the obligatory little cough that always precedes his opening phrase.

“I’ve been given unofficial assurances that our unit isn’t going to be affected by the restructuring of National Crime. Not unexpected, admittedly, but still good to hear.”

Douglas starts almost every meeting with a piece of news from above, preferably something that shows that he has a seat at the table during informal discussions at the very highest level.

“Yes, these constant reorganizations,” Douglas sighs, and is rewarded with some murmurs of agreement.

Who gives a shit? Zack thinks. His head feels like it’s about to explode with exhaustion and his thoughts are with Abdula, who could well be in custody.

What happened out at the shipyard? Did anyone recognize me?

He needs to forget about that for the time being. He has to concentrate on Douglas as he moves on to the next item on the agenda.

“The verdicts on the weapons smugglers from Västerås have been delivered. You all remember them, I take it?”

The others nod. It was one of the unit’s first cases. It had started when a total of fourteen very realistic replica Kalashnikovs had been found in various raids in different parts of the country within a short space of time. The police feared that a process of mass distribution of automatic weapons was under way, and the Special Crimes Unit had been given the task of locating the source and stemming the flow.

Zack and his colleagues eventually managed to trace the weapons back to an illegal factory in the countryside of northwest Pakistan. They also found a container with 173 automatic guns in Gothenburg harbor, and arrested the three individuals suspected of being primarily responsible for their import.

Zack had saved the lives of four Gothenburg police officers during the operation, and was given a medal for his efforts. He also ended up with a price on his head from an Islamic hate site, and since then his identity has been protected.

“As usual, the sentences are ridiculously short,” Douglas goes on. “Six months, one year, and three years. That’s not punishment, that’s more like a pause for breath.”

“Come on, what the hell? We won!” Deniz says. “We got the bastards. And now they’re off the streets for a while and the smuggling route has been broken.”

Deniz Akin, the complete opposite of Douglas Juste. Scruffy, blunt, and brutal. Nothing can stop her from getting ahead, away from where she comes from.

Zack looks at her. He and Deniz work together most of the time, and he likes having her as his partner, even if he’d prefer to work alone. But he can’t deny that they work well together. Trust each other, the way people can only do when they’ve faced danger together.

Deniz is thirty-five, and he thinks she’s beautiful, with her long dark hair and that large tattoo on her upper right arm. A condor in flight above a large wave.

Sometimes Zack wonders if he should point out how unlikely an image that is. Condors fly many thousands of feet up in the Andes Mountains, not over the sea. But he likes her too much. Besides, if Deniz was a condor, she wouldn’t care that she was supposed to stick to mountains. She’d break free and head down to the sea anyway.

Maybe that’s what she had in mind when she got the tattoo?

Zack will never forget the rainy night during a fruitless stakeout last autumn when Deniz first opened up to him and told him a bit about her background.

About her escape from Kurdistan.

She was only twelve years old when she saw something she wasn’t meant to see. Something she can never forget, no matter how much she might want to.

Deniz’s best friend, Jasmina, was supposed to be marrying a cousin, which had all been arranged a long time before. But Jasmina had fallen in love with a boy from the next village, and rumor had it that the pair of them had been meeting in an abandoned barn.

The official cause of death was self-immolation. Jasmina had been unable to bear the shame, and had set fire to herself.

But Deniz knew the truth. She had been hiding behind some rocks, and watched as Jasmina’s four brothers stood in a circle around her. She had seen them pour gasoline on her clothes, and had seen them light the match.

She fled that same night. She put her little brother on her back and ran.

It would have been quicker to go alone, but she wanted to save five-year-old Sarkawt as well. She didn’t want him to grow up into the sort of young man who got a congratulatory slap on the back from the older men if he killed his own sister.

In the mountains they had been hunted by wolves. It had sounded as if the wild animals’ howling had come from all directions at once as the echoes bounced between the dark mountainsides. They had taken refuge in a cave, pressing through a narrow crack that the wolves couldn’t get through. They had sat there in the darkness all day and all night, while the wolves padded about outside, licking their lips hungrily.

She took to stealing things for the first time. Food and money. She got lifts with traveling salesmen, had to flee again, and eventually made contact with some well-disposed smugglers who were on their way to Greece. She had given them all the money she had, and they had been carried over six hundred miles on bumpy country roads.

