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         Pascal Engman’s debut novel The Patriots was published in 2017, and he has since become the best-selling Swedish crime novelist of his generation. He has been acclaimed by Camilla Läckberg, David Lagercrantz, The Swedish Crime Writers’ Academy and others as a rising star of Swedish crime fiction. His novel Femicide was published by Legend Press in 2022.

         Engman, who resides in his native Stockholm, was born to a Swedish mother and a Chilean father. Engman was a journalist at Swedish evening newspaper Expressen.

      
   


   
      
         
            To Linnea. I love you.
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            They are evil idealists and what they have done in the yards behind their facades I cannot describe, cannot change blood into ink.
      

            From the poem “Carillon”, from 
         The Wild Square

By Tomas Tranströmer.
         

         

      
   


   
      
         At least 400 ISIS terrorists have been trained to commit atrocities in Europe. They have been organised in different cells to carry out a wave of bloody attacks, according to what sources within the security services of Europe and Iraq have told the AP news agency.

         One senior Iraqi security officer claims that the cell that carried out the Paris attacks has now spread to Germany, Britain, Italy, Denmark and Sweden.

         ISIS is said to have dedicated training camps in Syria, Iraq, and possibly a number of former Soviet states, in which jihadists are given special training for attacks in Europe.

         According to one source in the security services they are trained in combat technique, as well as surveillance and how to handle explosives. Previously, many attackers only received a few weeks’ training.

         “The strategy has changed now. Special units have been set up. Training lasts longer now,” the source reports.

         Panorama, the BBC’s investigative news programme, claims that ISIS has a network consisting of a total of 1,500 recruits trained in terrorism, who could be planning new attacks in Europe, according to Swedish Radio.

          
      

         Omni news service, 23 March 2016
      

      
   


   
      
         
            2 years earlier
      

         

         Vanessa knew from the start that it had been a mistake. A mistake to get involved, to install false hope by agreeing to become a mentor. All because she just couldn’t stand the restlessness of not having a task, a purpose. At first, the idea had seemed good, noble even – to spend her suspension from the police, caused by a DUI, by volunteering at a shelter for unaccompanied refugee children, and focusing on teaching the girls self-defence. But she should have known as soon as she met Natasja that she wouldn’t be able to just be a mentor to her without becoming emotionally invested in her life. Not when she heard Natasja’s story and felt fully present in the moment for the first time in what felt like forever. When she spoke to Natasja, Vanessa didn’t once think about Adeline, the baby girl she had lost to illness some years ago and who usually occupied her mind every waking moment.

         Natasja had fled to Sweden from Syria on foot a few years earlier, after losing her entire family in a bomb attack. But despite all the tragedies she had already had to endure in her fourteen-year-old life, despite losing everything, Natasja still had a positive outlook on life. On one of the first occasions they met at the shelter, Natasja told Vanessa that she had to be happy, had to make the most of her life, had to enjoy it all. Because if she didn’t, what was it all for? Then she might as well have died together with her family. But she didn’t and that meant Natasja had to cherish her chance of being alive in every way.

         Vanessa admired her attitude and strength and made the mistake of thinking that she could somehow help her, this teenage war refugee, despite the fact that she had proved previously that she was unable to take care of anyone, especially a child. She was destructive and unreliable and she should have stayed away from Natasja. But she didn’t. Instead she reached out to Natasja to fill her own sense of emptiness, to give her company. And it had eventually resulted in the young girl going missing. One day she left the shelter with a friend and didn’t return.

         The employees at the shelter simply seemed to think she had left voluntarily, but Vanessa knew better. It didn’t make sense, she had a Swedish residence permit and she loved living here. But the alternative, that someone had abducted her, also seemed unrealistic. Who would do it, and why?

         It didn’t matter that Vanessa simultaneously learned that she was allowed to return to her police again; she couldn’t do it before she had found Natasja. She started her own investigation into her disappearance and it finally led her to the conclusion that Natasja had been kidnapped by the Swedish drug gang The Legion and brought to a clinic in Chile, along with several other unaccompanied refugee children, where criminals were waiting to steal their organs and sell them to their rich clients.

         Vanessa had no choice but to head to Chile and try to save Natasja and with Nicolas’s help she succeeded and brought Natasja to safety. Once back in Sweden, they decided that Natasja would move in with Vanessa and that she would become her legal guardian – a decision that made Vanessa very happy.

         But the happiness was short-lived. Just a few months after the events in Chile, Natasja learnt that her father had survived the war and decided to return to him in Syria. It broke Vanessa’s heart but there was nothing she could do, Natasja should be with her father, her real family. So here she was again, back where she started, all alone. With one child gone and the other on the opposite side of the world, desperately hoping every day that she would return to her in Sweden again.

      
   


   
      
         
            Now
      

         

         Vanessa bit her lip so hard she could taste blood. She closed her eyes and pressed all three buttons at the same time. She screwed her eyes shut so tightly that dancing patterns appeared on the inside of her eyelids. She leaned her head against one shoulder and hunched up in anticipation.

         She didn’t want to die. Not now. A few years ago she wouldn’t have minded, but not today. Not now that she had Celine in her life, something to fight for. Something good. Something beautiful. Celine trusted her, she needed her.

         Three.

         She felt tears well up. Her lips were trembling, the sinews of her neck stood out as she straightened her back, forcing herself to stand tall. She wasn’t going to die cowering. She wasn’t going to give the terrorists that. No one would ever know how she spent her last moments, but she would know. She told herself that that actually meant something.

         Two.

         “Fucking murdering bastards,” she whispered.

         She drew air into her lungs and realised that it could be her last ever breath.

         One.

      
   


   
      
         
            Prologue
      

         

         Every so often, twenty-two-year-old Molly Berg would be flown to palatial villas around the Mediterranean, told to wait, then sent home with an envelope stuffed with cash without her having to do anything except twiddle her thumbs. But at least she could usually play with her phone or read a book. This time a dour-looking guard had taken her phone off her the moment she stepped aboard the thirty-five-metre luxury yacht Lucinda. And she had managed to leave the book she was currently reading, Charles Bukowski’s Post Office, at home in her apartment in Barcelona. The television could only get Spanish channels, and even though she had been living in Spain for the past few years, she could barely speak the language. But the payment was better than normal: fifteen thousand euros, per day.

         Through the round porthole of the extravagant cabin Molly could see the coast of Majorca and Puerto Portals harbour. The shops and pavement cafés were full, the quay lined with luxury yachts. Tourists were wandering about, taking pictures of themselves in front of the boats. The largest vessels, like Lucinda, couldn’t actually fit in the harbour, and were spread out in a fan just outside it.

         Her stomach rumbled. Molly switched the television off and tossed the remote on the double bed. When she had been taken to the cabin she had been told to wait until someone came to fetch her.

         She stood in front of the mirror.

         “A girl’s gotta eat.”

         She changed her voice, and said seriously:

         “Stop talking to yourself.”

         She pinched the bridge of her nose with two fingers.

         “Ok, sorry Molly,” she said in a nasal voice.

         She tied her dark hair up and pulled a black T-shirt on over her bikini top.

