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    Prologue 
 
    
    July 2016 
 
   Her hand felt so good in his. He was always amazed how soft and delicate her hands were. He was entranced, watching her run along beside him. She was the very picture of loveliness, with her thick blond hair, green eyes and high cheekbones. But this morning he’d had the impression that something was bothering her. She’d disappeared into the bathroom right after breakfast and hadn’t been the same since – somehow not as happy and lively as usual. He’d asked her what was going on, but she’d said, “No, nothing, I’m fine.” 
 
    He was simply crazy about her. He’d never imagined that such a gorgeous young woman could ever be interested in him, much less fall for him. And now here they were beginning a new life together; sometimes he felt like he was dreaming. During the three days since they’d moved into the cabin, the harmony between them had been simply idyllic. And the sex was amazing too – just the love-making he’d been craving, a craving she knew exactly how to slake. 
 
    They were approaching the end of the forest path – and the highlight of the walk. The path led to the site of a landslide that had occurred a few years back. The landslide had created a long steep downhill slope that afforded a magnificent view of a large forest meadow dotted with rocks and bushes – and oftentimes animals, which took no notice if you stood there watching them. During a walk they’d taken here a couple of days ago they’d spotted reindeer, which she was very excited about as she’d never seen a reindeer in the wild. 
 
    At the end of the slope they stopped, and he turned toward her. She was staring over the edge of the steep cliff, but she wasn’t as radiant today as she’d been during their previous walk. 
 
    “Is anything the matter? Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that...I really don’t know.” She let go of his hand, took a step away from him, and gazed at him. What did the look in her eyes mean? He couldn’t tell for sure. He saw a lot of sadness there, but also anxiety. She averted her gaze. What was eating her? 
 
    As he was about to again ask her what the matter was, he became aware of a movement behind him. He figured it must be an animal and turned around. A huge muscular man was heading straight for him, was upon him in a flash, with a violent shock that shook him to the core. He staggered – and stepped sideways, into what he realized too late was an abyss. He lost his balance and the last thing he heard was Natalia screaming. His hands clawed the air, as he plummeted downward, almost head first. He managed to grab onto a bush whose thorns dug into his hands; but the bush was too small to break his fall. The branch he’d grabbed broke, and he continued falling. 
 
    His last thought before crashing into the ground below was of Natalia. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    
    PART I 
 
    
    August 2016 
 
    
    1 
 
   Liv opened the large front door. 
 
    “Hi, Christina, great to see you. Come on in,” she said. 
 
    “Hej! Nice to see you too. Your place is really awesome,” Christina said, looking around in wonderment. 
 
    Liv gave her former coworker a furtive look. “Something’s not right,” she thought to herself. “Those rings under her eyes, she looks so tired, and kind of down.” Liv couldn’t remember Christina ever looking this way before. 
 
    But Liv kept all this to herself. “Yeah, well, I inherited all this from my folks,” she said, laughing. Frankly, she felt embarrassed to be living in such resplendent surroundings. The house, which was located in a housing tract in the Stockholm archipelago, had its own beach and a long docking pier where a large motorboat was docked. 
 
    “It’s really a shame that we spend so little time here; most of the time it just stands empty. But I must say it’s great to have a vacation home near Stockholm.” This was the first time Liv had spent time here since January, when she’d moved to Berlin with her kids. 
 
    “Hej, Christina. I’m Martin. Nice to meet you,” Martin said as he emerged from the bedroom. 
 
    “Hi Martin. You speak really good Swedish.” 
 
    “Yeah well, I’m getting there. Though I often have to ask if I’m using the right word.” Martin was German, but he’d been attending Swedish classes ever since he and Liv had gotten together. Plus, they spoke Swedish at home more and more. 
 
    Suddenly three kids came barreling into the house from the back yard. 
 
    “Here come the offspring,” Liv said. “How about giving Christina a nice hello? This here is my oldest, Saga, and her brother Hampus. Saga’s 11 and Hampus is almost nine.” The two children shook Christina’s hand. Behind them was a little girl who was looking on anxiously. 
 
    “And that’s Martin’s daughter Lara. She’s five and isn’t fluent in Swedish yet, but she understands just about everything.” Laughing shyly, Lara shook hands with Christina. 
 
    “Kids, do you want to have coffee with us, or would you rather have ice cream?” said Liv. 
 
    “Ice cream, ice cream!” the kids shouted in unison. 
 
    “Okay great, so go get yourselves an ice cream from the freezer, which we pretty much filled to the brim yesterday.” The ice cream truck from Hemglass made its weekly rounds on the neighboring island, and yesterday they’d waited for it to come by. The kids ran into the kitchen, jostling each other. 
 
    “The veranda’s the best place for quiet conversation, so let’s go out there, shall we?” Liv led Christina through the large living room to the terrace door, which opened out onto a magnificent view. The property sloped down gently to the water, with expanses dotted with large rocks, and bordered by pine and oak trees – and as a backdrop to all this, an unimpeded and stunning view of the sea. The water glistened in the sun; the islands, with their trees and meadows, were bathed in a green, luminescent glow; and scattered around this idyllic scene were houses, most of which were painted red, and a few boats sailing past. 
 
    “What an awesome view. It doesn’t get much better than this.” For all Christina’s apparent excitement at taking all this in, Liv couldn’t help but notice, once again, the fatigue her friend exuded, and her drooping shoulders. 
 
    “Yeah, we never get tired of it,” Martin said. “It’s really great for me, as this is the first time I’ve been here. When I took a cruise through our archipelago last year, I couldn’t have imagined that one day I’d be spending my vacation in a house like this one.” 
 
    Liv recalled that back then, Martin had come to Stockholm in the hope of finding her. They’d originally met in southern Sweden, where Martin had rented a vacation home. They’d arranged to meet up again, but then Liv had been kidnapped – an event that had plunged Martin into a state of extreme distress. He’d found out that Liv was living in Stockholm with her family and had decided to go there to find her. Which he’d eventually managed to do, with the aid of two private detectives. But this was by no means the end of the story. 
 
    The three of them sat down on the veranda, where there was a large wooden table under a pergola, and around which comfortable, thickly upholstered lawn chairs were arrayed. Martin served the coffee, while Liv cut the cake that she’d baked in the morning with Saga and Lara. As they drank coffee and ate the delicious cake, they chatted about the weather and their vacation plans. 
 
    “Did you go on vacation?” Liv asked. 
 
    "No.” Christina said, shaking her head sadly. “I’m not much in the mood for a vacation, to tell you the truth. Actually, my husband has gone missing. Which is why I wanted to see you.” 
 
    She was fighting back tears, and Liv stroked her arm soothingly. “I was right,” she thought to herself. “Something really is wrong.” 
 
    She looked over at Martin, and their eyes met: yes, they were familiar with situations like this. 
 
    “So tell me,” Liv said gently. 
 
    Christina cleared her throat. “Five weeks ago, he just vanished without warning. It was a Friday and he’d gone to work as usual, but he never came home. I called him a zillion times, but it just kept going to voicemail. The next day I filed a missing person’s report with the police – who haven’t done a damn thing about it. I’m at my wit’s end, that’s the long and the short of it.” 
 
    “Did he show up at work that day?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Yes, though he left work pretty early, but there was nothing unusual about that, as it was a Friday.” 
 
    “And why aren’t the police trying to find him?” said Liv. 
 
    “They say there’s no evidence of foul play or an accident. They think that Patrik just decided to disappear. They told me I need to just wait, and that in most cases people who’ve ‘gone missing’ eventually turn up safe and sound.” 
 
    “What makes them think that?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s because Patrik took his passport and all his credit cards with him. Plus, his car hasn’t been spotted anywhere.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “So why did you want to see us?” Liv asked. 
 
    “Yes, well, maybe I’m wrong but rumors have been circulating at the company about what happened last year – I mean before you sold the construction business. ‘Cause let’s face it, your ex died under kind of mysterious circumstances and people have been saying that there was a kidnapping. There wasn't much about it in the papers – but wasn’t some private detective or other involved who helped you?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true. It’s a long story. We’ve been trying to keep a lid on all this as much as possible, and that’s been going quite well.” 
 
    “I see. Of course you’re under no obligation to disclose any of this to me either. But please know that if you do take me into your confidence, your secrets will be safe with me.” 
 
    “I have total faith in you on that score. After all, you handle confidential information at the company all the time.” Christina was the human resources manager at Liv’s property management company. And though Liv was no longer involved in the company’s day to day operations – having hired a COO and resigned from the board – she’d been working alongside Liv until the end of last year and knew that she could always count on Christina to maintain confidentiality. 
 
    “The whole thing has since blown over, but as I’m sure you can understand we don’t want the media, or anyone else for that matter, to get wind of this. So what you surmise is in fact true, but of course you need to keep it under your hat. Last year I was kidnapped, and then Saga was taken as well. Thank God for Martin, though, because if it hadn’t been for him, I probably wouldn’t have come through this ordeal safe and sound. He also hired the private detectives who ultimately got to the bottom of all this.” 
 
    Christina gave Liv a look of consternation. “Wow, two kidnappings. That must have been horrible. Were you harmed or hurt in any way?” 
 
    “No, as I said, we both came through it in one piece. But Saga is still haunted by it. She has nightmares all the time and doesn’t like being left alone. But I must say the move to Berlin has done her a world of good. Being in a new place, a new school, and so on is helping her to put the whole thing behind her. We were kind of concerned about how she’d react to coming back to Sweden for vacation, but she’s been absolutely fine – at least thus far.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that everything’s worked out so well,” Christina said. 
 
    “Yeah, we really love Berlin, the two little ones speak perfect German and Martin and I get along really well – like two peas in a pod, actually,” Liv said, taking Martin’s hand and gazing at him lovingly. 
 
    “Yes, all the upheaval was worth it in the end,” he said with a sly smile. 
 
    Liv turned back towards Christina. “I cannot recommend those two detectives we used highly enough. They’re really good. Trustworthy, easy to work with – and they really get things done.” 
 
    “Wow, it would be awesome if they could help me out too,” Christina said, once again fighting back tears. 
 
    “Really, you needn’t worry. You’ll see, everything will work out fine in the end.” 
 
    “Could you give me their number?” 
 
    “I think it would be better if I called them and gave them your number instead,” Martin said. “They work for an agency that employs a number of detectives, and you want to be sure that the two we worked with are assigned to your case. Besides, they’ll already know what the case is all about, and that’ll make it easier for me to introduce you to them. In any case I’d intended to contact Lars while we’re here.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’s really nice of you. I wanted to avoid hiring just any old detective. It’s much better when someone is recommended to you that others have had a positive experience with.” 
 
    “Yes of course. And really, Lars and Elin are terrific. You can’t go wrong with them,” said Liv. “So tell me, Christina, do you have any idea what might have happened to your husband?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a despairing look. “I just keep racking my brains, trying to fathom what might have happened. The whole thing makes no sense. Everything was peachy keen between us, I swear. We were planning to go to our summer home in Norrland in July. When he disappeared, and I was unable to reach him, I even went to Norrland to see if he might have gone there. But that was stupid of me, because of course he wasn’t there. Though I had the impression that he might have been there for a little while.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Well as you know, you have to pack everything away in the fall in order to close up a summer cabin for the winter. And some of the furnishings looked to me as though they’d been used recently. Or at least I had the impression that the cabin wasn’t exactly as we’d left it.” 
 
    “That’s an important detail. The sort of thing you absolutely must tell the detectives.” 
 
    “Yes, I will, of course. I’m sincerely grateful to both of you. Please tell them to contact me as soon as possible. But now I need to go, otherwise I’ll miss the last ferry.” All three rose, and Liv and Martin accompanied Christina to the door and said goodbye to her. They watched her as she got in her car and turned out of the driveway into the street. 
 
    “Poor Christina,” sighed Liv, after Christina had left. “I really feel for her. It’s a good thing I got Saga back after only a few days. I never would have been able to survive her being gone for five whole weeks.” 
 
    “But look, Christina’s husband is an adult – though the not knowing is a killer, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Do you think he might simply have left her?” 
 
    “Hard to say. Though let’s face it, she’s no Miss Sweden. 
 
    “Really?” Liz shrieked, rolling her eyes, “You think he left her just ‘cause she’s a bit plump? But she always dresses really well, plus she’s a super nice person.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you only know her in her capacity as an HR manager, which perhaps isn’t the most objective basis for judging someone.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe not. But by the same token, you can’t just judge a book by its cover, you have to try to see what’s inside.” 
 
    “Yeah, and maybe she’s a veritable tornado in bed,” said Martin, laughing. 
 
    “Men,” she snorted. “All you care about is physical appearance and sex.” 
 