It had been pitch-black when they reached the border. She carried Sarkawt on her back again as she crept through a minefield after the smugglers, and she had shielded his eyes to stop him seeing the swollen corpses of drowned migrants as they waded across the ice-cold river Evros at dawn.

Then the smugglers left them, and she found herself abandoned on Greek territory. No money, no food, and with a very hungry little boy clutching her hand.

Deniz has seen the very worst side of life, and knows that it can literally be about eating or being eaten. Fighting or dying.

Zack wonders how she would react if she knew his secrets.

But perhaps she knows more than he thinks?

Keeping an eye on him, making sure he doesn’t go too far.

Is that what’s going on?

Douglas goes on talking about sentences and punishments, and mentions a few other criminals who are about to be released, two members of the Red and White Crew who are suspected of being behind an unsolved mutilation in Hall Prison.

“After serving an unreasonably lengthy sentence in the brutal Swedish justice system, these two deeply remorseful citizens will now do everything in their power to find their place as law-abiding members of Swedish society,” Douglas says in a voice dripping with irony.

Zack is no longer listening. His eyes are stinging and his mind is working at top speed.

How long would Abdula have to serve if they caught him?

And what about me?

Deniz’s impudent voice breaks into the conversation again, and something in her tone makes Zack drop his thoughts of Abdula and think about Mera instead. Her face earlier that morning, in the hall of her penthouse.

So different from Deniz, yet with certain similarities. They’re both hardworking career women with sharp minds and sharper elbows. But while Deniz works with reality, Mera works with fiction, more or less. She’s a PR consultant with her own business. She invents stories for companies to make people want to buy their products. Corporate storytelling. Making them empathize with yogurt.

Zack finds her ruthlessness sexy.

He can see her standing naked in front of him. Feel the warmth as he runs his fingers over her skin, her sweet scent as he breathes close to her, her taste. The way she likes it when he gets his handcuffs out. More than he does, actually.

“Bit shaky today, Zack?”

Douglas rouses him from his musings. He nods toward Zack’s trembling right hand as it rests on the pale tabletop.

Zack hasn’t even noticed it. Out of reflex he moves his hand to his thigh, out of sight of the others.

“No problem. I didn’t sleep too well last night, that’s all. The bedroom was too damn hot . . .” he says.

But Douglas doesn’t look away. There’s sympathy in his eyes, a sort of paternal look that irritates Zack. But it isn’t just him. The whole damn table is looking at him, stripping him with their eyes.

What do they think of him? What do they know?

What if we get called in to work on the illegal club? But they’re the Special Crimes Unit, so they shouldn’t be involved. Unless some particularly ugly fish got caught in the net last night.

He looks at Sirpa. She’ll manage to find out the names of every last bastard who was there if she’s asked to. She’ll find her way behind encryptions and fire walls to gather information. What will she do if she finds Zack’s name in obscure places in the nocturnal jungle where off-duty police officers really shouldn’t be?

And then there’s Rudolf, the elder statesman, who seems to be staring at him through his big, black sunglasses, and Zack is suddenly worried the old man can read his mind.

The wall behind Rudolf seems to be slowly bulging into the room, and Zack gets a feeling that the wall behind is pressing toward him.

What the hell’s going on?

He suddenly gets up from his chair, almost knocking his coffee over with one hand, excuses himself, and hurries out of the room.

He yanks open the door to the restroom and shuts and locks it behind him.

For a while he just sits there in the comforting, silent darkness. He leans against the wall, exhausted, but jumps when the hand dryer roars into action and blasts hot air on his right arm.

He fumbles for the light switch. The sharp glare makes him hold up his hand instinctively and jerk backward.

He takes a lurching step toward the washbasin, rests his hands on the cool surface, and sees pink and red spots dance before his eyes as he looks down at the gleaming porcelain. The dryer finally falls silent. He takes two deep breaths and then looks up at his reflection.

Not a pretty sight.

It’s as if all pigmentation fled his skin during the early hours of the morning, and he seems to have aged a year for every hour he actually slept. He turns his head to see more of the whites of his eyes. They’re almost pink today. His eyedrops have been fighting a hopeless battle against the effects of a lack of sleep.

He shuts his eyes again. Turns the tap on and rinses his face a few times. He takes another deep breath, leans closer to the mirror, and looks himself right in the eye.

Zack.

Pull yourself together.

Remember who you are.

For a moment he sees his face in a different mirror, in a different men’s room, only a few hours ago. He hears the girls giggling, sees Abdula smiling behind his shoulder, feels the sting in his nose.