         The corridor was empty. She made her way towards the aft, passing four closed doors before she reached some steps. A man in a white servant’s uniform was on his way down, but stopped abruptly.

         “The kitchen?” she asked with a smile. The man stared at her without answering. Molly put her hand on her stomach and moved it in a circle. “Food. I’m hungry.”

         The man gestured for her to follow him. He pulled a napkin from his back pocket and wiped his forehead before stopping in front of the wooden door and pointing to it.

         Molly stepped into what looked like a small restaurant. In front of her a glass door led out onto the deck. There were five circular tables, all empty. The walls were adorned with black and white photographs of old ships. In front of one window there were silver dishes laden with fresh fruit, and an ice-bucket containing bottles of mineral water.

         “I was kind of hoping for a hamburger, you mean bastard,” she muttered as she looked disconsolately at the bowls of fruit. The blue sea outside the window looked very inviting.

         She took a piece of mango, popped it in her mouth, then licked her fingers before she went behind the counter to look for bar-snacks. She opened a drawer and found some bottles of San Miguel. She pulled two out, drew a smiley in the condensation on one of the bottles, then put them down on the counter. She leaned over to have another look and found a bag of crisps and some cashew nuts.

         “Thank fuck,” she muttered.

         Just as she was closing the drawer she heard the door leading out onto the deck open.

         She snatched one of the bottles of beer and ducked down behind the counter so she wouldn’t be seen. Two men were talking quietly. As the voices came closer she heard that they were speaking Arabic.

         “Are the martyrs ready?”

         “They’re waiting for your signal. They’re very eager, they’ve been waiting a long time…”

         The voice was hoarse and Molly couldn’t make out the rest. She sat there motionless and held her breath, regretting that she had hidden in the first place.

         “And the target?”

         One of the men opened a bottle. The bottle-top fell to the floor and he swore.

         “In Stockholm, the capital.”

         “When?”

         One of the dishes clattered, then the voices faded away as the men made their way back out on deck.

         Molly slowly breathed out and cautiously got to her feet. She waited a few seconds before snatching up the crisps, nuts and bottles of beer. She went and stood by the wall, staring out at the deck. The men were nowhere in sight.

          
      

         Molly raised the crisps to her mouth with shaking hands, then chewed mechanically. She no longer felt hungry. The two men had been talking about a terrorist attack in Stockholm.

         She had met her fair share of bastards over the years, men with money and power who treated the women whose company they had paid for as commodities. Men who took pleasure in humiliating them and being rough. But she had never feared for her life. Not really. It was different this time, she could feel it in her whole body.

         No one knew where she was. Her dad thought she worked in a clothing boutique in Barcelona. He didn’t even have her address. And Marc, the man who arranged the jobs, wouldn’t lift a finger if she disappeared.

         But even if the men had found her, they couldn’t possibly know that she spoke Arabic. She had a Swedish passport. She may not look typically Scandinavian, but she certainly didn’t look Arabic.

         She got up from the bed when she heard the sound of an engine out on the water. A small boat had just set off from the Lucinda and was heading towards Puerto Portals. On its stern stood a man in a blue cap. Was he one of the men she had heard talking?

         The motorboat drew into the harbour, the man jumped nimbly ashore, and the boat turned back.

         She would spend the next few days acting as a ditzy luxury escort. Under no circumstances must she let anyone realise that she understood Arabic.

         Molly opened the second bottle of beer against the edge of the desk, took a deep swig, then wiped her mouth.

         She let out a cough when there was a knock on the door.

         “I’m coming,” she called. She adjusted her hair, then opened the door. Outside stood a guard in a white shirt, with a shoulder-holster strapped across his chest.

         “I need you to come with me,” he said.
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            1
      

         

         The road surface of Valhallavägen was partially submerged in water. Rain was tipping down onto forty-three-year-old Vanessa Frank’s black BMW. A flash of lightning lit up the sky and she started to count. She got to five before a crack of thunder rolled across the sky, drowning out the newsreader’s voice.

         “Storm Gertrude is passing Stockholm on Friday night,” a woman’s voice was saying seriously. “The public are being advised to stay indoors and not venture out except in an emergency.”

         “No shit,” Vanessa muttered, taking her eyes off the road for a moment to lower the volume.

         A moment later she had to slam the brakes on as a cyclist crossed the road at high speed. She came within a hair’s breadth of hitting his rear wheel.

         Gertrude. Why didn’t they give storms proper, fear-inspiring names like Odin or Thor? Something from Nordic mythology that would make people realise it was serious? Gertrude sounded like a dotty primary-school teacher with ragged fingernails and breath that smelled of coffee.

         It had rained almost all of October, and it would soon be the middle of November. Vanessa was already thoroughly fed up of the darkness. She passed the Fältöversten shopping centre and wrenched the wheel to avoid a large puddle out of which the outline of an electric scooter stuck up. A few hundred metres later she was able to make out the flashing blue lights through the rain up ahead, close to Gärdet.

         Vanessa turned into Oxenstiernsgatan and double-parked in front of the cordon that had been set up beside the Swedish Television building. She opened the car door, grabbed the umbrella from the back seat and opened it as she got out.

         The strength of the wind made her stumble. A stern-looking police officer in a raincoat with the hood pulled up took a quick look at her, then waved her through.

         Vanessa turned right onto Taptogatan. Three floodlights had been set up, illuminating the pavement where a man was lying on his back beside an SUV.

         Two forensics officers in white plastic outfits were erecting a temporary tent to stop the rain contaminating the scene. One of them caught sight of her and raised a hand to stop her coming any closer. Vanessa stopped ten metres from the body, and tried to find the right angle to hold the umbrella as she looked around. To her right the pavement led to a sloping patch of grass. At the end of the street she could make out the slides and swings in Gustav Adolf’s Park.

         The forensics officer gestured to Vanessa to follow her, and judging by the woman’s height and way of moving, Vanessa realised it was Trude Hovland. She liked the Norwegian-Indian officer, and considered her more competent than most. She also had a dry sense of humour that Vanessa appreciated.

         They went and stood in a doorway and Trude pulled her mask down under her chin.

         “He’s a fellow officer, Rikard Olsson. Shot twice in the back.”

         Trude wiped the rain from her forehead.

         “Where did he work?” Vanessa asked.

         Another flash of lightning lit up the dark sky.

         “Team 2022.”

         “Gang-related crime, then.”

         The tent had now been erected over the body. Trude pulled her mask back up and left Vanessa alone in the doorway.

         In recent years the threat to police officers and their families had grown in strength and intensity. Criminals no longer hesitated to open fire on individual officers’ homes, or issue threats against their families. Officers working with organised crime were particularly vulnerable. Until Vanessa transferred to the National Homicide Unit from what used to be called the NOVA Group, she too had been the target of threats.

         She took out her mobile to call her boss, Mikael Kask, to ask him to send more detectives. She dropped it back in her inside pocket when she remembered that she didn’t yet have his number on the new phone she had bought from a talkative sales assistant in a shop on Kungsgatan earlier that day. Besides, her own number had changed, and her official phone was in the car. She had just decided to go and get it when the uniformed officer who had been guarding the cordon came trudging over, followed by a man in a black raincoat. When they caught sight of Vanessa they headed towards her.