    “You know exactly what we’re like. Fortunately enough, you have both – looks and sex.” 
 
    “Thank God for that,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    But then she put her arms around him and gave him a tender kiss. 
 
    “When are you going to call Lars?” 
 
    “In a minute. I hope he’s not away on vacation. It’s August and it’s not back to school time yet.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my fingers crossed.” 
 
    Liv went out on the terrace to clear the table. She was more upset by the conversation than she cared to admit. These things belonged, after all, to the recent past, and it didn’t take much to revive the memories of events that had occurred only last year. She and Martin had often talked about whether it was advisable for them to return to Sweden this year, as they both feared that doing so would reopen old wounds, especially for Saga. But Hampus really wanted to go so that he could water-ski and swim every day. So they’d decided to take the risk and everything had been hunky dory, thus far. Liv had in fact gone to Stockholm a couple of times in recent months, as her presence was required at board meetings. But she was always happy to come back home to Berlin, and to Martin. And actually, here in the archipelago with her family, she’d hardly given last year’s kidnappings a thought. That is, until the conversation with Christina a few moments ago. Now all of a sudden, the memories and emotions came flooding back, particularly her anxiety about Saga. She thought about how incredibly relieved she’d been to be able to hug Saga again. She was beginning to cry; she needed to pull herself together. She decided the best thing to do was to see how the kids were doing; she needed to feel their physical presence. 
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   Lars was watching his two daughters sitting on the edge of the dolphin tank petting a dolphin. They were both in a state of utter fascination, especially his youngest, Olivia, who couldn’t believe her luck. She was squatting right next to the dolphin, who was resting his elongated muzzle in her hand. She kissed the dolphin’s muzzle again. The dolphin dived back into the water, only to reappear with a loud splash. 
 
    “Is he going to come back?” Stina asked 
 
    “Oh pretty please,” Olivia begged. “I want to pet him again.” 
 
    “No that’s it for today. You both had an extra turn, and Luna needs to rest,” said the keeper, who had reached the end of her shift as a tour guide. 
 
    Lars had booked a behind the scenes tour of the dolphin aquarium for the whole family and it had turned out to be the highlight of the day. After the keeper had taken them all over the facility, they donned wetsuits so that they could interact with the dolphins. Luna was especially trusting, and Lars was sure that Olivia would be talking about her experience with this dolphin for a long time to come. 
 
    His wife, Lisa, looked at him happily. “That was awesome. The kids are so excited. That was a terrific idea you had there.” 
 
    The kids were hopping around the edge of the tank. They were still totally wound up and could hardly calm down. Lars had taken the day off, since there wasn’t much going on at work and Stina’s summer vacation wasn’t over yet. They’d gone to Kolmården, the large zoo located a little over an hour’s drive from Stockholm. The trip was meant to be a kind of closure event for the summer vacation. 
 
    Now that they’d taken off their wetsuits and had come back into the sunshine, they repaired to the ice cream stand. 
 
    Clinging to her dad, Olivia said: “Dad, can we come back again real soon? I want to pet Luna again.” 
 
    “Oh pretty please, Dad,” Stina chimed in. 
 
    “Well, we’ll see,” Lars said with a bitter laugh. The outing had set him back nearly 4,000 kronor – and that was just for the behind the scenes tour of the dolphin aquarium. Plus, he’d had to shell out for the zoo entry tickets, lunch and all the rest. He simply couldn’t afford such extravagances very often. 
 
    Just as he was paying for the ice cream, his cell phone rang. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi Lars, it’s Martin.” 
 
    “Hi there, Martin. Hey, congratulations, you’re speaking Swedish now!” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been making great strides. How are things with you?” 
 
    “Great, thanks. I spent the day with my family at the zoo. We just got done petting a dolphin and now we’re eating ice cream.” 
 
    “So maybe this isn’t a good time? I can call back later if you want.” 
 
    “No, now is fine. Lisa is looking after the kids,” he said, giving her a questioning look. She nodded in assent, and Lars sat down on a nearby bench. 
 
    “We just got finished with the tour and will be heading home after we are done with our ice cream. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Very well, thanks. We’re all here on vacation at Liv’s summer estate in the Stockholm archipelago. Perhaps we could meet up while we’re here. We’ll be heading back to Berlin at the end of August.” 
 
    “Sure, that would be great. I’d love to see all of you again. Have you acclimated to Berlin by now?” 
 
    “Yeah, Berlin wasn’t new to me as you know, but living with Liv and the kids is going super well. And Liv and the kids like it there too. Plus, the kids are already fluent in German.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. Shall we set up a time to meet?” 
 
    “Sure, why don’t you just e-mail or text me a couple of possible times. Do you think Elin might want to come along too?” 
 
    “For sure. I’ll ask her and send you a couple of dates in August.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do that. Say, Lars, there’s something else I’d like to talk to you about. Something more urgent.” 
 
    “Fire away.” 
 
    Lars listened intently while Martin told him about Christina, and how her husband had gone missing. But this didn’t prevent him from continuing to eat his ice cream, and when Martin was done telling the story, there wasn’t much of it left. 
 
    “That sounds like a pretty interesting case, and we can of course take it on. Lots of people are still on vacation, so there’s not much going on workwise. So taking this case should be no problem. Send me Christina’s phone number and I’ll give her a call.” 
 
    “Will do. But it’s really crucial that you and Elin are assigned to the case, because it’s very important to Christina to have someone who comes recommended. But what about Elin? She isn’t officially employed as a detective, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “Right, but all that’s changed recently. A few months ago, Elin solved a really amazing case, and now she’s a full-fledged private investigator with Security Assist. I’ll fill you in on the details when we meet.” 
 
    So, Martin had a case for him once again, which brought Lars back to the time last year when Martin had a case for him on two different occasions. Lars had been injured during these investigations, and if it hadn’t been for Elin, things would have been a lot worse for him. Which is why Lisa was not going to react well to the news that Martin wanted his assistance yet again; she’d probably be afraid that Lars would end up in the hospital like before. So he thought it was advisable not to tell her about this new case, at least not for the moment. 
 
    He went back to the kids, who’d finished their ice cream by now. 
 
    “Was that Martin?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s on vacation with Liv and the kids in the Stockholm archipelago and he wants to meet up. I’ll take Elin along and find out how they're doing." 
 
    Lisa seemed relieved to hear this. 
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   Elin was intrigued at how smoothly the data record unspooled on the screen. Metasploit was a really nifty program that allowed you to hack into loads of servers. 
 
    “Won’t be much longer now,” said Carl as he shoveled pizza into his mouth. 
 
    Elin found Carl physically repellent. As if the dude wasn’t already greasy enough, with his unwashed long hair and smelly T-shirt, now he was wolfing down greasy pizza. Carl had already offered to share the pizza with her, and though it came from a nearby pizza joint, she’d declined, as she’d rather not eat in this shithole. But this was part of the deal she’d struck with her boss, Tobias – namely that if she trained as a professional hacker with Carl, she’d have the opportunity to work under him as a full-fledged private eye. She’d jumped at this opportunity, as she didn’t know then what Carl was like and how unpleasant it would be to have to sit right next to him for hours on end. But the good news was that she’d almost completed the training and there weren’t too many sessions left. Plus, she had to admit that Carl was a master hacker – and not only knew the relevant software like the back of his hand but was a wizard when it came to modifying algorithms to make them do what you wanted them to in a given situation. This was the case too with Sweden’s largest telecom company, Telia. For Elin’s purposes, it was of particular interest that once you’d hacked into the company’s servers, you could download all phone conversation and triangulation data for individual phone numbers. Which meant that you could determine the location of any given phone during any call – information that she needed quite often in her work as a private eye. Unlike the police, private detectives are not officially authorized to access such data, and so you have to find a workaround. Tobias’s agency, Security Assist, had availed itself of Carl’s expertise in the past, but was no longer allowed to engage in these shady practices because his employer, IT Experts Support AB, had banned them. For Elin, this on the job training was the final concession they were making, out of goodwill for a good customer. And of course, this enabled Tobias to kill two birds with one stone, in that he obtained a private detective and hacker expertise in a single “package”. And in the final analysis, this arrangement was perfectly okay with Elin, given her desire to work as a full-fledged private eye. It was this desire that had prompted her, over two years ago, to join Security Assist as a secretary. Tobias had told her that by taking on this position, she’d be able to ease herself into detective work – though this rosy scenario turned out to be just a fairy tale. In fact, if her colleague Lars hadn’t hired her twice over the past year, she would have spent the whole time chained to a desk. But thanks to Lars, she’d been involved in two kidnapping cases and had had a major part in solving them. But she’d still needed to go back to her job as a secretary, and Tobias hadn’t lifted a finger to change the situation. So late last spring she’d founded her own detective agency and accepted a first case that she’d solved to such spectacular effect that Tobias decided to keep her on, so that the good media coverage the case had garnered could work to the advantage of the company’s image. And given that taking the case had constituted a breach of her contract with Security Assist, Tobias could have fired her on the spot. But Lars had helped her negotiate a deal with Tobias that stipulated as follows: First off – a condition that enabled her to keep her job – she was required to tell the media that she’d taken the case as part of her duties at Security Assist and not on behalf of her own company. And secondly, she was granted the opportunity to be hired as a full-fledged private investigator, provided that she did the hacker training. So all things considered, it was a sweet deal for her, a real win-win situation. 
 
    The computer beeped, signaling that it had logged on to the Telia server. Carl wolfed down the last bite of pizza, causing a few crumbs to tumble onto the keyboard. But that didn’t faze him, and he blithely began typing with his greasy fingers. God, he’s disgusting, Elin thought. I sure hope I won’t be using that keyboard. 
 
    Carl showed her how to navigate to various data sets in the server, a process that involved toggling between three different windows. Elin took a few pictures with her cell phone and made notes. Carl then asked her to do the whole process over again from the beginning. 
 
    “Experiential learning!” he said with a grin. Elin noticed that he had bits of pizza stuck between his teeth. 
 
    Using the other computer, which was connected to the second server, she launched Metasploit. 
 
    “What are you doing that for? My computer is already good to go.” 
 
    “Because then I can look at your screen if I’m not sure what to do next. Also, I have no desire to type on pizza.” Carl’s jaw dropped in amazement, causing a large crumb of cheese to tumble out of his mouth – and of course right onto the keyboard. 
 
    “I rest my case,” Elin said with disgust. 
 
    Carl wiped off the keyboard with his sleeve. “My apologies. Though aren’t you perhaps a bit obsessive about cleanliness?” 
 
    Elin just shook her head in disbelief and began hacking into the Telia server. 
 
      
 
    A half hour later they’d finished the session, during which Elin had done everything perfectly save for a tiny slip and had been able to replicate Carl’s hacking procedure. She emerged from the office building, which was located in a suburb of Stockholm known as Kista. Now it was time to take the subway home – home being in central Stockholm on Kungsholmen, one of Stockholm’s 16 islands. Kista was a kind of Swedish Silicon Valley that was home to virtually all information and communication technology companies in Sweden. As Elin was walking by the Siemens building, her phone rang. She could see on the screen that it was Lars calling. 
 
    “Hi Lars.” 
 
    “Hej Elin, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Well okay – now that I’ve left that shithole hacker locale. But I’d be a much happier bunny if I could get to a sink – or preferably a bathtub. I just hope that there won’t be a hygiene check at the subway station, because if there is, they won’t let me in due to the risk of infection.” 
 
    “So was it really that bad? 
 
    “Well you’ve been to Carl’s place a bunch of times, so you must know what it’s like there. You could have given me a head’s up before I agreed to this deal with Tobias.” 
 
    “Nej, actually I’ve only been there a few times, and only very briefly. And when I was there, I just stood and watched Carl in action. But to tell you the truth, I didn’t really notice how filthy the place was.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s men for you – you also pee standing up,” Elin said disdainfully. 
 
    After a brief silence, Lars said: “Look, do you want to keep talking about this or do you want me to tell you why I called?” 
 
    “Does Santa have a beard? Well of course I want you to tell me.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got a new case. The signed contract just arrived. We need to step on it, though, because the client wants to meet with us today if possible. Do you have time?” 
 
    “You mean right this minute? And does that mean I’ll be working on the case?” 
 
    “Yes and yes. As I said, if at all possible, we need to see her today. I can pick you up in Kista in about half an hour. The client said she wanted us both for the job – on recommendation from Liv and Martin. I’ll fill you in on the details later.” 
 
    “I see. That’s fine. I’ll find somewhere to clean up around here, so I can be all spic and span for the meeting.” 
 