No. Look at yourself.

Detective Inspector Zack Herry. That’s who you are. No one else.

Nothing else.

When he opens the door to the meeting room the conversation falls silent instantly. Everyone is looking at him.

They’ve been talking about me, he thinks. About what I was doing last night.

So say so, he thinks. Don’t just sit there.

But he can’t see any accusation in his boss’s eyes. Only concern and sympathy.

Douglas turns to the others again.

“Well, as I was just saying. National Crime will be moving out of the second floor, and . . .”

Zack stops listening. Looks around at all the brilliant detectives in the room.

What the fuck am I doing here? he thinks.

He closes his eyes again and tries to focus.

We’re a diverse bunch. And I’m the best among us.

But the words don’t ring true.

A rapid knock on the door makes Zack jump so violently that Douglas gives him a questioning glance.

Internal Investigations, Zack thinks.

They’ve come to get me. It’s over. Thank you and good-bye, coke-snorting cop.

Douglas’s assistant sticks her head into the room and says in her warm, soft voice:

“There’s a Mr. Westberg on the phone. He says it’s extremely urgent.”

Douglas pulls an irritated face.

“I can’t talk right now, tell him I’ll call back in fifteen minutes.”

The assistant closes the door and Douglas clears his throat again.

“Well. Seeing as just for once we don’t have an ongoing case to discuss, I suggest we take the opportunity to clear some of the backlog of paperwork.”

He checks his list.

“Deniz, the aliens unit have been onto me regarding that old report about the Albanians. And, Niklas, you’ve got that report to finish about the Tindra kidnapping?’

They both nod and let out a quiet sigh.

Zack breathes out. The illegal club is going to be some other department’s headache. But he still needs to find out what the raid was all about. And he has to get hold of a list of who was arrested.

“Rudolf, have you got anything you’d like to add?” Douglas wonders.

They almost always conclude like this. With Rudolf given the opportunity to add some comment or make a suggestion before they get up and leave the room.

Everyone falls silent and turns toward the sixty-three-year-old man in the sunglasses and loose, crumpled suit. He’s sitting opposite Zack, leaning back in his chair with his hands clasped together in his lap.

“Thanks very much,” he says in a calm, amiable voice, “but I haven’t got anything of note to add. No doubt like the rest of my colleagues, I am busy considering the wise words about crime and punishment aired by the chair of today’s meeting.”

Zack glances at Douglas, smiling inside. A pinprick wrapped in cotton wool.

Typical Rudolf.

Rudolf suffered a minor stroke ten years ago and was left blind. Permanently condemned to a life of darkness.

His colleagues in the regional crime unit were extremely upset. But just as they were trying to think of a suitable leaving gift for their much-loved detective superintendent, Rudolf himself called to tell them he was planning to return to work the following week.

His bosses exchanged condescending glances. What did they want with a stumbling blind man in regional crime? Other police officers who got injured, had breakdowns, or otherwise ended up useless could always be put to work filing or sorting out case notes, but what could they do with Rudolf? A man who could no longer even see his own hands?

“I want to do my job, just as I’ve always done,” he said. “There’s nothing wrong with my hearing, nor with my brain. I’ll need help from other people’s eyes, that’s true, but there are one or two detectives in this building who could use a bit of help from my brain in return.”

The protests quickly died away.

Rudolf had always been good at deduction, but it was as if he could see connections even more clearly now that he could no longer use his eyes. As if he were better able to think outside normal parameters. Sometimes it seemed to Zack that he had an almost uncanny knack of identifying the way perpetrators thought and predicting their next move. As time went by, he was given the nickname “the Oracle.”

When Zack and Rudolf started working in the same team Zack often forgot that his older colleague couldn’t see. Sometimes he would ask Rudolf to come and look at a photograph or read something, and he felt like an idiot every time he realized his mistake.

But Rudolf never reacted badly. It was almost as if he appreciated the fact that Zack didn’t get hung up on his disability.

Zack often wonders what Rudolf can see in his internal theater.

What can you see right now?

Are you looking at me, or are you staring into the very deepest darkness?
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SUKAYANA PRIKON steps off the escalator, walks through the door, and feels the enclosed air of the shopping center hit her.

She feels stressed, just like the people walking in the opposite direction. But theirs is a different stress.

Not like hers.