         The two men squeezed into the doorway. The man in the raincoat, who was in his thirties, held out his hand.

         “Samer Bakir,” he said in a strong southern Swedish accent, and Vanessa found herself thinking that it reminded her of the way Zlatan Ibrahimovic spoke.

         “You’re new?”

         He pushed his drenched hood back and ran his fingers through his short black hair.

         “From Malmö. I’m with Serious Crime, Central Division now.” He gestured towards the illuminated tent. “What do we know?”

         “A fellow officer. Rikard Olsson,” Vanessa said, and the two men stared at her. The uniformed officer’s radio crackled, but he showed no sign of answering it. Samer and Vanessa nodded towards it. He started, then turned away and asked the operator to repeat the message.

         “Do we know if he was on duty?” Samer asked. Vanessa shook her head.

         “Can you call your boss and get more people here? I was first on the scene, and they don’t yet know that the victim is a fellow officer.”

         “Haven’t you done that yet?”

         “New mobile, I haven’t had a chance to transfer the numbers yet,” Vanessa said, only half lying. The truth was that she didn’t really know how to do it.

         Samer felt the pockets of his jacket as the uniformed officer turned back towards them. He seemed shaken.

         “They’ve found another body.”

         Samer’s hands fell to his sides.

         “Where?” Vanessa asked.

         The police officer moistened his lips.

         “A few hundred metres from here. On Gärdet,” he said.
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         Axel Grystad was lying on his single bed with his arms folded behind his head, looking up at the cracks in the ceiling. The rain was pattering against the window, but seemed to be easing off a bit.

         He was feeling miserable. The next day he would be saying goodbye to his nine-year-old son, Simon, and then it would be another week until he had him with him again. He lived for his weeks with Simon, the rest was just one long wait.

         He heard footsteps in the hallway, then the door-handle was pushed down. His son opened the door, dressed in his blue pyjamas.

         “I can’t sleep.”

         Axel shifted back to make room for Simon on the edge of the bed.

         “Why not?”

         “I’m hungry.”

         They had eaten spaghetti bolognese for dinner only a few hours ago. Axel knew he ought to tell Simon to go back to bed so he wouldn’t be tired when he got up to go to football practice the next day. But he felt nothing but joy.

         He looked at Simon’s face.

         “Me too.”

         Axel peered at the window and concluded that the rain was indeed easing. He glanced at the alarm clock on the bedside table, its red digital numbers said it was half past nine in the evening.

         “What do say about going down to the kiosk and getting a takeaway?”

         Simon’s face cracked into a smile, revealing that one of his front teeth was missing. He reminded Axel of an ice-hockey player being interviewed on television after a win.

         “I’m going to try one of those wraps this time, like you normally have.”

         “You’re going to love it. But we won’t mention this to your mum. If she asks, the Grystad boys ate broccoli all week, and went to bed at the right time.”

         “Of course, Daddy.”

         Their hands met in a high five. Axel loved it when Simon called him “Daddy”.

         A few minutes later they were stepping out through the door onto Rådmansgatan in their raincoats. Simon leaned his head back and looked up.

         “It’s stopped raining,” he concluded, dropping the football he took everywhere with him onto the pavement. He kicked the ball, then set off after it, his movements lithe and easy. Every time Axel saw him running like that he was filled with relief that his son hadn’t inherited his own clumsiness and the under-developed motor skills that had made his own childhood such a nightmare. Simon was even good at football. Axel had never played any sports. Physical activity was forever linked to torment. He had never felt more vulnerable than he had during PE lessons. A lot of the most humiliating moments of his life had taken place in the changing rooms at school.

         At first he had been worried when Simon said he wanted to start playing football. But since he started, Axel hadn’t missed a single match or training session. He felt nothing but the purest joy when he watched his son chase after that ball. Simon shot, scored, was hugged by his teammates. Sometimes Axel felt like it was him flying across the pitch.

         The ball came to a halt in a puddle and Simon stopped, lifted it up with his foot and kept it in the air with a series of kicks.

         It’s magic, Axel thought. This is my son, and he can do things like that.

         “Watch!” Simon called, and started heading the ball.

         A tingle ran through Axel when he thought about the foreign trip he had booked for the two of them. In a few weeks’ time they would be flying off to watch Axel’s favourite team, FC Barcelona. Axel had promised himself that he wasn’t going to say anything before Simon’s birthday.

         The match was being played in one of the weeks when Axel wasn’t supposed to have Simon, but when he asked Rebecca she had said that was absolutely fine. They were flexible and generous towards each other when it came to times and dates. Axel had often heard about divorced couples who did nothing but fight, but to him it had always seemed straightforward. If Rebecca and her husband Thorsten ever wanted to go away on a trip that spilled over by a few days, he had no problem with Simon spending those extra days with him. His son was the only thing that gave him any pleasure in life, he didn’t really have any other friends.

         He was happy enough with his job as an IT technician at Danske Bank. He was actually over-qualified for the job, and was aware that his duties were pretty basic. His workmates could have been kinder, though. He could feel the way they looked at him, the mocking smiles behind his back when he stammered and couldn’t get his words out. But it could have been worse. Everything could have been worse.

         Axel had Simon, Simon loved him, and that was all he needed.

         He didn’t know how he had managed to keep the Barcelona trip secret for so long. He decided that it was time to tell Simon while they were eating their takeaway. It would be the perfect end to the week.

         Axel crouched down to tie his shoelace. A moment later he heard the sound of shrieking car-tyres. A thud moved out from his stomach, through his whole body. When he straightened up he saw a dark vehicle disappearing into the distance at high speed.

         The traffic lights were green for pedestrians.

         Simon lay on the crossing, not moving.
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         Vanessa walked out of the revolving door of the Swedish Television building, where she had spent the past hour examining the footage from the security cameras that faced Oxenstiernsgatan.

         The rain had stopped. She tossed her umbrella in the boot of her BMW and looked around.

         There was plenty of activity. The blue lights reflected off the facades of the modernist buildings and the grey concrete colossus of Swedish Television. She could see curious neighbours in windows and on balconies.

         Every available patrol car in Stockholm had been called to the scene. Even the Rapid Response Unit was there, searching the area with weapons drawn, seeing as they couldn’t rule out that they were dealing with a random act of violence. One reporter and a photographer were hanging about by the cordon, and more were surely on their way.

         Vanessa looked over towards Gärdet. Two forensics vehicles had driven across the mud that made up the sports pitch at this point in the autumn, and were now parked by the stone formation that resembled a miniature Stonehenge. That was where the second victim had been found. She could see the forensics officers working, lit up by floodlights.

         Samer Bakir came trudging over to the car. His white trainers were dark with damp and the bottom of his jeans spattered with mud.

         “It’s a woman in her twenties. I’d guess she’s of Arabic heritage, same as me,” he said.

         “Shot as well?”

         Samer reached down and tried to brush the worst of the mud off one shin.