    After walking a bit further Elin entered a large shopping mall, Kista Galleria, and found a restroom there. It wasn’t the cleanest place in Stockholm, but it was a damn site cleaner than Carl’s work space. 
 
      
 
    Lars arrived about ten minutes later and the two of them drove off to meet the new client. On the way there, Lars filled Elin in on the details of the case and what it had to do with Liv and Martin. 
 
    “Does that mean that I’m now officially a private eye?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tobias. “– provided that you complete your training with Carl.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Elin was thrilled that she’d finally made the breakthrough she’d so longed for. Her girlfriend Maja would be proud of her, so they’d have to celebrate tonight. 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s one thing.” Lars gave her a piercing look. 
 
    Though she knew what was coming, she feigned innocence, and said, “What?” 
 
    “No going rogue! Whatever you might be thinking of doing, you need to clear it with me first. Got it?” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” 
 
    “Sorry ‘okay okay’ won’t cut it. I need to be able to trust you one hundred percent. I’m the person in charge of this case and Tobias will kill me if anything goes sideways. Also, given that this is your first case as a private eye, I assume you don’t want to get into yet another discussion with him.” 
 
    “Okay I get it. Tobias clued me in, too, so I get it, really.” 
 
    This was another precondition that Tobias had set when he offered Elin the opportunity to become a private investigator. Elin wasn’t totally sure that she’d always be able to do as Tobias asked, because sometimes, she felt, you really do have to forge ahead more rapidly and not wait for everyone to be on the same page. But she resolved to make every effort to do as she was told. And Lars was right. She certainly didn’t want to go rogue on this, her first case as a private eye. 
 
    “I promise, scout’s honor, I’ll clear everything with you first. But that applies in reverse too, doesn’t it? You’ll keep me up to speed on everything – every piece of information you get, every move you make. Right?” 
 
    “Absolutely. We’re a team and we both need to have all the relevant information. Plus, we’ll be comparing notes on a regular basis.” 
 
    “Sounds good. So now, where are we headed? Where does the client live?” 
 
    “Her name’s Christina Lindblom and she lives in Täby.” Täby was an upscale bedroom suburb not far from Stockholm, with the sea on one side and forests and lakes on the other. 
 
    Lars followed the GPS’s instructions. After exiting the highway and driving past the central- Täby exit, he arrived at a subdivision containing numerous townhouses. 
 
    “They look almost exactly like the houses where you live, only they’re green instead of yellow,” Elin said. 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re probably twice as expensive.” 
 
    “Really? Just because they’re in Täby?” Elin knew that residential real estate was pricey in the Stockholm area and that prices kept going up. But she didn’t know much more than that. She was paying Maja rent, so she’d never needed to concern herself with real estate prices. Perhaps someday they’d have a more spacious abode, but that wasn’t a priority at present. 
 
    “Okay, here’s where we’re meant to park, I suppose,” Lars said, as he drove the car into a visitors’ parking space. They got out of the car and went over to the townhouses. Elin’s right thigh was a bit sore from sitting in the car, causing her to limp for a bit. She had to smile. She and Lars must have looked like an odd pair, her with her limp and Lars dragging his left leg behind him. Two private eyes, one big and strong, the other petite, but both somewhat physically handicapped. But Elin’s injuries from the case last June were almost healed. She’d suffered a torn ligament and a hematoma, while Lars would probably never get rid of his limp, the result of having been shot in the knee many years ago when he was a policeman. 
 
    Having quickly found the right house, they rang the bell. The door was opened by a small, somewhat plump woman in an elegant brown suit that was accessorized with an orange silk scarf. She gave them a friendly look and invited them in. 
 
    Having introduced themselves to each other, they sat down in Christina’s well appointed living room. A few moments later, Christina appeared with coffee. Elin noticed that Christina was well dressed and made up, but not particularly attractive. It wasn’t only that she was kind of overweight, but also that her face, though not downright ugly, wasn’t particularly pretty either. She wore her expertly-cut hair short. 
 
    “So, we’ve heard that your husband Patrik has gone missing. When exactly did this happen?” Lars said, taking out a notepad. 
 
    “On Friday July 1st, Patrik drove to work as usual, but he never came home.” Christina looked at the two sleuths despairingly. “I haven’t heard from him since.” 
 
    “Did he show up for work that day?” 
 
    “Yes, as always, though he left somewhat early, according to his colleagues.” 
 
    “Where does he work?” 
 
    “At the insurance company called If. He’s a nurse by trade, and at If he works in the health insurance division.” 
 
    Elin noticed that Lars was writing all this down on his pad. 
 
    “How long have you been married?” Elin asked. 
 
    “A little over eight years.” 
 
    “Any children?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Didn’t you want any?” 
 
    “Yes, we’d originally intended to have kids, but then we got caught up in our careers – and so we decided we could be perfectly happy without children.” Elin could well understand this, although in Sweden this was rather unusual, particularly for a married couple. Many Swedish couples, including ones with kids, cohabitate without actually getting married. 
 
    This prompted Elin to ask: “Was that more your wish or his?” 
 
    “Yes, I... No actually we agreed not to have them. I could have imagined having children, but it wasn’t all that important to me.” 
 
    Lars chimed in: “Did anything unusual happen in the weeks leading up to his disappearance? Did he act strangely or get strange phone calls?” 
 
    “No, I’ve been racking my brains about this, but frankly I can’t think of anything.” 
 
    “But he did take his passport with him that day. Was that his usual practice? I mean, carrying his passport around with him?” 
 
    “No, I keep my passport in a bedroom drawer, and as far as I knew, Patrik’s was in his closet. So I was totally shocked to find out he’d apparently taken it with him.” 
 
    “Is anything missing? Clothing, laptop, credit cards?” 
 
    “No. We have a laptop that we both use, and it’s still here. I’ve looked through his closet, but as far as I can tell nothing’s missing. As for his credit cards, he always carries them with him.” 
 
    “Do you have a joint bank account?” 
 
    “No, we have separate accounts. I don’t have access to his, but the police checked it and no funds have been withdrawn since he disappeared; nor has he used the credit card attached to that account.” 
 
    “Have any of his relatives heard from him?” 
 
    “Patrik’s mother died a few years ago from breast cancer, and his father and brother live in Göteborg. His sister lives with her family here in Stockholm. None of them have heard from Patrik.” 
 
    “How about his friends, or colleagues that he meets up with after work?” 
 
    “Yes, there are a few of those, and I’ve of course spoken with them. But none of them know anything.” 
 
    “What does he do in his leisure time? Does he do any sports?” 
 
    “Yes, he plays golf at the local golf club. But he hasn’t been seen there since he went missing.” 
 
    “I see. Well, we’ll need the names and numbers of all these people – his father, siblings, colleagues, friends, employer and so on. Could you compile a list of these numbers for us?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “We’d also like to have a look at that laptop. Would it be okay with you if Elin checks it out?” 
 
    “Yes, by all means. But Patrik has his own user account and I don’t know his password. I’ve tried various possibilities, but none of them worked.” 
 
    “I’ll figure it out, don’t worry,” Elin said. “But I’ll need to borrow it for a few days. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    “Sure, no problem.” 
 
    “Didn’t the police do this?” 
 
    “No, they didn’t ask me for anything.” 
 
    “So are you saying that they haven’t done anything at all?” 
 
    “They put Patrik on a list of missing persons, checked his bank account and talked to his employer. They also checked all the hospitals, but fortunately he wasn’t in any of them. But I’m still very worried that something might have happened to him. And I thought that the police would have done a lot more.” 
 
    “Well the problem is that there’s absolutely no indication that he was kidnapped. No ransom demand, no violence. In such cases, the police don’t do much.” 
 
    “Didn’t they check his phone data?” Elin asked. 
 
    “Oh yeah, right, they did, but not right away, only after a couple of weeks. It’s a work-issued phone and apparently Patrik switched it off at work on the day he disappeared and hasn’t used it since.” 
 
    “Is it alright with you if we look through his closet?” 
 
    “Of course. His room’s upstairs.” 
 
    Elin and Lars followed Christina upstairs. She opened the door to Patrik’s room, which contained a desk, a dresser, a clothes closet and a bed. 
 
    Noticing the bed, Elin asked: “So you have separate bedrooms?” 
 
    “Well yes and no. We also share a bedroom, but we also each have a room of our own. After all, there’s plenty of space here. Patrik sometimes sits on the bed when he watches TV late at night.” 
 
    Elin noticed a large flat-screen TV on the opposite wall – which prompted her to wonder whether Christina was telling the truth and whether Patrik didn’t actually spent the whole night here from time to time. 
 
    “Elin, you have a good look around the room to see if there’s anything out of the ordinary, and I’ll go through the rest of the house with Christina.” Lars left with Christina. 
 
    Elin started with the desk, which had nothing on it except for a couple of copies of a golf magazine and a few pens. She went through all the drawers, which contained nothing of interest – only office supplies. 
 
    The clothes closet seemed full to capacity, well stocked as it was with underwear, pants, shirts, T-shirts, sweaters, jackets and sportswear; nothing seemed to be missing. 
 
    She then turned her attention to the dresser, on top of which were a number of golf trophies, undoubtedly attesting to Patrik’s golfing acumen. The topmost of the dresser’s three large drawers contained numerous folders with documents in them about the house, insurance policies, product warranties, Patrik’s golf club and his magazine subscriptions. It occurred to Elin that it might be a good idea to give these items a closer look later on, and she decided to ask Christina if she could take them with her. 
 
    The middle drawer contained various computer cables and an external hard drive, which she also intended to take with her. She wondered if it was really true that Patrik didn’t have his own laptop, or if he’d been using all those cables solely for the couple’s shared laptop. 
 
    The bottom drawer contained back issues of a golf magazine and other sports periodicals. 
 
    As Elin was peering under the bed to see if there might be something of interest there, Lars entered the room. “Found anything?” 
 
    “A bunch of folders containing all kinds of documents, plus an external drive. I’d like to take them home with me. How about you? Find anything?” 
 
    “No, not really. Though I did find out that they have a cabin in Norrland, near Östersund. Christina gave me the key to it and is going to give me the address.” 
 
    “I see. So I guess it’s time to scadoodle.” 
 
    “Yup.” They headed downstairs, where they asked Christina if they could take Patrik’s documents and external drive with them. Elin also asked Christina again whether there was a second computer anywhere, but Christina insisted that they only had the one laptop. 
 
    “Patrik was of course issued a laptop at work,” Christina said. “But his colleagues told me it’s still at his office; plus he hardly ever brings it home.” 
 
    “So what’s your take on all this?” Lars asked Elin once they were headed back home with Patrik’s laptop, external drive and folders stowed on the back seat. 
 
    “I really don’t know. It sure is strange, though, that he seems to have vanished into thin air. But I have the feeling that their marriage isn’t exactly ship-shape.” 
 
    “What makes you say that? ‘Cause they don’t have kids?” 
 
    “Well that too. But there are some other things that bother me too. The fact that they each have their own room, that they don’t sleep in the same bed, and don’t have access to each other’s bank accounts. Individually, these things aren’t particularly significant, but taken together, for me they add up to spouses who are living very separate lives from each other. And I wasn’t particularly taken with Christina either.” 
 
    “Oh come on, she’s a really nice person.” 
 
    “Yeah but just being ‘nice’ doesn’t cut it, not in my book anyway.” 
 
    “Okay, but we’ve never met Patrik, maybe he’s just the same.” 
 
    “That’s right, which is why we need to talk to his friends, relatives and colleagues. Either he and Christina get along well or their marriage is in trouble. In the latter case, hopefully someone will have noticed.” 
 
    “Right. So we need to divvy up the people that we need to interrogate, once we’ve gotten the list that Christina said she’s going to compile for us tonight. But then I think we should have a look at the cabin in Norrland too. Christina and Patrik had actually been planning to spend their vacation there in July. The Friday that Patrik went missing was his last day of work before Patrik’s vacation leave, so his absence wouldn’t have been noticed at work right away. Two weeks after that, Christina went to the cabin by herself, and had the impression that the furnishings weren’t as they’d been left during their last stay there. So presumably Patrik had been there in the interim.” 
 
    “That sounds promising. I didn’t know that Patrik was scheduled to go on vacation the day after he went missing.” 
 
    “Well I didn’t either. Christina didn’t tell me until we got around to talking about the cabin in Norrland.” 
 
    “You’re right, we really should go there – though it’s pretty far away – a six hour drive, I reckon. And by the way, what kind of car does Patrik drive?” 
 
    “A Saab 93. Christina said she’ll give us the license plate number.” 
 
    “Has it been spotted anywhere?” 
 
    “Not as far as I know – which suggests that he has in fact gone missing of his own free will.” 
 