Forty-five minutes have passed since she found Mi Mi’s text message:

Help us he kill all

She’s tried calling ten times since then. She’s tried the others as well. Their phones ring, but no one answers.

The text was sent at 2:47, and Sukayana Prikon curses herself for the hundredth time for having her cell switched off last night.

But why wouldn’t it have been? It’s always switched off at night, after all. She has to be able to get some sleep without those dirty men calling and disturbing her.

Almost every morning when she switches her phone back on there’s someone who’s left a message.

“I’m so horny, can’t you get someone for me?” they slur in their 3 a.m. messages.

As if she ran some sort of escort agency.

Why don’t they answer?

The shopping center has been designed to form a little square. To her left there’s a bronze sculpture of five horses, and behind them an escalator to the floor above.

Was that the quickest way to get there? She can’t remember, it’s been so long since she was last here.

She half runs out to the bus station instead, breathing in the pleasant scent of herbs being unloaded from a van by a market trader. A little farther away a man with a white beard is hanging up a display of colorful kaftans.

She goes around the corner of the shopping center and follows the path up a steep slope. Beautiful greenery to her left, uninspiring apartment blocks up to her right.

She walks through the rows of identical buildings. Beige brick façades, gray walkways. She sees the number she’s looking for above a doorway and runs across the shabby little play area.

A cold wind meets her as she walks into the shadow of the building, and she shivers uneasily. Her stomach clenches, and when she opens the front door her hands feel strangely stiff.

The elevator door is blocked by yellow-and-black striped tape and a sign with the words OUT OF ORDER on it. Her body feels heavy as she walks up the stairs, and by the time she reaches the fourth floor she’s out of breath and her brow is sweating.

She stops outside the door of the flat and digs about in her handbag for the key, but just as she gets hold of the key ring she stops.

Help us

he kill all

She can hear something inside the flat.

Music.

Why?

They would never have forgotten to switch off the television or stereo before leaving for the massage parlor. Electricity costs money, and they’re never wasteful.

She doesn’t want to open the door.

But inserts the key and turns it.

Opens the door cautiously.

“Hello?”

No answer, just silence.

There’s a faint smell of food in the flat, and for a moment she’s sitting at home with her parents, watching Mom crush spices with her ancient mortar and pestle.

And she can smell something else. Something that reminds her of the market in Klong Toey.

A smell of iron. Like the smell of the stalls selling freshly butchered meat.

“Hello? Daw Mya? Mi Mi?”

A heavy weight settles in her stomach. She takes a cautious step into the hall and closes the door behind her. It clicks shut automatically, and she panics and quickly unlocks it again and leaves it ajar. Doesn’t want to be locked in here.

The music falls silent and is replaced by a chirpy voice that she recognizes from one of the morning talk shows on television. Peter Jihde, maybe? She walks slowly into the living room.

It takes a moment for her brain to understand that the one-eyed lump of flesh sticking out of the silk pajamas is all that’s left of a human face.

Then she sees the other three bodies. So bloody. So mutilated.

And it’s as if she can no longer breathe, as if a huge fist has wrenched the air from her lungs and is pressing her down.

She falls to her knees. Whimpers and rocks her body back and forth. Her hands clasp together in prayer and she can feel the spirits of the dead drifting around her, like an unquiet chill. Like the wind in the shadow of the building.

She wants to run.

Away.

Down the stairs.

Home.

But who can escape their fate? Who can do what she has done without one day being made to pay?

She takes out her cell.

Calls 112.

Then she leaves the flat behind her.
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THEY TAKE the stairs two at a time. Aware that every second can make all the difference. Sixteen steps in each flight. Then a new floor. A quick turn to the right. Sixteen more steps.

This morning’s tiredness has blown away. He hates the fact that the elevator is broken. But loves having to make an effort, feel his jeans strain around his thighs, the way the stairs are drawing every last bit of strength from his muscles.

Deniz is right behind him. He can hear her slightly labored breathing. She’s in good shape, but not as good as him.

Third flight now.

There’s a loud buzz of voices in several languages and Zack looks up to see a dozen or so people crowded onto the landing above them. A woman in a black hijab with pink beads around her eyes is weeping loudly, and is being comforted by a man with a thick black mustache, who’s dressed in a sweater and neatly pressed brown woolen trousers.

The flight of steps leading to the last floor has been cordoned off.