         “Stabbed.” He gave up the attempt and straightened up. “In the chest and neck. How did you get on with the security cameras?”

         “Not very well.” A strong gust of wind whipped at Vanessa’s hair and she shivered.

         “What do we do now?” Samer asked.

         Without answering, she opened the driver’s door and got in the car. She started the engine and turned the heating up. Samer got in the passenger seat and rubbed his hands together to get his circulation going as he looked around the car.

         There was a knock on the window and Trude Hovland’s face came into view. She was holding up a sealed plastic bag containing a mobile phone. Vanessa gestured to her to get in.

         “Rikard Olsson’s phone,” Trude said.

         “Have you got the pin?” Samer asked,

         “No.”

         Vanessa weighed the phone in her hand. She felt frustrated. Two murders in the same evening, in one of the calmest parts of Stockholm. She needed something to go on for the investigation to make any serious progress tomorrow. There was already a team in Rikard Olsson’s apartment, which had turned out to be nearby, opposite the Garrison on Karlavägen, only a hundred metres or so from the scene of the murder.

         “Where’s the body?”

         “About to be taken away,” Trude said.

         Vanessa opened the car door and walked quickly towards Taptogatan with Samer and Trude close behind her.

         Two men were in the process of lifting Rikard Olsson into a van, and Vanessa asked them to wait. She folded the white blanket back to uncover the police officer’s face. She pressed the button on the side of the iPhone, then held the screen in front of the dead man to activate the facial recognition software.

         “Thanks,” she said, before pulling the blanket back up.

         While the body was loaded into the van Trude and Samer peered at the phone over her shoulder. The first thing that appeared was a photograph of a child in a swing. Vanessa sighed and pressed the green button with a white phone on it at the bottom left of the screen, to bring up a list of the most recent calls.

         “Bloody hell,” Samer exclaimed.

         “Can you call and ask them to locate the recording?” Vanessa said. The last number Rikard Olsson called when he was alive was the emergency number, 112. The call had been made at 19.04, and had lasted twenty-three seconds.
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         Axel Grystad was in the middle of the worst nightmare of his life. Several times he was so convinced he was dreaming that he had to pinch his arm.

         He was pacing up and down a bare white corridor at the Karolinska University Hospital, clutching Simon’s football tight. A short while ago the door to the emergency room where Simon was being operated on had swung open. Six people in green hospital outfits and masks over their mouths had been standing around Simon’s small body. Axel knew they were doing their utmost to save his life.

         He would never forget the scene.

         Every time he closed his eyes he saw it again.

         When he found Simon lying motionless on the tarmac, his first instinct had been to put him in the car and drive him to hospital himself. That would surely have been quicker than waiting for an ambulance? But a woman in her fifties had come running over. She was a nurse, and explained that moving Simon could damage his spine. He needed to be stabilised first.

         “I’ve called for an ambulance, they’re on their way,” she had told him breathlessly.

         The ambulance had arrived seven minutes later. Axel had sat on the kerb with his face buried in his hands while the paramedics spoke to the nurse. They quickly examined Simon’s injuries, supported his back, then lifted him onto a stretcher. Axel had stood next to them, paralysed and silent and completely useless. He had felt ashamed of letting other people fight to save his son’s life.

         He was roused from his thoughts when a young nurse came up to him.

         “You’re Simon’s dad?”

         Axel nodded.

         “They’re still operating on him. Let me show you to the waiting room.”

         “W-will he be… b-b-be okay?”

         The only people Axel didn’t stammer in front of were Rebecca and Simon.

         “We’re doing everything we can,” she said, gently putting one arm round him. “Come with me and we’ll find you somewhere to sit.”

         She led him past the lifts into another, smaller corridor. As they were walking he felt tears welling up in his eyes. She sat him down gently on a sofa and sat down beside him.

         “Simon’s mum is on her way, I’ll bring her here so you can be together.”

         The nurse stood up and the sound of her footsteps faded away.

          
      

         A short while later Rebecca rushed in and threw her arms round Axel. He tried to explain what had happened, but she hushed him.

         “They’ve already told me.”

         Axel couldn’t think of anything to say. He didn’t dare meet her gaze. Did she blame him? Did she think it was his fault? Obviously he should have been keeping a closer eye on Simon.

         “They’re still operating on him,” he said, mostly to break the silence.

         Rebecca’s face was pale, her blonde hair pulled up into a ponytail. It struck him how like Simon she was – and how Rebecca and Simon were the most beautiful people on the planet.

         “It’s going to be okay.”

         “It all happened so fast. I just crouched down to tie…”

         “I know you’d never do anything irresponsible when it comes to Simon.”

         “No, I wouldn’t.”

         Rebecca took hold of Axel’s hand and squeezed it. He leaned back, closed his eyes and tried to calm down.

         Two police officers appeared in the corridor, and a nurse pointed them towards Axel. He put Simon’s football down and went to meet them.

         “I’ll get some coffee in the meantime,” Rebecca said, and disappeared.

         The police officers introduced themselves with their full names, then asked Axel to sit back down and took his contact details. They asked him if he felt up to going through what happened again.

         He explained that the car had been driving fast, and broke a red light. When he looked up Simon had been lying motionless on the tarmac. The driver hadn’t stopped, just accelerated and disappeared in the direction of Roslagstull.

         The police officer looked at him sympathetically.

         “Did you see what sort of car it was?” he asked.

         “I don’t know anything about cars. It was black, that’s all I saw.”

         “Registration number?” the other police officer asked.

         Axel shook his head.

         “S-s-sorry, it all happened too fast.”

         “I understand.”

         The police officers stood up, and one of them patted Axel awkwardly on the shoulder and said that they’d be in touch.

         When he was sure they had gone, Axel took his phone out and went onto the Vehicle Registration Database. In the search box he typed the car’s registration number: HNC 106.
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         Vanessa parked her car in the garage beneath Norra Real. Small drops of rain were still falling from the dark sky. Even though it was a Friday night, Vasastan was deserted, the only sign of life was a taxi passing by when she crossed Odengatan.

         She stopped in Monica Zetterlund’s park as she often did. She closed her eyes to listen to the music playing from the bench that had been placed there in honour of the jazz singer, and which played her music quietly all day and night. Vanessa needed sleep, the following day was going to be hectic, starting with a meeting at eight o’clock in Police Headquarters. The emergency call centre had promised to email the recording of Rikard Olsson’s call as soon as they managed to identify it; they thought that would happen some time during the night. The dead woman still hadn’t been identified, no mobile or ID card had been found on her. And so far they didn’t know if there was any connection between the two murders.

         As Vanessa was approaching her apartment she saw two denim-clad legs sticking out from the doorway of the building. She assumed a homeless person had taken shelter from the rain and fallen asleep. She crept the last few steps so as not to wake the sleeping figure, then saw its pink hair. It was Celine Wood, a thirteen-year-old girl she had got to know during the summer. During a mass shooting at Stockholm Stadium, Celine had been hit in the stomach and had come close to dying. For the past couple of months she had been moved between various foster families. Every now and then she ran away, came to see Vanessa and get a decent meal, then disappeared again.