    “Plus, he went to Norrland, of all places. You’re from there, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No, not really, though my dad is, but from a place further north. But when I was a kid, my parents often took me to our summer home there.” 
 
    “So I guess you’ll enjoy seeing it again.” 
 
    “Well let’s just say, I’m not opposed to the idea,” Lars said slyly. Lars dropped Elin off at her house, and they arranged to rendezvous the next morning. Elin was very much looking forward to a quiet evening at home. She happened to have a bottle of champagne in the fridge, and this was the perfect occasion to open it. At long last she was a full fledged private eye. 
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   Elin and Lars were in their office’s small conference room going over the results of their initial investigations. Elin had spent the first hour of the workday going through Patrik’s laptop and had found some promising elements there. But before discussing it with Lars, she wanted to hear what he had to say. She looked at him expectantly. 
 
    Placing his notes on the table, Lars reported the following: “First off, I talked to Patrik’s father on the phone. He appears to be pretty old – at any rate his hearing isn’t that good and so the communication wasn’t optimal. He says he has no idea what’s going on with his son. During a phone conversation he had with Patrik the weekend before he went missing, he told his dad how much he was looking forward to his upcoming vacation in Norrland. He also said that he was under a lot of pressure at work. He had nothing to say about any possible problems in Patrik’s marriage – but in any case, he wasn’t really sure that Patrik would have talked to him about this. He related that his late wife had always seemed saddened by the fact that Patrik was childless and often raised the subject with him. But Patrik had made up his mind that he simply didn’t want children. Patrik’s dad apparently accepted this and tried to console his wife by reminding her that Patrik wasn’t their only child and that they already had a sufficient number of grandchildren. That’s about all I was able to glean from Patrik’s dad, who fully corroborated everything Christina has told us.” 
 
    Lars looked through his notes. “Next, I called Patrik’s brother, Ingmar, who lives in Göteborg, near their father and is married with three children. He told me he isn’t very close to Patrik and that pretty much the only times they ever see each other is at family gatherings at their parents’ house. He also said they never discuss their personal lives. The last time he saw Patrik was at their father’s birthday party last April and he hasn’t had any contact with him since then.” 
 
    Lars glanced at his notes again. “Yesterday I paid a visit to Patrik’s sister, Cecilia, who lives here in Stockholm. She’s the youngest of the three siblings, and I suppose is in her early thirties. She lives with her husband in a small house in the Enskede neighborhood. She’s on maternity leave, because she just gave birth to her second child. She’s pretty close to Patrik, she says. They see each other regularly. Usually Christina and Patrik come over to her house, but from time to time she and her husband also go to visit Patrik in Täby. Also, every couple of months Patrik and Cecilia meet for lunch in Stockholm, usually at Gondolen, as it’s located roughly equidistant from each of their homes.” 
 
    “I can see why they’d want to eat there; it’s got great food and an amazing view.” Elin had eaten there a few times. You reach the restaurant via the Katarinahissen chairlift, after which you sit in an elongated dining room that extends out from the building. From there you have a view, from more than a hundred feet up, of the Baltic on one side and Lake Mälaren on the other; and between them there’s Stockholm’s Old Town, with Stockholm’s other islands all around. 
 
    “So that’s undoubtedly why they meet there. In any case, they talk about all kinds of things, although perhaps they tend to spend somewhat more time talking about Cecilia’s kids, job and so forth. Cecilia said that Patrik talks about his work too, where there appears to be a major restructuring underway that has been having a major impact on him personally.” 
 
    “Yeah, his boss and colleagues corroborated that.” 
 
    “I see. However, Cecilia didn’t say anything about any problems in Patrik’s marriage. Though Patrik apparently isn’t in the habit of talking about his – and Cecilia said she has the feeling that their marriage is pretty much at a dead end. But she finds it unthinkable that Patrik would suddenly abandon Christina, because in her view Patrik’s far too honest and conscientious to do anything so extreme. I must say that Cecilia is the only person who seems to really care about Patrik – she said she’s willing to do anything we feel might help us find him. She’s of course quite worried that something might have happened to him. “ 
 
    “Well I can understand that Patrik isn’t very close to his older brother, but how about the father?” 
 
    “Yeah, over the phone he didn’t give me the impression that he was overly concerned about his son’s well-being. But maybe that was because the conversation was kind of stressful for him on account of his partial deafness.” Lars glanced down at his notes again. “That’s all I have. How about you?” 
 
    “Well, yesterday I went to Patrik’s golf club, where I found out absolutely nothing of interest apart from the fact that Patrik used to play golf there at least once a week, but over the past six months has been playing less frequently. He’s apparently quite a good golfer and has an 8 handicap. I myself don’t play golf, but they told me that any handicap of 10 or less means you’re a really good player.” 
 
    “Did you find out who he plays golf with?” 
 
    “Yes, he plays with a colleague named Ivar Stenberg and with a friend of his called Mattias Liljequist. He’s on Christina’s list too. Patrik also plays with various groups from the club. I spoke to his colleague, Ivar, but I haven’t been able to reach Mattias yet.” 
 
    “What did Ivar have to say?” 
 
    “Nothing much. He said they talk about work, golf, politics and technical matters. The usual things men talk about. He has no knowledge of any problems with Patrik’s marriage – though he has noticed that Patrik’s been having a lot of private phone conversations in recent weeks. But he thought that it was Christina on the other end, so we need to ask her about that.” 
 
    Lars added this item to his to-do list. 
 
    “Anything else about his job?” 
 
    “Not really. As I said, they’re all quite stressed out because the departments have been undergoing a major reshuffling since January, plus they have a new boss. So Patrik’s boss doesn’t really know him very well. All he’s really concerned about is how long he has to wait to replace Patrik, should he fail to materialize. Given that Patrik’s vacation leave is now over, they’re considering sending him a work-absence dunning letter and then firing him.” 
 
    “Nice people.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s understandable from where they’re sitting. The work needs to get done – all the more so since the restructuring got underway, because they eliminated some positions in order to ramp up efficiency.” 
 
    “Good work, Elin,” Lars said, with an approving nod. 
 
    “Hold on, that’s not all!” 
 
    “Okay, go ahead.” 
 
    “I managed to crack the password on Patrik’s laptop.” 
 
    “Cool. Did you find anything promising there?” 
 
    “I haven’t gone through it yet. But the password itself was of interest.” 
 
    Elin could see that Lars was really curious to know what the password was, but she waited a beat, flashing him an impish smile. 
 
    “Come on, tell me.” 
 
    “It’s Natalia15.” 
 
    “Good lord, you’re only telling me this now?” 
 
    “Yeah, I decided to leave the best for last,” Elin said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Well that’s interesting. So do you think that means he has a 15 year old girlfriend?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not ready to jump to any conclusions just yet. The number 15 could mean just about anything. But I do think this might be our first real lead.” 
 
    “Well with all due reverence for your intuition, it might be a completely innocent choice for a password. Maybe he has a niece or something, or maybe it’s his mother’s first name. We need to ask Christina if the name rings any bells – or warnings.” Lars made another note on his pad. 
 
    “Natalia ending in the letter ‘a’ isn’t a common Swedish first name. So I doubt she’s a family member.” 
 
    “You might be right, but we need to check it out. Natalia might be merely a colleague who Patrik enjoys working with.” 
 
    “Well I didn’t come across any colleague by that name, but I’ll ask his boss about it.” 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll talk to Christina. You should go through Patrik’s laptop and talk to his boss again. But be discreet with the name. We don’t want to start any rumors that Patrik is fucking a minor. Needless to say, if Christina got wind of that, she’d be extremely upset.” 
 
    “Oh come on, I’m not an idiot. I’ll of course handle the name with discretion.” Elin was deeply upset. Did Lars really think she was capable of making such a dumb beginner’s mistake? 
 
    “No need to get all worked up about it. I just wanted to remind you.” Lars raised his hands apologetically. “I’m sure you’ll be the very picture of discretion. So, what’s with this Matthias, Patrik’s buddy? Should I deal with him? Dealing with the laptop is probably going to take up quite a bit of your time.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be great. I’ll send you his phone number. And don’t forget about those files.” 
 
    “So now let’s get down to work.” 
 
    Elin went into her office and turned her attention to Patrik and Christina’s laptop. Given that, as far as she could tell, the name “Natalia” was her only real lead, before meeting with Lars she’d launched a search of the computer’s hard drive for this name and figured it must be finished by now. 
 
    She moved the mouse and the screen lit up. The search was indeed finished – but to her surprise, there were no results. Was Natalia perhaps the name of a relative or colleague that had no particular significance beyond that? At any rate, she decided to have a look at the laptop’s browser history and saved documents in the hope of finding something useful there. 
 
    But before doing that, she thought it might be a good idea to call Patrik’s boss to find out if the name Natalia rang any bells for him. So she dialed his number, and fortunately he picked up right away. 
 
    “This is Oskar speaking.” 
 
    “Hej Oskar, this is Elin. I’m calling in reference to our meeting yesterday about Patrik’s disappearance.” 
 
    “Right. It’s good that you called, because I was about to call you in any case.” 
 
    “How come? Have you found out anything?” 
 
    “Yes, we broke the locks on Patrik’s desk drawers.” Elin had totally forgotten to mention to Lars that Patrik’s desk drawers were locked and that he must have taken the key with him. She and Oskar had discussed whether and how the drawers could be opened, and Elin had urged Oskar to get this done as soon as possible. 
 
    “So what did you find?” 
 
    “Nothing special, actually. Some confidential documents, but nothing of a personal nature. But we did find his cell phone, which was of course not working as the battery had died.” 
 
    “That’s really good news. Can I come pick it up? We’d very much like to go through the data in there.” Elin found it odd that Patrik had left his phone at work. 
 
    “I’m not sure that we’re allowed to give his phone to a third party, as this might constitute an invasion of privacy.” 
 
    “But we talked about this yesterday. Patrik has gone missing and we need to follow up every possible lead that might help us find him. This is important not only for his wife, but also for you as his employer. His phone might have some important data in it that could provide us with a decisive lead.” 
 
    “Well, okay. The phone is password protected. We charged it and switched it on, but we were unable to access the data.” 
 
    “Leave that to us.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll talk to human resources about it again. If they agree to release it, we’ll give it to you within a few days.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. Let me know when I can come pick it up.” Elin cleared her throat. “There’s something else I’d like to ask you about, if you don’t mind. Our investigation has turned up a first name and we’d like to find out if it has any relevance – and of course we’d also like to know the identity of the person in question. So to the best of your knowledge, does the name ‘Natalia’ have any significance? Do you happen to have an employee by that name?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not, at least not off the top of my head. Just a moment, I’ll have a look at our list of employees.” Elin could hear Oskar typing. 
 
    “No, there’s no employee by that name. There’s someone called Natali, but she works in our Malmö office, not here in Stockholm.” 
 
    Elin was now becoming increasingly convinced that Natalia was the key to Patrik’s disappearance. And the fact that Patrik had also left his phone at work made this scenario seem even more likely. Like most people nowadays, Patrik undoubtedly had a second cell phone. 
 
    She called Lars to tell him the news, and to ask him to talk to Christina about the phone, but his line was busy. So she texted him instead. She then went back to Patrik’s laptop, in the hope of finding something about that second phone. 
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   Lars had to use considerable force to open the Lebanese restaurant’s door, as it was pretty hard to open. After entering the dining room through a small passageway, he looked around, but Christina was nowhere to be seen – though he was a few minutes early. To his right was a counter containing a large selection of dishes, in front of him about six tables, most of which were occupied; and to his left was the restaurant’s cash register. Behind the counter there was a young Asian looking woman who gave him a friendly and expectant smile. Lars ordered the lunch buffet, which included everything arrayed on the counter, plus a beverage and coffee. 
 
    He took a tray, plate, cutlery and a glass and began serving himself appetizers. There was a dish called meze, which consisted of humus and myriad other items. He took a spoonful of each one and a slice of flatbread, and then some grilled vegetables. As his plate was now full, he’d need to come back for the main course. He sat down at a small table in a corner, poured himself some water, and waited for Christina to arrive. He’d called her after talking to Elin and had suggested that they meet up, because he wanted to see how she’d react to his questions. In the meantime he’d also received Elin’s text message, and so he intended to confront Christina with the news that Patrik had left his phone at work. 
 
    Christina worked at Liv’s company, which was headquartered in Solna, a Stockholm suburb that was home to numerous companies and that had a considerable amount of office space to lease. Christina had proposed that she and Lars meet in this restaurant, which was a short walk from her office. 
 