Good. Quick work, Zack thinks. An overweight uniformed officer in his fifties is standing guard on the other side of the blue-and-white striped tape. Zack can see he’s doing a good job. He’s keeping his cool in spite of all the waving arms and shouted questions. He smiles amiably and keeps patiently repeating that he doesn’t know what’s happened, and that he can’t let anyone through.

Zack and Deniz push their way through the crowd and hold their badges up to their colleague behind the cordon.

“Hi, Zack Herry, Special Crimes Unit. My colleague, Deniz Akin.”

The policeman nods to them and lifts the cordon slightly.

“Go right ahead,” he says. “But it’s not a pretty sight.”



THE DOOR to the flat is open and Zack and Deniz almost collide with two paramedics on their way out. Zack and Deniz say hello to them as they pull on protective blue shoe-covers.

They walk into the living room. Zack stops just inside the door.

Oh, God.

Holy fucking God.

If he does exist, he certainly isn’t here.

Deniz pushes aside the arm he has instinctively raised to shield her. She goes over to one of the bodies and squats down to examine the injuries, but Zack remains standing in the doorway.

He can’t make any sense of what he’s seeing. As if he were looking at a surreal installation by an artist on the brink of a mental breakdown. An artist who loves red, and who’s used several quarts of the color for this particular piece. As if the most grotesque of Francis Bacon’s paintings has become reality.

The room is bathed in sunlight, which only exacerbates the sense of unreality. The bodies are lying at unnatural angles with their trousers pulled down and their genitals destroyed, and the room reeks of excrement and blood and urine.

Of death.

Of grass.

Damp grass and blood.

Black stars, and beyond them even blacker darkness.

Deeds that can never be undone.

No. Not now. Not here.

Zack shuts his eyes tight. He quickly puts a lid on his inner thoughts and looks around the room instead. The furnishing is minimal. Impersonal. No pictures on the walls, just a small pine shelf with some tea lights and a small brass Buddha. An apartment furnished by people who are only planning to live here for a short time.

There’s a laptop computer on a simple birch veneer desk. A black Compaq that looks antiquated. On the screen a Skype invitation is flashing, with a picture of a smiling Thai family. An older woman, two children, a girl and a boy around ten years old, twins, perhaps.

Zack feels like going over and closing the lid, doesn’t want the family on the screen to have to look out into this room. But he doesn’t. Forensics can do that.

He hears a deep cough from Deniz and turns around. She stands up with her hand over her mouth. He can feel his own nausea from that morning coming back. He shivers. The shudder moves through his whole body and the hairs on his arms stand up.

Two forensics officers enter the flat carrying their cases. Zack doesn’t recognize them.

“Where’s Koltberg?” he asks.

Samuel Koltberg is regarded as the most talented forensics officer in Stockholm, and has therefore become closely linked with the Special Crimes Unit.

“On holiday in Mallorca. I think he’s supposed to be flying home today,” one of the technicians replies.

Good, Zack thinks. At least we don’t have to deal with him today.

He looks over at the computer again, at the happily smiling girl, and the even more cheerful boy.

Is that your mom lying there?



ZACK LEAVES the living room and looks around the apartment. Two rooms plus the kitchen. There’s a neatly made double bed in the bedroom, some white wardrobes, a chest of drawers made of pale wood, and two mattresses leaning against the wall.

He goes out onto the balcony and looks down at the grounds. His adrenaline is starting to give way to tiredness, and all he wants to do is lean his head against the cool railing and shut his eyes for a while. More police have arrived and are cordoning off an expanded area covering ten square yards around the entrance. Crowds of curious onlookers have gathered beyond the blue-and-white tape, and a little farther away a broken swing sways forlornly in the weak breeze.

A blue Volvo XC60 pulls into the yard. It stops a short distance from the cordon and Douglas gets out and adjusts his hair. He glances up at Zack and gives him a slight nod. Zack raises his hand and returns the greeting.

A mother walks into the play area with her daughter. A young blond woman, with an equally blond little girl.

Mother and daughter. Alive.

The girl rushes over to one of the swings and soon picks up speed with an energetic pendulum movement. Her mother glances anxiously toward the crowd, but the girl is bubbling with laughter, entirely unaware of what has happened to their neighbors.

More cars arrive. Men and women with cameras and notebooks jump out. Zack recognizes two of them from Aftonbladet.

Zack wonders when the media were last in Hallonbergen. In the aftermath of another murder? Or maybe a wave of break-ins. But they never bother to report on ordinary life here.
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