         Celine had grown thinner, and Vanessa couldn’t help shivering at the sight of her jacket, which was far too thin for the cold November weather. She crouched down and gently touched her shoulder.

         Celine opened her eyes.

         “What have you done to your hair?” she yawned, reaching out one hand and running her fingers through Vanessa’s recently bobbed hair.

         “Look who’s talking!”

         Vanessa gave her a hug, tapped in the code and held the door open for Celine as she got to her feet and shuffled into the stairwell.

         Up in the flat, they hung their coats up in the hall and Vanessa dug out a pair of white pyjamas that were far too big for Celine.

         “How long were you waiting?” Vanessa asked.

         “A couple of hours, maybe. I fell asleep pretty quickly, so it wasn’t too bad.”

         “Have you been going to school?”

         Celine didn’t answer.

         “You need to start going.”

         Vanessa inspected the freezer in a hunt to find something to eat while Celine sank down on the sofa. She seemed to have shaken off her tiredness.

         “I’ve been thinking about that. Why does everyone make such a fuss about Greta when she skives off school, when I just get bollocked? That’s pretty unfair.”

         Vanessa rolled her eyes as she put a Gorby’s pie in the microwave. She set the timer for one minute.

         “Greta has a plan. She’s demonstrating for the climate, standing up against the system for a better world.”

         “I’m standing up against the system too. I’m a punk.”

         Celine got up from the sofa and walked over to the fireplace, took down a framed photograph and looked at it.

         “She’s really pretty.”

         The picture was of Natasha, the young Syrian refugee Vanessa had looked after two years ago. Now she was back in Syria with her father. Vanessa missed her so much it hurt. Every day she hoped that Natasha would get in touch to say she was coming back to Stockholm.

         The microwave pinged and Vanessa took the pie out, put it on a plate and pushed it across the island unit. Celine put the photograph of Natasha back and sat down on one of the bar stools. One third of the pie disappeared in the first bite.

         “I’m trying to be vegetarian, but I’ll make an exception today. Don’t want to seem ungrateful,” she said.

         “Another one?” Vanessa asked.

         “If you insist,” Celine said, with her mouth full. “Haven’t eaten since yesterday. But then I struck lucky at Burger King. I had to wait half an hour before a rich bastard left half a Whopper. Damn, it was good. You can say a lot of things about you rich people, but you’ve got good taste.”

         Once Celine had eaten the second pie she lay back on the sofa. Vanessa went and sat down beside her.

         “Aren’t you going to eat anything?” Celine asked.

         Vanessa shook her head.

         “I’m not really hungry,” she lied. There had only been two pies left, and Celine obviously needed the second one more than she did.

         Celine closed her eyes and stretched out. The pyjama top rode up, baring her stomach. The scar left by the bullet that had almost cost her her life glinted white just above her navel.

         “Sweetheart, you have to stop running away. And you need to go to school,” Vanessa said.

         Celine nodded and gave a weak smile.

         “Can you stroke my hair? It feels so nice when someone else touches you.”

         Vanessa shifted closer to Celine and laid the girl’s head on her lap, and ran her fingers through her pink hair. It was dirty, tangled and smelled bad.

         Celine screwed her eyes shut and a tear trickled slowly down her cheek, leaving a white line on her dirty face. She wiped it away angrily. It wasn’t long before she fell asleep. Vanessa reached for a cushion and gently tucked it under Celine’s head before she stood up.

         She took her mobile phone out. The sound file of Rikard Olsson’s emergency call had arrived. She poured herself a glass of water, dug out her earbuds and sat down on one of the stools by the island unit before playing the clip.

         “SOS 112, what’s the nature of the emergency?” a female voice said.

         The only response was heavy breathing and the sound of running footsteps. The wind was howling angrily in the background.

         Vanessa pushed the buds deeper into her ears to hear better.

         “Hello?”

         Rikard Olsson still didn’t say anything, all she could hear was his strained breathing and quick footsteps. His clothing rustled against the microphone. Was he being chased? All the evidence pointed towards that, not least the fact that he had been shot in the back.

         “Hello?”

         The operator’s voice was sounding increasingly tense.

         A couple of seconds passed.

         “Who am I talking to?”

         There was a sharp bang. Rikard Olsson cried out. A shrill, heartrending scream. Then a thud. He must have fallen to the ground, and was now hyperventilating. Moaning. Then came the second shot.

         “Hello?”

         Rustling in the microphone. Then footsteps fading away. After ten more seconds, the only sound was the patter of the rain against the pavement.
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         It had been raining all night, and a thin layer of ice covered the puddles of water outside the hospital window. Axel Grystad was sitting opposite the woman he loved. But Rebecca’s hand, which was resting on the table, was entwined with Thorsten’s. Rebecca and Axel had been at the hospital since the previous evening. Thorsten had been home to the couple’s apartment to fetch clothes and toiletries for Rebecca. He had slept there, but came back early on Saturday morning, and now they were eating breakfast together.

         “God, I’m so sick of this hospital coffee,” Thorsten said, gesturing towards the empty cup in front of him. He and Axel had each eaten a ham sandwich. Rebecca, who had been vegetarian for the past couple of years, had picked a turkey sandwich seeing as all the vegetarian options had run out. The slices of turkey that she had carefully removed lay lined up along the edge of her plate.

         Thorsten stifled a belch and scratched his stubble.

         “I’m just going to the toilet, does anyone want anything?” Rebecca said, pushing her chair back.

         Thorsten and Axel both shook their heads.

         Simon had been moved to the Intensive Care Unit. His condition was unchanged. The doctors still didn’t know if he was going to survive. Every time Axel closed his eyes, he saw that thin little body surrounded by bleeping machines in his mind’s eye.

         Rebecca disappeared in the direction of the toilets. The atmosphere was often a little strained whenever Axel and Thorsten were left alone together. They had nothing in common, apart from the fact that they loved the same woman. But over the years that had seemed to become less important. Thorsten always treated Axel well when they met at birthday parties, or when they were picking Simon up or dropping him off. And Thorsten liked Simon, he treated him as his own son. And Simon loved Thorsten. Sure, for the first few years Axel had been worried that Simon might actually prefer his stepfather. Who wouldn’t? Thorsten was funny, talkative and successful. He always seemed confident, no matter what the setting. The estate agency he had helped set up had a turnover worth hundreds of millions of kronor. He, Rebecca and Simon went on long, luxurious holidays in summer and winter alike, to places like Bali, Thailand, Dubai, the Maldives.

         Thorsten was staring tersely at Axel. He helped himself to a bit of turkey from Rebecca’s plate. A hospital clown with a white face and red hair was walking up a flight of stairs a short distance away.

         “I don’t know how many times I’ve told you not to let him play with that damn ball on the pavement,” he said.

         Axel was taken aback by the sudden burst of aggression. He pressed his lips tightly together and ran his fingers along the edge of the table. What could he say? Thorsten was right.

         “This is your fault. You get that, right? It’s your fault the boy’s lying up there like a vegetable. If he dies, it will be your fault.”

         Every word, every syllable, cut into Axel.

         He bowed his neck and nodded.