    Christina entered the restaurant, waved to Lars, and gestured to him that she was going to get some food before joining him at the table. A minute or two later, she sat down with him. 
 
    “Hej, Lars? I hope you like the food. I love this place.” 
 
    “It all looks quite delicious and smells good too.” He took a spoonful of the eggplant dip, which was very creamy and intense. 
 
    “I’m curious to see how you’ll like the food. You said that you didn’t want to say anything over the phone. Have you found any leads?” 
 
    “Well, unfortunately we haven’t, at least not yet. But we have come across a few things that I wanted to ask you about.” 
 
    “Okay, shoot.” Christina dipped some bread into one of the dips and took a small bite. 
 
    “First, we wanted to know whether Patrik has a second cell phone apart from his work phone?” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “No, he doesn’t. If he had one, I would have of course given you the number. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Well, we found his phone in one of the desk drawers at his office.” 
 
    She gave Lars an incredulous look. “Really? So I suppose that means it’s been sitting there for weeks. No wonder I couldn’t reach him. But why did they wait so long to search his desk drawers?” 
 
    “The drawers were locked, and the company was unwilling to open them – and only did so at our insistence.” 
 
    “I see. But why on earth did Patrik leave his phone at work? He’s never done that before, as far as I know.” Christina had stopped eating, and Lars feared that his next question wasn’t going to improve her appetite either. 
 
    “Yes, we wondered about this as well. Or maybe he simply didn’t want to take his phone with him on vacation, so as not to be disturbed by calls about work.” 
 
    “That’s highly unlikely. He always has his phone with him, and I can’t remember a single instance when he didn’t take it with him. Which is of course totally normal. It’s a Samsung, which he also uses for his private emails. He uses it as both a work and personal phone. He often says that he’s no longer able to remember phone numbers and that he’d be lost without his phone.” 
 
    “Hence my question about a possible second phone.” 
 
    Christina shook her head pensively. “No, I’ve never ever seen him with a second phone. Nor do I have any other number for him. So what does all this mean? Did he simply forget to take his phone with him when he left work?” 
 
    “That’s definitely a possibility – though that would be an unfortunate coincidence.” But of course Lars was sure that Patrik had left his phone at work on purpose. 
 
    “But that also means that he can’t call me if he’s in trouble,” she said despairingly. 
 
    There are other ways to contact a person, Lars thought to himself, but felt it was best not to mention this. 
 
    “Yes that would be a problem.” He began eating again. These dips were heavenly, one better than the next. He’d now worked his way to the tzatziki. He looked over at Christina, who was staring into the middle distance, apparently pondering what all this meant. Lars wondered whether it would be advisable to ask Christina the other questions at this juncture but decided against doing so as he felt it might be counterproductive. 
 
    He waited a moment while he polished off the appetizers, and then asked: “Christina how often do you and Patrik talk on the phone? I mean, during the day, while Patrik’s at work.” 
 
    Christina appeared not to have heard him, but finally turned toward him. “Excuse me...what? You’re asking me how often we talk on the phone? Not very often. We eat breakfast together every morning and spend almost every evening at home, so we have plenty of time to talk. But of course from time to time we call each other on the spur of the moment about who’s going to go shopping for what, or an invitation to a dinner party or the like. But such calls are a rarity. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “So that means that normally you don’t talk on the phone every day and only do so on the spur of the moment, right? And that didn’t change during the weeks leading up to his disappearance?” 
 
    Christina nodded, but gave him a despairing look. “Right. Why do you want to know?” 
 
    Lars hesitated for a moment. “One of his colleagues told us that Lars has been having relatively long private conversations of late. But of course this colleague may be mistaken, and maybe they were actually work related calls that Patrik wanted to keep secret.” 
 
    “For sure. Or maybe he was just talking to his sister. Or the calls might have had to do with his golf club.” 
 
    “Yes, that might well be the case. I hope that we’ll be getting his phone soon so that we can find out who he’s been talking to on the phone.” 
 
    Christina nodded absently. Lars wondered whether he should get the main course now or should ask his remaining question first. He decided to do the latter, as he had the impression that Christina was finished eating. 
 
    “One more thing I’d like to ask you, Christina.” She looked at him anxiously, apparently sensing that another blow was coming. 
 
    “Does the name ‘Natalia’ ring any bells?” 
 
    “Natalia? No, I’m afraid not. I have no idea who that might be, and I don’t know anyone by that name. Is this the person Patrik’s been talking to on the phone?” 
 
    “As I told you, we have yet to determine the identity of this person. So, are you sure that there’s no one by this name in Patrik’s family? A niece for example?” 
 
    "No way. What kind of a name is that anyway? Where did you come across it?” 
 
    “We found it on your laptop, where Patrik’s password is Natalia15. So we thought she might be a niece of Patrik’s who recently turned 15.” 
 
    Christina looked at him incredulously. “Why on earth did he use this name as a password? It makes no sense. No, he hasn’t got a 15 year old niece. His brother has three children. The eldest boy turned 13 this year, and the eldest girl just started grade school, so she’s six.” 
 
    Why, Lars thought to himself, were Elin’s intuitions always right on the nose? For sure she was going to gloat when he told her about this. But on the other hand, the name was a good lead, even if it wasn’t at all to Christina’s liking. Which was all too evident from her next question. 
 
    “Lars, what the hell is this supposed to mean? Do you think Patrik might have run off with some girl called Natalia who’s only 15? I find that very hard to believe.” Christina was beside herself. 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Christina. Patrik might have simply read something about a certain Natalia and used the name as a password for that reason. Also, the number 15 can mean just about anything – for example the 15th of the month or a house number. We simply don’t know at this point. We’d hoped that the name would ring a bell for you. So now we’re going to ask other people who know Patrik and hopefully we’ll be able to find out something from one of them.” 
 
    Christina was sitting there, completely stunned, not eating, and kept shaking her head back and forth. Clearly, she needed time to process all this. 
 
    “I’m going to get the main course. Shall I bring something for you too?” This attempt to distract Christina failed utterly. 
 
    “No thanks, I’ve lost my appetite. Do you have anything else to report?” 
 
    “No, that’s it.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I really must be going. I’m in a state of shock, as I’m sure you can well imagine. It’s really unpleasant to have to hear all this.” 
 
    “I understand. But please, do me a favor, and don’t overthink what I’ve told you. In my experience, there are all kinds of explanations for things like this.” 
 
    Christina nodded, but didn’t seem very convinced. She made her way out of the restaurant, head bowed, having eaten next to nothing. Lars went over to the counter and perused the main courses. There was fish with rice, chicken with bulgur and a kind of vegetable ragout. He decided to try all three and took a small amount of each. 
 
    As he ate, he reflected on the conversation with Christina. He hadn’t expected her to react so violently to the findings of their investigation and the issues they raised – but he had expected her to express at least a little appreciation. That said, he had, after all, presented her with some promising findings. But he also realized that, given the circumstances, he couldn’t really expect any kudos from Christina. Now that he knew that she and Patrik didn’t talk on the phone all that often and that she had no idea who Natalia was, the pieces of the puzzle were beginning to come together. Patrik may have disappeared for the simple reason that he’d met someone else. This was an all too common occurrence, but for Christina it would of course be totally shattering. She appeared not to have noticed or suspected anything of this nature. He felt sorry for her, but that was no reason to ruin his lunch. The food was really good here, and he wanted to be sure to note down the restaurant’s address, because this was a place he’d really like to eat at again.
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   Elin leaned back, shaking her head. She was at her wits’ end. Patrik’s laptop, phone and external drive contained nary a clue as to his whereabouts or why he’d seemingly vanished into thin air. She’d hoped that at least the name Natalia would crop up somewhere – but it was nowhere to be found in Patrik’s address book, list of phone calls or e-mail program. There simply wasn’t anything; nor was there any indication that Patrik might have a second phone. 
 
    But there was something else that struck her as odd as well. It seemed to her that data had been deleted from the laptop. The browser history was almost empty and only contained items from the week leading up to Patrik’s disappearance. Plus, the history contained not a single usable piece of information. Only stuff about golf, cars, and insurance – nothing that Elin felt was relevant. For sure, she thought to herself, the older data would be of interest. And her search of the documents and photos saved on Patrik’s laptop turned up nothing either. So either Patrik hadn’t used the laptop very much, or he’d deleted files from it. To determine whether this was the case, Elin had connected the laptop to her PC and had run a data recovery program in order to restore the data that had been deleted from the hard drive. Though running this program had taken well over an hour, she was amazed to see that it hadn’t found any deleted data to restore at all – not a single item. This could mean only one thing – that someone had used special software to wipe the laptop’s hard drive, or at least the sector containing Patrik’s account. And no one had accessed Patrik’s account since. Someone must have really gone to a great deal of trouble to wipe the laptop clean, because a lot of freeware deletion programs aren’t all that thorough and tend to leave at least some data intact enough to recover it – at any rate with the kind of good software Elin had. The fact that not a single piece of relevant data was to be found meant that an expert had run disc wiping software on Patrik’s laptop. 
 
    Elin had obtained Patrik’s phone from his boss that morning and had unlocked the four-digit password in a jiffy with her password unlocker software. The code consisted of the last four digits of Patrik’s ID number. Swedish ID numbers consist of a birthdate followed by four digits. Patrik had used this number for his password but had reversed the order of the digits. Which is why the password provided no information about Patrik himself. The phone contained numerous addresses, none of which had anything to do with the name Natalia. Elin intended to ask Patrik’s boss and Christina to go through the list again, but she suspected that it merely contained the numbers of business associates and people from Patrik’s private life. The call list contained no indication that Patrik had been in constant touch with anyone else, and the text messages contained nothing of interest. There weren’t many photos at all – a few from golfing and of his sister, plus nature snapshots. 
 
    Elin wondered whether data might have also been deleted from Patrik’s phone. But at least it hadn’t been completely wiped as the laptop had – though it was possible that data had been deleted selectively. But as she had no idea how to access such data, she gave Carl a call. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Carl, this is Elin. Do you have a moment? There’s something I’d like to ask you.” “Yeah sure, fire away!” 
 
    “Can data that’s been deleted from a smartphone be recovered?” 
 
    “In principle, yes of course.” 
 
    “So what does that entail?” 
 
    “Is it an iPhone or an Android?” 
 
    “It’s a Samsung – so it’s an Android.” 
 
    “Then all you have to do is plug the phone into a USB port on your computer and run the relevant software. I’ll send you a link to some freeware that does a good job.” 
 
    “Oh that would be great, thanks. How much of the data is recoverable?” 
 
    “Well it depends on when the data was deleted and how much of it has been overwritten. Phone memories work exactly the same way as computer memories. When you delete a file, only the index entry is deleted so as to prevent the phone’s software from locating the file. The file remains in the memory but can be overwritten by new data. In other words, if you don’t use the phone after deleting data from it, you can recover the deleted data without any problem. But if you use the phone a lot after deleting data from it, then your chances of recovering the data are slim. Also, smartphone memories have much less capacity than computer memories, so you only have a short window.” 
 
    “I see. Is it also possible to delete data from a phone in such a way that it can’t possibly be recovered?” 
 
    “Yes, that works too, but you need special software that expunges all the data for good.” 
 
    After installing the software for which Carl had sent her the link – the phone was still connected to her computer – Elin opened the data recovery program, clicked on “Settings” and then on “Run.” The whole recovery process took under two minutes. It was odd, though, that the software found only one file – a video file consisting of more than 20 gigabytes. She opened Windows Media Player and played the video. 
 
    What she saw was a static shot of a desk with a wall behind it– no action at all, and no audio either. Fast forwarding through the video to the end revealed that it was the same thing throughout – just a shot of a desk and a wall. The video was more than two hours long and had been shot in HD. Perhaps it had been shot accidentally – which would explain why it had been deleted. What other explanation could there be for making such a stupid video? 
 
    Elin clicked on “Properties” to see when the file had been created and deleted. She contemplated the dates for a minute or two – and suddenly it dawned on her what was going on. 
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   Martin served everyone coffee. Liv and he had prepared a three course meal that their guests had found absolutely scrumptious: toast skagenröra – prawns on toast – for a first course, grilled salmon with potatoes and dill sauce for the main course, followed by fruit sorbet for dessert. 
 