         “I know. S-s-sorry.”

         Thorsten rolled his eyes.

         “You’ve always been an idiot. But this… Do you have any idea of the suffering you’ve caused? Just look at her, she won’t recover from this. Do you understand that? If he dies, then she’s fucking finished. And then you’ll have two lives on your conscience.”

         Thorsten snorted, then shook his head and pushed the plate away.

         “But no doubt you’ll get away with it. With your pathetic fucking stammer and your moronic behaviour.”

         Axel had never seen him like this, even if he had realised that Thorsten couldn’t understand how Rebecca could have had a child with someone like him.

         “If it wasn’t for her, I’d have killed you by now.” Thorsten gestured towards the toilets. “But she feels sorry for you.”

         The door to the bathroom opened and Rebecca headed back towards them. Half a metre from the table she stopped and looked at them.

         “What are you talking about?”

         Thorsten sighed and held his palms up.

         “I was saying it like it is.”

         Rebecca leaned towards him.

         “Meaning?”

         “That it’s Axel’s fault we’re here. Christ, Rebecca, someone had to say it. He gets away with everything. He’s a grown man, so he ought to be able to hear it.”

         He no longer sounded so self-assured. Rebecca stared at him.

         “Don’t blame Axel. Do you hear? Not now. Not when our son is lying up there and might…”

         She sat down and buried her head in her hands. Thorsten put his arm on her back, but she shook it off. He sighed.

         “I’m going for a walk,” he said tersely.

         He snatched up his jacket, stuck his hands in his pockets and marched purposefully towards the exit.

         Axel didn’t know what to say. He hated seeing Rebecca sad, and was ashamed to been the cause of a row between her and Thorsten. He should have stood up for himself. At the same time, he was pleased that she had defended him. He couldn’t help it, but he liked it. No one stood up for him like Rebecca did.

         “Don’t listen to him,” she mumbled, still not looking up.

         “He’s right. I should never have let Simon take the ball with him, but he was just so happy when I let him. He was running, and… Nothing makes me happier than seeing him run.”

         Rebecca straightened up, tucking back a lock of hair that had fallen in front of her face.

         “You mustn’t talk like that. You mustn’t talk about what he used to be like, or what he used to like doing. He’s alive. Simon is alive, and one day he’s going to play football again.”

         She shuddered and swallowed her tears, keeping them locked up inside her.

         “You’re a good father, Axel. Simon’s always saying what a great dad you are. I knew you would be from the first moment I met you.”

         He hadn’t told anyone about the registration number, not even Rebecca. He knew the address of the man whose name the car was registered in by heart now.

         “I need to go home,” he said. “Shower and change my clothes.”

         It was the first time he had ever lied to Rebecca, and he hated it. But he had no choice.

         All he could think was that the person who had done this to Simon and Rebecca had to die.
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         The garden outside the window was grey and lifeless. The pool was hidden by a metal cover, and the view of the white stone wall that surrounded the plot and large house in Djursholm was obscured by two bare fruit trees. The upper floor had a view of the inlet beyond, but Nicolas Paredes’s room was on the ground floor. It was approximately thirty square metres in size, and sparsely furnished.

         A wardrobe and a bed. A desk and matching chair, and a noticeably empty bookcase.

         With practiced movements, Nicolas put on his shoulder-holster and service weapon, a Glock 17, which he had a licence to use in Sweden. His formal title was security coordinator, which was the result of Swedish bureaucracy, but in practice it meant the same as when he had been responsible for the Karlström family’s security in London: he was their bodyguard. Since the move to Sweden the security apparatus had been scaled back, and instead of four people now only Nicolas was guarding them. He had been surprised when his bosses told him that Johan Karlström wanted him to go with them.

         But Johan was unpredictable. On several occasions Nicolas had had to contact his bosses to explain that Johan was making his job harder and exposing himself to unnecessary risks. Sometimes he had gone off in the car without warning, leaving Nicolas in restaurants or hotel lobbies. And on other occasions he had been almost openly hostile. As time went on, Nicolas had realised that there wasn’t much he could do about that. Johan Karlström was the MD of Gambler, one of the largest online casinos in the world. And the gambling company was an important source of income for the AOS Risk Group. His British bosses always responded the same way: Keep him happy, just do your best.

         Nicolas hoped that no one else would be up yet, but when he opened the door to the combined kitchen and living room he could hear the television. He was desperate to get away from the house. To escape Johan Karlström’s condescending smile and the meanness he radiated. Nicolas’s bosses had promised that they would organise an apartment for him sometime after Christmas, but for the time being he was forced to live with the family.

         To his relief he saw that it was James, the Karlström family’s ten-year-old son, who was curled up on the sofa on his own. He had a plate with a slice of toast and marmalade on his lap. Beside the television hung a large, black and white photograph of Erica Karlström in a bikini.

         “How are you feeling?” Nicolas said, opening the fridge to get the eggs out. “Ready for the game?”

         James nodded, but Nicolas could tell he was nervous. Even in London Johan, an ice-hockey fanatic, had insisted that his son play the game, and today James would be playing his first game with Djursholm Hockey.

         Nicolas turned the coffee machine on, then cracked the eggs into a bowl and whisked them.

         “Would you like some scrambled egg?”

         “No thanks.”

         “Coffee?”

         “No thanks.”

         “A shot of whisky?”

         James turned round, shaking with laughter. Nicolas put the frying pan on the stove, breathed in the smell of fresh coffee from the machine, and went over to the sofa. He crouched down in front of the freckled boy.

         “Seriously, mate. It’s going to be fine. It’s only a game, and you can only do your best. I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.”

         “Are you coming to watch?” James asked. His voice was high, fragile. Even though both his parents were Swedish, he had a British accent. He had been born and raised in England.

         “I can’t, I’m meeting my sister. It’s her birthday.”

         It was two weeks to the day since the Karlström family left London for Stockholm. This would be Nicolas’s first afternoon and evening off. The AOS Risk Group were organising a replacement from a Swedish security company.

         “That’s nice,” James said, doing his best to hide his disappointment.

         Nicolas went back to the stove just as Erica Karlström came downstairs in a white silk dressing-gown.

         “Good morning,” she said in a hoarse voice, kissing James on the head. The look in her eyes was vacant, distant. Nicolas realised she was under the influence. She had a habit of mixing sleeping pills and alcohol. He got two mugs out, filled them with coffee and handed one to Erica. She stared at it uncomprehendingly before slowly taking it.

         “How are you getting to the game?” he asked.

         “I’ll drive. Unless that’s a problem?”

         Nicolas stirred the pan as Erica took a seat on one of the tall kitchen chairs. It was as if there was an invisible veil between her and the rest of the world. She put her elbows on the marble top in front of her and rested her chin on her hands. Her dressing-gown was only loosely tied and her breasts were visible. Nicolas turned away, suddenly awkward.

         “Would you like some scrambled egg?” he asked with his back turned to her.

         She didn’t react, and was staring blankly in front of her. She seemed fully occupied trying to lift the mug of coffee to her lips. Nicolas cursed under his breath. He couldn’t let her drive the boy. There had been a frost, they could have an accident. Drive off the road, kill a pedestrian. He pulled his mobile from the pocket of his jeans and pretended to study the screen as he ate a large forkful of scrambled egg.