    Martin was glad that Lars and Elin had come over for dinner, as they had a lot to talk about. Lars and Elin were curious to know how Liv and her kids were doing in Berlin and how their all living together there was working out. Liv showed the others some photos of her apartment on Potsdamer Platz. Martin and Liv had begun living together only recently – a decision it had taken them six months to make. During this period, Martin had in any case been staying at Liv’s house, so it didn’t really make sense for him to have his own apartment – which he’d only been going to in order to get a change of clothes. Liv had purchased the apartment, which had two levels: the bottom floor for her and Martin and the second floor for the kids. And as the apartment was quite spacious, Martin’s daughter Lara also had a room of her own there. Lara lived with her mother and only spent every other weekend at Martin’s place – though lately she’d been spending a lot of time there, as she got along really well with Liv’s kids. And now her mother had even allowed Lara to spend this three week vacation in Sweden. Martin and his wife had divorced a year ago – an event that prompted Martin to take a trip to Sweden to get some perspective and figure out what he wanted to do with his life. But then the unexpected happened. He’d only met Liv briefly on two occasions, but they’d clicked immediately. And when she’d failed to show up at their first real date, he’d searched for her all over Sweden, never giving up until he found her. The search had been fraught with danger, and there had been deaths, but Martin never regretted what he’d done for a second. The search had been well worth it, for he was now living with the love of his life and had a new family. His life had changed completely. Plus, it now had a Swedish dimension – the magnificent scenery, the Swedish mentality – and the language itself, which Martin simply adored. Liv’s children attended a Scandinavian school in Berlin and always spoke Swedish at home. And now here they all were on vacation together in the Stockholm archipelago – a vacation that was alas nearing its end. Martin had totally enjoyed this vacation: he loved the sea, cliffs, forests and wooden houses, a combination he found both stimulating and relaxing. He would have liked to make greater use of the 24 foot yacht that was moored at the pier down below, but he unfortunately had no idea how to operate such a vessel, and Liv didn’t feel up to piloting the yacht on her own. But luckily, on two occasions, the couple next door had come with them on the yacht for day trips, and the husband had piloted it. Those two trips had been magical. They’d sailed between the archipelago’s islands and had docked at marinas or restaurants, where they’d had superb meals before setting off again. On one of the outings they’d sailed to the outermost inhabited island of the Stockholm archipelago, called Sandhamn, where there’s a village with hotels, restaurants and superb sandy beaches. The vegetation on the island, where they’d spent half a day, differed from that in the inner Stockholm archipelago, and there was a magnificent ocean view from the east side of the island. Martin fully intended to learn how to operate this type of yacht so that they could sail it on their own during their next vacation. Apparently, you didn’t need so much as a drivers license for this. 
 
    He was also glad to see that Lara had enjoyed herself so much. She hadn’t been the least bit homesick, which was great because this was the first time she’d been away from her mother for any length of time. The other two kids had helped her to feel at home and she seemed to be very happy here in the Stockholm archipelago. 
 
    Lars and Elin also had a lot to talk about, especially concerning Elin’s most recent case – which had even made headlines in the local papers. They’d busted a pedophile ring, at great risk to life and limb. Elin had been injured a few times and on one occasion had nearly been killed. 
 
    “How’s the little girl that you rescued doing?” Liv asked. 
 
    “Well she’s finally begun to speak, but only to her mother and me thus far,” Elin said. “But that’s a giant step forward that her doctors regard as a real breakthrough.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll make a full recovery?” Martin asked. 
 
    “I strongly doubt it. This experience will haunt her for the rest of her life – although hopefully she’ll learn to live with the effects of such a traumatic experience. That one day she spent with those scumbags destroyed her whole life,” Elin said with tears in her eyes. Clearly, she felt very deeply about this little girl. 
 
    Liv placed a hand on Elin’s arm. “I imagine that this is a tough situation for you. You need to process your own experiences – but you’re constantly reminded of them because you see the little girl regularly. Do you think this is advisable?” 
 
    Elin shook her head. “Actually, it’s okay. I’ve put my part of the story behind me, and nothing really horrendous happened to me. But I feel so terribly sorry for Ebba. I’ve grown very fond of her, and we see each other twice a week – which her doctors recommended because she sees me as her rescuer and that’s helping her to heal as well. Also, it was with me that she spoke for the first time. That was amazing, and I really had the feeling that I was helping her.” 
 
    “What did she say, the first time she spoke, if you don’t mind my asking,” Martin said. 
 
    “Oh, nothing special. I’d been reading her a Pippi Longstocking story, and when I said it was time to stop, she suddenly came out with, ‘Oh please, just one more chapter.’ That she’d finally spoken touched me so deeply that I took her in my arms and shed tears of joy. It took me a full ten minutes to recover my composure enough to continue reading to her.” 
 
    The others nodded understandingly. Martin noticed that Liv’s eyes were also damp. Liv was easily moved to tears, and evidently felt tremendous empathy for Ebba and her plight. But Martin thought it best to change the subject, lest the mood turn unduly mushy. 
 
    “Seems to me things are moving in the right direction at least. We’re keeping our fingers crossed that this continues. But tell me, how’s Christina’s case going? She told Liv that you’ve taken it. Have you found any trace of her husband yet?” 
 
    Lars and Elin exchanged glances, and Lars cleared his throat. “Well as you know, we really can’t discuss our cases. But on the other hand, you wangled the case for us and we trust each other, so we’ll make an exception for you. Also, it’s very important to me that you not disclose anything I’m about to say to anyone else, and that you not tell Christina that we discussed the case. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    Martin nodded, whereupon Liv said: “Sure, I’ll act like I don’t know anything and let her talk about the case, in the event she calls.” 
 
    “Okay, so here goes. We haven’t found any trace of her husband. So it appears that he left of his own free will.” 
 
    “Really? What makes you say that?” Martin asked. 
 
    “Well he went to considerable lengths to leave no trace of his whereabouts or his reason for leaving,” Lars said. “We were unable to find a single clue on his phone or laptop. Elin’s more familiar with the technical details and can explain them better than I can.” 
 
    Elin leaned forward. “Yes, that’s true. He apparently deleted a ton of data from both his phone and laptop, and the data that’s left is utterly useless.” 
 
    “But I thought there was special software that allows you to recover deleted data.” Martin was no IT expert, but he’d heard about such things from watching crime shows on TV. 
 
    “That’s right. But that’s precisely what aroused our suspicions. On his laptop he clearly used software to completely delete everything he didn’t want anyone to see, and in such a way that you can’t recover the data, even with the best software in the world. And as for his phone, he was very crafty. He deleted everything that he wanted to keep secret. When you do that, the file names are deleted from the registry, but the data itself is still there. But this data can be overwritten, and that’s exactly what he did. Crafty guy that he is, he shot a video of his desk that overwrote all the unused data on his phone. He then deleted this video – which turned out to be the only recoverable file on the phone: a two-hour-long static shot of a desk.” 
 
    “So that’s how you do it! Good to know,” Martin said, laughing. 
 
    Liv flashed him a smile. “What’s so good about it? Are you planning to abscond too?” 
 
    “God, no! No way! But I still find such technical maneuvers interesting.” 
 
    “So if I understand you correctly, you have no clue as to this guy’s whereabouts.” Liv turned toward Elin. 
 
    “Well yes we do.” Elin looked over at Lars, who nodded. “The password for his laptop account was ‘Natalia’ – a name that no one in his entourage could place. Which is why I believe that the reason he absconded is because there was another woman in his life.” 
 
    “Really?” said Liv, arching her eyebrows. “What did Christina have to say about that?” 
 
    “She was devastated,” Lars said. “There are so many indications that her husband carefully planned his disappearance that she simply can’t ignore them any more. And of course this female first name casts a pall over the whole thing.” 
 
    Martin found himself wondering about that password. “But isn’t that kind of odd? If the guy went to all that trouble to delete his files, why didn’t he simply change his password and replace it with something neutral?” 
 
    “I see what you mean. Yeah, I mean it doesn’t really make sense, does it? So if he used this password on purpose, it can of course simply mean he wanted to send us on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    Elin shook her head. “I doubt that. I think he simply forgot to change his password.” 
 
    “Well hopefully that’s the case, because otherwise that name is completely irrelevant.” 
 
    “Have you found any traces of this Natalia person?” Martin asked. 
 
    “No, but it’s still early days. That’ll be our next step.” 
 
    “Well then, good luck. Hopefully you’ll make some headway soon.” 
 
      
 
    After coffee, Lars and Elin took their leave, in order to catch the last ferry, and Martin cleared the table with Liv. 
 
    After stacking the dishes, Liv gave Martin a pensive look. “I really feel for Christina, the whole situation sounds terrible. Should I call her before we leave? What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe not. After all, we promised not to tell her anything about this conversation. So it would probably be better to wait for her to call so that she can tell us the whole story herself.” 
 
    “Well, maybe. But I could call and simply ask how things are going with the private investigators.” 
 
    “Well then, you have to make sure not to let the cat out of the bag. I sympathize with Lars’ desire not to come across as someone who discloses confidential information.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be super careful. I’d just like to say a few consoling words to her. I don’t know Christina’s husband, but I’m very fond of Christina.” 
 
    Martin nodded. As he’d only met Christina once he didn’t feel like he needed to console her – whereas Liv had been Christina’s colleague for a number of years. “Then by all means, give her a call... And hey, it was a really nice evening, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was awesome. The two of them had a lot to tell us. I’m going to look at the articles about Elin’s case in the back issues of my daily paper, Dagens Nyheter. It’s sort of like a sensational robbery.” She picked up the stack of dishes and headed into the kitchen. 
 
    Martin remained behind. It had been a really great evening, and he definitely intended to keep in touch with Lars and Elin. Plus, he was curious as to what would come of their search for Natalia, and Christina’s husband. 
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   Elin was in the tunnelbana – the Stockholm metro – on her way home from her latest session with Carl. Well I guess it wasn’t as bad as the last time, she thought to herself. Though, like last time he’d been wearing a greasy T-shirt, thick glasses with smudged lenses, and a greasy ponytail – but at least his desk and especially his keyboard looked clean. She didn’t know, however, whether this was just an accident or if perhaps his company had switched to a different cleaning service. But she did have the feeling that Carl had taken her complaints to heart and might have even done some of the cleaning himself. Anyway, as always, he’d been a great help to her. She’d set aside the afternoon to work with him on her current case, for which she needed the triangulation data from Patrik’s phone – meaning not the current data, as the phone was back at Patrik’s office, but the data indicating his whereabouts in the weeks leading up to his disappearance. Yesterday, Patrik’s boss, who was being super cooperative, had given her the conversation data from Patrik’s work phone. As far as she could tell, all of the calls were work related, and the nature of the lengthy conversations that his colleague had mentioned was indeterminable. Hence, she was now convinced – as was Lars – that Patrik was using a second phone. 
 
    Elin was sure that Patrik had taken this second phone with him when he left. He might have bought it in order to communicate with Natalia. This would keep his work phone free of any “incriminating” messages that Christina might discover if he happened to leave the phone lying around the house. But now the question was, did he always carry this second phone with him, or had he left it at work when he went home? And yet, Elin could well imagine that Patrik and Natalia might have wanted to send each other a text message in the evening – which meant that Patrik must have taken the phone home with him. Which in turn meant that he must have acted with utmost circumspection, given that Christina hadn’t noticed anything suspicious. 
 
    This was why the phone triangulation data was so crucial. There were countless phones at Patrik’s office, so nothing relevant was obtainable from there; but if he’d had the phone with him at home or at his golf club, it would surely be possible to determine whether two different phones were located there or had been moved to another location in tandem. And that’s why she needed Carl’s help. Elin could easily hack into the phone company’s server and find conversation data there – but figuring out the triangulation data was more daunting. Carl had shown her where this data was stored and how to make sense of it. Using the data from three different cell phone towers, it was possible to determine a cell phone’s exact location – that was triangulation in a nutshell. It had taken Elin nearly two hours to obtain the answer to her question. First, she’d hacked into the Telia server containing the account of Patrik’s work-issued cell phone. The tower for this device was used for all phones that were located nearby, including phones that used other telephony networks. She then found a phone number that was almost always moving in tandem with Patrik’s work phone, both at work and at home, and a few times at his golf club – and so more likely than not, this was Patrik’s phone. She had then tried to find out more about this number, but needless to say it was a prepaid – and thus anonymous – SIM card. Also, the card hadn’t been issued by the same provider that had issued Patrik’s original card – which meant that the phone towers of that company TRE came into play. But she’d still managed to hack into this tower and call up the conversation and triangulation data. Though Elin hadn’t analyzed all the data yet, it was immediately clear to her that there was no data at all after July 2nd, and that the phone hadn’t been switched on since then – or else Patrik had installed a new SIM card. And so she’d called Lars to tell him that the localization data from the past few days was in fact of great interest. 
 