         “My sister isn’t well, and I don’t want to risk picking something up. Is it okay if I come with you to watch the game?”

         James leapt out of the sofa and ran into the kitchen to hug Nicolas.

         “Really?”

         “Really.”

         Erica’s expression didn’t change at all, but Nicolas could sense her anger as she put the mug down hard on the marble worktop and left the kitchen.

         “Do you want to get some practice in?” he asked.

         James reached for the remote and switched the television off. They fetched sticks and a ball from James’s room and went out into the garden, where they set up two goals twenty metres apart.

         The boy took the ball and did few quick moves, until Nicolas darted out with his stick and snatched the ball away.

         “Cheat, I wasn’t ready!” James cried, and chased after him, but Nicolas had the advantage and managed to fire the ball into the goal. Fifteen minutes later the score was 3-3, and they took a break.

         Nicolas leaned on his stick as he caught his breath while James leaned against one goal, his face bright red.

         Nicolas caught a glimpse of Johan Karlström in the window. He was watching them expressionlessly as he raised a mug of coffee to his mouth. When their eyes met, Johan tapped his watch with two fingers. Nicolas put the stick down and went back into the house.

         “We’re going to get a new car,” Johan said.

         “When?”

         “Now. We’ll take the old one and head over there right now.”

         “I’ve promised to drive James and Erica to the game.”

         “What fucking game?”

         “James has a game this afternoon.”

         Johan snorted.

         “You’ll be in time if you stop making a fuss.”

         A short while later Johan was sitting in the back seat, behind the passenger seat. Nicolas started the engine, opened the garage door with the remote control and drove out.

         “You’re priceless, Nicolas.” Johan smiled at him condescendingly in the rear-view mirror. “Bodyguard and nanny, all in one.”

         Nicolas didn’t answer. The garage door closed behind them.

         “I daresay you’ll start fucking my wife as well soon.”
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         The gym on Kronobergsgatan was busy. The thud of heavy weights hitting the floor made the treadmill tremble. A man with a ponytail dressed in a wrestling tunic was groaning like a steroid-pumped porn-star as he raised a pair of dumbbells above his head and admired his own body in the mirror.

         Freddie Mercury was singing “Flash!” in her headphones as Vanessa raised the volume and increased the speed of the treadmill. She lengthened her stride, felt the taste of iron in her mouth, and pushed herself for the last kilometre.

         She didn’t really enjoy training in the middle of the day, but she needed to clear her mind. She was thinking about the two murders that had landed on her desk the previous day, and about Samer Bakir, her new colleague. She didn’t have anything against him, not really. There was nothing wrong with his self-confidence, with regard to either his job or women. He was attractive, with a disarming smile that Vanessa assumed usually worked on the women around him.

         During the meeting about the two murders Samer had behaved well, suggesting sensible ideas and asking intelligent questions. The focus, naturally, had been on Rikard Olsson, considering the threats that came with his work with gang-related crime.

         The woman’s mobile had been lying in the mud a couple of metres from where she was found. Trude Hovland, the forensics officer, thought it might take a while to get it working, but Vanessa was expecting to get the list of calls before too long.

         Oddly enough, she didn’t feel terribly affected by the investigation, even though one of her colleagues had been found murdered.

         Since the mass shooting at Stockholm Stadium that summer, when eleven women had been killed, it was as if nothing really touched her anymore. She was running on backup power. Almost six months had passed now, but the images she had seen hadn’t faded. Maybe that was why she felt she couldn’t really take on Celine, even though she knew she ought to. The girl didn’t have anyone. Her father was an alcoholic, her mother dead. She needed a friend, but she reminded Vanessa too much of all the things she wanted to forget. Maybe that was why she had cut herself off from Nicolas Paredes, who had been by her side when the two attackers had been killed. He had called several times after he moved to London, trying to stay in touch, but she couldn’t bring herself to take his calls. He seemed to have given up now, it had been months since he last contacted her.

         Her mobile buzzed when she had just one hundred and fifty metres left to run. Vanessa slowed the pace, then reached for her towel and wiped her face, neck and arms. She drank thirstily from the bottle of water, spilling some on her already drenched gym vest.

         She opened the text, which was from Trude, telling her to check her email. She had sent the list of calls from the dead woman’s mobile.

         Vanessa scrolled down to the last number the woman had called.

         “That’s impossible,” she muttered to herself. “Bloody hell, that’s impossible.”

         She got off the treadmill, grabbed her water-bottle and towel and headed towards the changing-room. She didn’t bother to shower, just put her winter coat over her sweaty gym clothes and rang Trude’s number.

         As the call went through she thought about the dead woman. She hadn’t seen the body yet, she’d been told to concentrate on Rikard Olsson. The post-mortem was due to be conducted that day, and no other test results had come back yet. They knew nothing about her background or who she was. All they had been able to determine was that she had died from two well-directed stab-wounds, one to her chest and the other to her neck. Then she had been left to die in the mud on Gärdet.

         But this changed everything.

         “I need to see her,” Vanessa said as soon as Trude answered. “Now.”

         “You’ll have to go out to Solna. The post-mortem is about to start. Have you come up with something?”

         Vanessa took a deep breath and tried to collect the thoughts that were swirling round her head.

         “The last number she called before she died was mine. My old phone. The one I had before I got this one.”

         She ended the call and started running towards Police Headquarters to fetch the car. The endorphin rush she usually felt after a serious gym session had vanished, and had been replaced by a growing feeling of unease. Who was this woman? Was it someone she knew?

         Her stomach clenched. She only knew one person who fitted the description.
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         Nicolas was sitting with Erica Karlström in a half-empty, creaking stand in an ice-rink in Tumba. The final period was approaching its conclusion. James, with number eight on his back, was the smallest on the team. The protective helmet was far too big for his slight frame, and the red jersey reached down to his knees. He had been allowed to play a couple of minutes, but had mostly sat on the bench with his head lowered. Nicolas felt for him. Erica had watched the game through a large pair of sunglasses, without showing any emotion. She hadn’t even looked worried when James was tackled and forced into the boards, fell over and ended up lying on the ice. In fact she barely seemed to have noticed. He had seen her with James when she wasn’t under the influence of medication, and then she was a loving, engaged parent.

         “I’ll get some more coffee, you can drink it in the car on the way home,” he said.

         She shrugged her shoulders.

         When he returned with two paper cups and a chocolate biscuit to cheer James up, Erica had taken off her sunglasses.

         She took the coffee without turning her head.

         “I know you made up that stuff about your sister’s birthday party being cancelled.”

         Nicolas pretended not to understand. He couldn’t work out if it was an accusation or if she was grateful. Erica clenched her jaw, pulled out her sunglasses, fiddled with them, then put them back on.

         The buzzer sounded. Djursholm Hockey had lost against Tumba, 6-2, and the players skated across the ice towards the changing-rooms.

         In contrast to what Nicolas was expecting, James was in a good mood when he came towards them, dragging his hockey bag. The boy turned to Erica.

         “Carl-Johan asked if I can sleep over at his,” he said happily. “Can I?”

         “Of course you can,” Erica said with a relieved smile. “I’ll courier your clothes and a toothbrush over if you send me the address later.”

         Nicolas, who had been keeping in the background, stepped forward.

         “Well played, James. Have a good time, and see you tomorrow.”

         He hoisted the hockey kit onto his shoulder and followed Erica, who was already walking towards the car. He unlocked the new black Range Rover, tossed James’s things in the back and got in behind the wheel. It was exactly the same as the old one, which had surprised Nicolas when Johan handed him the keys earlier that day. A short distance away Nicolas saw James and his teammate, deep in conversation, get into the back seat of an SUV. Out of habit, he memorised the registration number as he reversed the Range Rover.

         It wasn’t until they reached the E4 and were heading north that Erica cleared her throat. She lowered the volume of the radio.

         “I haven’t always been like this, you know,” she said. “I can see that you despise me, and the judgemental way you look at me makes me sick.”

         Nicolas didn’t respond.

         “I was happy before I met Johan. God, I curse the fucking day he came up to me. I was twenty-four, what did I know? I’d been in a TV reality show a couple of years earlier, and my life was sliding out of control. I couldn’t even get any gigs in bars. The last offer I got was to show my cunt on a webcam for fifty dollars. I was broke. I thought living with someone like Johan would give me some sort of security. Fucking hell…”

         “Erica, I…”

         She held her hand up towards Nicolas and he fell silent.

         “Every day, every single fucking day, he reminds me how grateful I should be to him. For rescuing me from myself. From life as a white-trash single mother on benefit. I have everything, Nicolas, but in reality I have nothing. He can throw me out whenever he feels like it. Judge me as much as you fucking like, but I’m his property just as much as you are. The difference is that you can pack up and leave.” Nicolas felt sorry for her, but didn’t know what to say to console her.

         “Do you know why Johan wanted to get a new car?” he asked, to change the subject.

         “I didn’t even know he had,” she replied, staring out at the gloomy blocks of flats before turning the volume back up again.
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         Vanessa parked the BMW in the empty car-park on Retzius väg in Solna. She squeezed between the bushes and cars and followed the signs to the mortuary. Her gym clothes were sticking to her body. She rang the door-bell of the large brick building and waited. Nothing happened. She tried again, and a moment late the lights went on. A man in his fifties, with glossy, slicked-back black hair opened the door. He had a pair of black glasses pushed up onto his forehead, and Vanessa could see a gold ring in his ear.

         “Vanessa Frank?”

         He held out his hand and Vanessa shook it quickly. He smelled of cigarette smoke. The man stepped aside and she walked into the large, stone-floored reception area.

         “I’m Per Thysell. Your colleague said you wanted to see the unidentified woman who was found yesterday evening on Gärdet.”

         Vanessa nodded and held out her police ID. Per Thysell pulled his glasses down and peered at it before handing it back.

         “Was there anything particular you were curious about? My assistant and I were about to get started.”

         “I just want to take a look at her.”

         Their footsteps echoed in the corridor. Per Thysell stopped in front of a thick, metal door and pressed a keycard to the reader. He tapped in a four-digit code with two fingers. There was a click and he opened the door. The cold that streamed out made Vanessa shiver. One wall was covered with stainless steel hatches. She took a deep breath. Her heart was beating hard. The pathologist walked over to one of the hatches, grabbed hold of the handle and pulled it open.

         It would soon be over, soon she would be looking a the face of a complete stranger. And then she would go back home to Vasastan. Shower. Wash her hair. Then stroll slowly to the local bar, McLarens, exchange small-talk with the owner, Kjell-Arne, drink a light, uncomplicated lager, trudge home and get a good night’s sleep. Then carry on looking for the perpetrator without any personal feelings about the victim. There was bound to be a perfectly reasonable explanation for why the woman had phoned her. Unless she had just called the wrong number.

         Per Thysell checked the ID-tag that was tied around a pale toe.

         “Here she is,” he said as he pulled the tray out then stepped back.

         The harsh fluorescent light enhanced the beauty of the girl’s face.

         Her thick black hair glistened. If it hadn’t been for the two knifewounds, it would have looked like she was sleeping, the way she had slept so many times in her room in Vanessa’s apartment. She let her eyes move downward, past the dried blood on her stomach, past her genitals, down her thighs, all the way to her feet. The feet that had carried Natasha from Syria to Sweden, which had walked, tired and bleeding, all the way across Europe in search of a decent life. To Stockholm. To Vanessa.

         Natasha ought to be in Syria with her father. Not here. Not lying naked on a stainless-steel tray in a mortuary in Solna.

         Per Thysell was standing with his arms folded over his chest, silently watching her.

         Vanessa tried to express what was going on inside her, but not a sound emerged from her lips. Her jaw had locked. She took a step closer to Natasha and reached out her hand, but pulled it back before she touched the girl’s cheek. She couldn’t bring herself to touch her, to feel the chill of her body.

         A tear ran down Vanessa’s cheek and dripped onto the tiled floor.

         Per Thysell shuffled uncomfortably.

         “Who is she?”

         Vanessa replied in a thick voice:

         “My everything.”

         She wiped the tears away and cleared her throat. Natasha had called her, had tried to get hold of her. Was it a last cry for help? Then someone had driven a knife into her. Questions were building up in Vanessa’s head. Why was Natasha back in Sweden? And why hadn’t she got in touch earlier?

         Vanessa was struck by a terrible thought.

         Could the murder be a way of someone taking revenge on her? There were plenty of people who wished her ill, who knew that by killing Natasha they could inflict a wound that would never stop bleeding.

         “Send me the autopsy report as soon as you’re finished,” she said in a dull voice.

         In her mind’s eye she imagined Per Thysell cutting into Natasha’s body. He and his assistant removing her organs, weighing them, taking notes. It made her want to throw up. She wanted to tell the pathologist to be careful, to treat Natasha gently, but she knew that wouldn’t make any difference. Natasha was dead, and wouldn’t feel anything.

         Vanessa turned and left the cold-store. Per Thysell called after her.

         She managed to start the car and drive a few hundred metres, and was passing the Karolinska University Hospital when the scream came.

         She pulled over to the side of the road and put her hazard lights on. The cars behind her blew their horns angrily as Vanessa clutched the steering-wheel and screamed. After a while she slid over to the passenger seat, pushed the door open and threw up in the gutter.
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     It was Monday afternoon and Molly Berg was sitting on the roof terrace above her apartment on Banérgatan, engrossed in Charles Bukowski’s
     
      Factotum
     . Her top half was wrapped in a thick padded jacket, and she was wearing grey fingerless gloves. The temperature was only just above freezing, but the cold didn’t bother
    

    
     She had grown up in Kiruna, almost one thousand, two hundred and fifty kilometres to the north. She was sixteen years old when she announced to her parents that there was nothing for her in the mining town. Not because of the climate or the permanent darkness during the polar winters, but because she felt so far away from everything. Isolated.
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Widows.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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