    Elin got off the subway at Stadshagen. As the platform was quite crowded with passengers waiting to board the train, Elin had to push her way through them to get to the escalator. When she arrived at street level, she noticed that it was raining – an event she hadn’t reckoned with. And so she had neither a raincoat nor a hooded sweatshirt with her – plus the rain was really coming down and showed no sign of letting up. Pressing her body against the walls of buildings and with her head down, she made her way home – which was only a short walk. Maja, who was already home, heard the door open and came to greet Elin. 
 
    “Well, hello there, how’s my favorite sleuth doing today? Give us a big hug! Wow, you’re soaking wet. You need to dry your hair right away, otherwise you might catch cold.” 
 
    “Okay, mom.” Elin chuckled. “What are you doing here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” Maja normally taught judo and karate classes until 8 p.m. every day. 
 
    “We had a giant flood at the studio, so all classes were cancelled.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Elin said. “I mean it’s awesome that you’re here. The flood is of course shitty. How long will it be until they repair the water damage and you can go back to work?” Maja was self-employed and was paid an hourly rate for the classes she taught – and so being off work for a lengthy period was no joke. 
 
    “I hope we can reopen tomorrow. The reception area and one of the locker rooms got the brunt of it. We’re probably going to have people change their clothes in one of the training studios so that we can get back to almost normal without delay. Luckily the flood didn’t happen at night, because otherwise the water would have gone everywhere, and we would have been closed down for weeks.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” Elin was drying her hair with a towel she’d gotten from the bathroom. As her hair was very short, it took her almost no time to dry it. 
 
    “Some contractor did some work on the building’s heating system last week, and apparently he failed to tighten down a bolt on one of the new items he installed. At first the pipe was only dripping, but the drip soon turned into a steady stream of water. Luckily, there were enough of us there to contain the water in two rooms until help arrived.” 
 
    “So does that mean that the contractor will have to pay for the damage?” 
 
    “Well either him or the insurance company. Luckily that’s not my problem. I’m just glad that I’ll be able to go back to work tomorrow.” Maja sat down on the living room couch. “How are things with you?” 
 
    “Well we finally have a lead.” 
 
    “You mean about the dude who disappeared?” 
 
    “Right. We’re heading to Norrland tomorrow.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    Elin told Maja about the upshot of the afternoon she’d spent with Carl. “And this second phone was taken northward on July 1st – the very day of Patrik disappearance. And the day after that the phone was in the vicinity of Patrik’s and Christina’s summer home.” 
 
    “But didn’t Christina search the house?” 
 
    “Sure, but not until two weeks later. Unfortunately, all data came to an abrupt halt on July 2nd, the day after Patrik left. He probably bought a new SIM card, and so after that he could have taken the phone just about anywhere and there’d be no way to track it.” 
 
    “But you’re going to the house anyway?” 
 
    “Yeah, because even if we don’t find Patrik there, we’ll hopefully find a lead or two that we can follow up.” 
 
    Maja looked down at the table reflectively, then looked up again. She gave Elin a piercing look with her dark eyes. “So that means you’re going to be away all weekend?” 
 
    Elin had to make a conscious effort not to blush; she knew where Maja was going with this. She nodded. “Yeah I guess so. Regretfully.” 
 
    “I suppose that suits you just fine, doesn’t it? ‘Cause after all, endlessly putting things off is the perfect excuse, right?” Maja shook her head in frustration. 
 
    Much as Elin hated to admit it, Maja had a point. She’d actually planned to go see her parents over the weekend. And this wasn’t going to be just an ordinary visit: she’d promised Maja to tell her parents she was gay. She’d been living with Maja for more than two years now, and they both considered the relationship to be serious. But unlike Maja – who was completely open about her sexual orientation and had been a confirmed lesbian even before she met Elin – Elin had tried sleeping with men and hadn’t realized how much she was into women until she met Maja. Plus, she wasn’t totally open about her sexuality: all her friends and acquaintances knew she was gay, but her colleagues at work didn’t – except for Lars. As for private eyes, they were a pretty hard-boiled bunch and were leery of comments about their sexual orientation. Nor had her family been clued in either. She’d merely told them that Maja was a good friend who happened to be her roommate. So whenever she and Maja spent time with her parents, they had to control themselves – tender caresses and pet names, even reflexive ones, were strictly verboten. 
 
    Maja was finding this more and more irritating and tried to avoid spending time with Elin’s parents as much as possible. And so when Elin had come home a week ago and had proudly announced that she was now a full fledged private eye, they’d celebrated this event in a manner befitting its importance and Maja had been truly happy for her. But after imbibing two glasses of champagne, Maja’s facial expression abruptly changed, and she gave Elin a provocative look. 
 
    “So now that you’re a big grown up woman, shouldn’t you change the rest of your life so that it’s in sync with your newfound ‘adult’ status?” Maja asked, drawing the words out. 
 
    Elin knew immediately what Maja was getting at. But she was feeling so upbeat that, on the spur of the moment, she promised to pay her parents the long overdue visit during which she’d at long last disclose to them the true nature of her relationship with Maja. Elin’s parents lived in Uppsala, about 45 miles north of Stockholm, and she planned to go there on Saturday in order to accomplish the delicate task of coming out to them. Just the thought of doing this made her feel queasy, and she really had no idea how her parents would react. Though queerness was pretty well accepted in Sweden, her parents were quite conservative and would probably be none too pleased to learn that their beloved daughter was a dyke. Nonetheless, a promise was a promise and she intended to keep it. And yet, having an excuse to put off the visit suited her just fine. 
 
    “Look, this decision was completely out of my hands. Lars and Tobias decided that we urgently need to go there, because they’re afraid the trail might grow even colder than it already is. I really had no say in this decision; nor did I insist that we make the trip on this particular weekend. Scout’s honor.” 
 
    Maja didn’t look in the least convinced. “But you didn’t object either, did you?” 
 
    “Not really. But, honestly Maja, what the fuck was I supposed to say? That I was planning to visit my folks? They would have just told me – and they would have been right – that such a visit could wait a week.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it,” Maja said with resignation. 
 
    Elin set the towel aside and squatted down in front of Maja. “Sweetie, I’m going to call my parents right now and tell them I’ll be coming to visit them next weekend. I know how important this is to you. I made you a promise and I fully intend to keep it.” She kissed Maja on the mouth, but her lover was still upset. 
 
    “But isn’t this important to you too?” 
 
    What’s eating her? Elin thought to herself. Maybe the flood’s got her all discombobulated. Or she’s got her period. 
 
    “Sure it’s important to me. But I can’t say that I’m exactly looking forward to telling my folks I’m a dyke. It’s kind of like a dentist appointment where you know beforehand that it's not some routine, painless checkup, but rather a root canal that’s going to be a real ordeal.” 
 
    Maja laughed, in spite of herself. “Well I hope it’s not going to be as bad as all that.” 
 
    Elin shook her head. “To tell you the truth, babe, I have no idea how it’s going to be. Maybe they’ll simply stop speaking to me. I wouldn’t put it past my mother to cut off all contact with me. And that would be super painful.” 
 
    “I don’t think your mom would do that. At least not based on what I know about her from the time I’ve spent with her. I think you’re exaggerating.” 
 
    “Well let’s hope so. We’ll just have to wait and see. The most important thing is for us to be on the same page about this. So give me a hug now, please.” 
 
    Maja laughed. “Sure thing. What is it you always say? ‘Do bears shit in the forest?’” 
 
    Elin laughed and put her arms around her – and gave her a real kiss. 
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   Lars was standing on the edge of the soccer field watching his daughter move the ball downfield. “Thatta girl, Stina!” he shouted, upon which the team’s coach gave him a disapproving look. He of course knew that parents were not allowed to make comments and urge their progeny on from the sidelines; the coach had been very clear about this. And Lars also knew that it was problematic when people watching from the sidelines were constantly calling out to the girls. But, like the other parents, sometimes he just couldn’t control himself. 
 
    In any case, Stina clearly needed no encouragement. She’d worked her way around the last remaining defenders and was now in front of the goal with the ball, all by herself. The goalie, who was none too skilled, was standing in the goal itself instead of narrowing the angle – thus making it easier for Stina to score a goal. Two defenders were in hot pursuit, but Stina was quick. She kicked the ball solidly with all her might, but missed the goal, and the goalie hardly reacted at all. If Stina had kicked the ball a yard more to the left, the goalie wouldn’t have been able to block it. But unfortunately, she’d missed, and the score was still 0-0. 
 
    Lars was thinking about the trip to Norrland. He hadn’t talked about it with Lisa yet, and was planning to do so after Stina’s soccer practice. For sure she wouldn’t be thrilled about it, but what was he supposed to do? He really enjoyed going there, and loved the region’s landscape, with its massive forests and countless lakes. For the summer solstice they’d all gone to his father’s cabin, which was right on the coast somewhat farther north than Östersund. But the landscape and people were very similar in the north, and a few hundred miles didn’t make any difference. 
 
    The summer solstice festival had been very traditional. The residents of the small cluster of cabins had decorated and erected a maypole together – a new experience for their kids. In Stockholm, people tended to be mere onlookers of these things, as there were myriad small community associations whose representatives made all the necessary arrangements. But in the north, they’d danced around the maypole to the music from a CD. One of the residents had grabbed the microphone and acted as contra-dance caller. One of the cluster of calls involved a song about a piglet; then there was one about the various household chores for each day of the week; and finally a frog song that his daughter Olivia loved jumping around to, pretending she was a little frog. Lars had read somewhere that this song was derived from a French military march. As the French were known for eating frogs, someone had apparently composed a text about frogs and the sounds they make – and this eventually became a traditional Swedish summer solstice song. It was generally believed that the song had originally been written for the summer solstice and had been used accordingly for centuries; but this was in fact untrue. 
 
    The practice game was over and the girls went to the locker room to shower and change. Lars waited in the car for Stina, and they then made the ten minute drive home. He parked the car in front of the house. Their row house only had a one-car garage, and Lisa had parked her car there when she came home. 
 
    “Hi there,” Lisa said as Lars and Stina stood at the front door taking off their shoes. “Come in, quick, dinner’s almost ready.” 
 
    The food smelled delicious. It must be spaghetti with meat sauce, Lars thought to himself. His mouth was watering already at the thought of this – the kids’ favorite dish, though he liked it a lot too. 
 
    After taking off their coats, they went into the kitchen and sat down. The pasta was on the table, with steam rising from it and the sauce next to it. Olivia and Lisa had served themselves and Olivia was already eating. Stina and Lars each filled their plates with a generous amount of pasta and sauce, and then everyone dug in. 
 
    After dinner, the kids went up to their rooms, and Lars and Lisa had coffee. 
 
    “I’m going to Östersund tomorrow morning, about this guy called Patrik who’s gone missing.” 
 
    “Well thanks for finally letting me in on your little plan.” Lisa was none too thrilled at the news, as Lars had expected. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?” 
 
    “Sorry, the decision to go there was only made today. It’ll probably take only a couple of days.” 
 
    “Oh great, yet another weekend down the drain!” 
 
    “Oh come on, Lisa, it doesn’t happen all that often. And compared to my schedule when I was working shifts at the police, it’s really nothing at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I suppose,” said Lisa. She looked furious. “Why Östersund of all places?” 
 
    “Patrik apparently went there after he absconded. He and his wife have a summer home there.” 
 
    “Are you going by yourself?” 
 
    Lars had been dreading this question. What had been a merely tense atmosphere was now becoming downright explosive. “No, I’m not. Tobias doesn’t want us to go on expeditions like this alone.” 
 
    Lisa waited a beat, and as Lars didn’t react, she said, “So judging from your hemming and hawing, I suppose that means you’re going with Elin, is that it?” 
 
    Lars had no choice but to nod in assent. 
 
    “Oh terrific. Another exploit in the company of Madame Elin. And overnight into the bargain. Well I’m telling you, I have no intention of driving all the way to Östersund to visit you in the hospital, if you end up there from some injury or other. So please be advised that, in such a case, all of our communication will be by phone. You know Lars, I’m beginning to get really fed up.” 
 
    Lars took a deep breath and counted to ten. He didn’t want the situation to escalate. 
 
    “Well nothing bad happened to me last time,” he finally said. 
 
    “You mean the time you rescued Elin when she was about to be hacked to smithereens by a child molester? Oh that’s super reassuring!” Lisa said in a cuttingly sarcastic tone. 
 
    “And how about the time before that, when you came close to getting shot; and the time before that when you broke your collar bone. This sort of thing happens every time you’re with Elin. She’s a real Calamity Jane, that one.” 
 
    Fuck, she’d reacted worse than he’d thought she would. 
 
    “Look, honestly there’s nothing at all dangerous about this particular mission. We’re simply trying to find a clue that’ll lead us to her husband, who to all appearances has absconded with his new paramour. He’s probably long since left Östersund in any case.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Well for all you know he’s still there and won’t be any too pleased to find out you’re looking for him. And if he does, he’ll for sure reach for his hunting rifle – and then, my friend, we’ve got a problem. Or even better, maybe he’s left and you’ll find a clue to his whereabouts. And of course you’ll go wherever that clue leads you, and it’ll end up taking much longer than three days, and you’ll end up somewhere in the wilderness fending off an attack from some really pissed off bear. And I’ll be left to bury whatever’s left of you when the bear gets done masticating your body parts. Fuck it, Lars, I don’t want to have to go through that,” Lisa said, her face beet-red and her voice at peak volume. 
 
    Lars suddenly felt the urge to stand up; just sitting in a chair had become intolerable to him. He really hated the way women always made such a fuss about every little thing. The whole conversation was so ridiculous – he was at a loss as to what he should say or do. He went over to Lisa and tried to hug her, but she was having none of it. 
 
    “Lars I want to be neither consoled nor calmed right now, I mean it.” 
 
    Lars squatted down in front of her. “Sure, okay, but then what would you have me do? Ask Tobias to send someone else there with Elin? And how, pray tell, would I explain why I’m making this request? Or do you want me to just quit?” He couldn’t stay in this position for much longer, because his right knee, the one that had been shot, was starting to seriously hurt. 
 
    Lisa’s face was turned away from him, trying to avoid eye contact. “I haven’t got the slightest idea,” she whispered. “But one thing I do know: I absolutely do not want you to make this trip with Elin along.” 
 
    Lars put his hand on her arm, and this time she let him. “Lisa, babe, I’m telling you, nothing’s going to happen. The most dangerous thing about the trip is the drive there and back. And I solemnly swear that I’ll drive super carefully and that I’ll always obey the speed limit. Really and truly.” 
 
    Lisa stood up. “Oh, sure,” she said. “You’re going to do whatever the fuck you feel like, just as you always do. You don’t give a shit about how I feel,” she shouted angrily as she stormed out of the kitchen. 
 
    “That’s not true!” Lars called after her, as, with some effort, he stood up. 
 
    Lars felt it was best to give Lisa some space to cool down, as it was clear that she was in no mood to listen to reason. While he was waiting for Lisa’s anger to subside, he cleared the table, loaded the dishwasher and cleaned the stove. Maybe Lisa would give him credit, and even cut him a break, for cleaning up the kitchen and bringing her a glass of wine in the living room. These arguments with her, which were becoming stormier each time, set his nerves on edge. He desperately needed a couple of cases with Elin where nothing bad happened, because that’s the only way he knew of to put Lisa’s paranoid fears to rest. Lars was truly convinced that, when it came to risks and danger, Patrik’s case was a cakewalk – and he hoped to god he was right about this. 
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   She was watching Patrik walk down the path. He turned around again and blew her a kiss, before getting into his car – and she waved back. They’d spent two idyllic hours in her apartment – and the love-making had been really good for her too. As from the start with Patrik, she hadn’t needed to do any dissembling or put on an act for him. But right now he needed to drive by the golf course in Täby: playing golf was also his alibi for today. 
 
    Yeah, she was really into him. He was a really nice guy, and honest into the bargain. So much nicer than the other guys she’d been involved with. Which was why over the past few days she’d begun having doubts as to whether she could really go through with the undertaking. 
 
    But Stanislov had reacted pretty violently when she merely mentioned this in passing. “You’ve spent more than six months on this, and now you want to bail out? Just at the point where he’s gone so far, and everything’s been planned? Are you insane?” 
 
    She knew that Stanislov would never accept this – particularly as it would be much more worthwhile this time than in the past. 
 
    But what were her options, after all? Leave Stanislov and begin a new life with Patrik? She could even imagine that Patrik would be attentive to her every need and that they’d be super compatible. But that wouldn’t prevent Stanislov from looking all over for her – which he’d never, ever stop doing until he’d tracked her down. And then the shit would really hit the fan, that was for damned sure. She knew what Stanislov was capable of. How well she remembered the evening when he’d committed the first murder, by running over the victim in a stolen car. After plowing into him, he’d backed up and run over the guy, who was screaming in pain. Natalia had gotten a good look at Stanislov’s face, and there wasn’t an ounce of pity in it – to the contrary, he’d enjoyed making the guy suffer. 
 
    If she tried to bail out now, Stanislov would never forgive such a betrayal. He’d want one thing and one thing only: revenge. Plus, this wouldn’t do Patrik any good either, he’d also be done for. So she was stuck between a rock and a hard place, and there was no way out. 
 
    She’d simply have to get a grip on herself, ignore her feelings for Patrik and act strictly according to plan. Being clear-headed, that was the only solution.

  

 
   
    
    September 2016 
 
      
 
    
    11 
 
   Lars pulled up to where Elin was standing on the sidewalk. She opened the rear door, tossed her bag on the back seat, and then opened the passenger door and got in. 
 
    “So how did it go?” 
 
    “Great, she’s making real progress. Today she smiled at me when I arrived. That was the first time she’d ever done that.” 
 
    “So it seems there’s hope. I truly hope that everything works out for Ebba in the end. When’s the trial?” Lars said, threading the car into the flow of traffic and heading for the E4. 
 
    “In two weeks, so I absolutely must be back by then at the latest.” 
 
    “No worries,” Lars said, smiling. “I don’t think we’ll need to spend more than three days there.” 
 
    “What do you think might actually come of this? Do you think he really might still be in the place where his phone was last localized?” 
 
    “No idea. Probably not. After all, it’s been two months. But I’m hoping that we’ll at least find some proof that he was actually there. For the moment, it’s only a hunch that this is even his phone number. Someone might have spotted him. He would have had to go shopping at some point, and there aren’t that many grocery stores out in the boonies.” 
 
    “Unless of course he went to Östersund or Sundsvall to do his shopping.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you know how it is. You can do the bulk of your shopping there, but if you happen to run out of coffee or milk or the like, or if a light bulb burns out, then you’ll tend to go to a small local store. That’s what I’m hoping at any rate.” 
 
    “Yeah great, but then what? I mean, what happens if we find out he was in fact there, but has since left?” 
 
    “Then we’ll try to find a clue to his whereabouts. If we’re able to find out where he actually was, maybe you’ll be able to identify his new phone using the triangulation data – and then we can track it.” 
 
    “Yeah but guess what? I’ve already tried that. The last time his SIM card was activated, his phone was in the middle of a forest with no other phone nearby.” 
 
    “Which is why it’s so important to be where the action is – or more likely, was. We need to find out where that forest path goes. Maybe that’ll lead us to another place where you can check which phones were in the environs.” 
 
    Elin nodded in agreement – though she had her doubts as to whether this would work. It had been hard enough identifying this phone in the first place, given that it had been carried around for a time in tandem with Patrik’s work phone. So now, successfully analyzing a brief period in the absence of any direct physical proximity would be highly problematic. But on the other hand, Norrland was sparsely populated, which meant there wouldn’t be an overwhelming number of phones in a given sector. She’d definitely give it the old college try, though. 
 
    Elin leaned back. She needed to chill out. Her session with Ebba had gone really well, but she always felt drained afterwards. She couldn’t stop thinking about what those scumbags had done to them both in June. She’d be the main witness during the trial, and Ebba of course didn’t need to testify; in any case she wouldn’t be able to utter a word. 
 
    And anyway, the facts of the case were clear, because the photos and videos that those asswipes had taken proved their guilt. All four of them were in the pictures and videos, in unambiguous situations. The prosecutor was sure that they’d be found guilty, and he planned to ask for a life sentence for all four defendants. Elin planned to do everything she could to help him achieve this. Child abuse, kidnapping, assault, murder, and being an accessory to murder. The body of a child buried in the forest had been identified as being a missing girl who’d been clearly identified in the photos and videos. That should be more than enough to convince a panel of judges and lay assessors. Elin took a deep breath. She was looking forward to the trial being over – and to slowly but surely leaving all this behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took them six hours to get there. It was 8 p.m. and the sun was just going down. For the last two hours of the trip, all they’d seen were lakes and forests – and of course the ubiquitous trucks ferrying logs out of the forest in both directions, with their truck beds and trailers loaded to the hilt. You knew right away what the main industry was here. Because it was pouring, every single truck had splashed a massive wave of water on their front windshield, which made it difficult to drive at times. 
 
    They pulled up to Sörbygården B&B, a bed and breakfast in a suburb of Östersund called Brunflo, took their bags out of the car and checked in. They’d ordered dinner ahead of time and met in the dining room at 8:30. As Elin entered, a bunch of teenagers were getting up from a table. They were probably horseback riders, as she had realized that Sörbygården B&B also offered stalls for island ponies and horseback riding tours. Lars was at a small corner table, with a glass of beer in front of him, and was studying a map. Elin signaled to the hostess that she wanted something to drink and ordered a glass of white wine. Then she sat down opposite Lars. 
 
    “So are you planning our next moves?” She noticed that Lars had marked a number of places on the map with a red pencil. 
 
    Lars looked up from the map. “Yeah, I’m trying to get my bearings. You chose an opportune place to stay, by the way, because Christina’s cabin isn’t very far from here.” He pointed to the location of Sörbygården B&B, then to a place to the east that was near a number of lakes. “It’s only about seven miles as the crow flies – basically right around the corner.” 
 
    Elin nodded – she’d of course verified this before making the booking at Sörbygården B&B. 
 
    “And here’s more or less the place where Patrik last switched on his phone.” Lars pointed to a marked point somewhat farther south, near a lake called Stor-Långtjärnen. 
 
    “It’s about three and a half klicks south of the cabin.” Lars drew a small circle around the cabin and the lake’s location. “Here,” he said, pointing to the area enclosed by the circle, “is where we’re going to listen out and look for Patrik.” 
 
    “Yeah, I also looked at that on my phone before we left. But unfortunately, there’s nothing in this area but forests, lakes and a few houses. No gas stations or stores listed there.” 
 
    “Yeah, unfortunately a lot of these country stores have closed because more and more people are moving to the city. And such stores can’t survive from the tourist trade alone. So where’s the nearest store?” 
 
    “There’s an ICA supermarket here in Brunflo,” Elin said giving Lars a gloating look, “as well as a Coop and two gas stations. We can go there on foot if necessary.” 
 
    Lars shook his head, grinning. “Did you already know that? Or was it just a lucky guess?” 
 
    “That’s what we call intuition,” Elin chuckled. 
 
    “Good work, as always. We’ll get started in the morning.” Lars folded up the map to make room for their food, which the hostess had just brought to the table. 
 
    The food – roast venison with chanterelle mushrooms, root vegetables and boiled potatoes – smelled delicious. It wasn’t until just then that Elin realized how famished she was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    12 
 
   Lars pulled up in front of the Coop Konsum store, where he’d dropped Elin off 20 minutes ago. While she was there, he’d paid a visit to the OKQ8 gas station located on the road to Östersund, but no one remembered seeing Patrik or his car there. 
 
    While he was watching the store entrance, the sun slipped behind the clouds and there was even a patch of blue showing through. It was surely going to be a beautiful day, after yesterday’s heavy rain. Elin came out of the store and got in the car. 
 
    “Nothing to report – though both stores are far too large for anyone to remember a particular individual. Not exactly the mom and pop stores you’d been hoping for. And of course all the grocery clerks don’t work the same shift. So if we want to talk to all of them, we’ll need to come back in the evening or some other time. And you? How did you do?” 
 
    “Same here. Nada. Most people pay with their credit cards right at the pump. So at best you see the customers’ cars on the security footage, but few customers actually enter the store.” Lars sighed. “There’s still one gas station that we haven’t checked out. So let’s head over there now.” 
 
    Lars got back on the E14. After about a mile they passed the train station, and then came the Gulf gas station they were looking for. Lars drove in. All the pumps were free, except for one. At this place, too, customers had the option to use a credit card to pay right at the pump. He parked the car and looked over at Elin. 
 
    “I can go in, but I doubt we’re going to find anything.” 
 
    “I’ll come with,” Elin said. “At least this gas station is the one closest to the road leading to Christina’s cabin.” 
 
    Lars entered the store behind Elin, who made a beeline for the counter. Behind it was a young clerk dressed in a blue shirt and sporting a pierced eyebrow. 
 
    “Can I help you,” he said with a friendly smile. 
 
    “Hej! You sure can,” said Elin. “We’re private investigators and are looking for someone who’s gone missing. Have you by any chance seen this man?” 
 
    She laid the photo of Patrik on the counter. The young clerk smiled at Elin, nodded, and looked at the picture. I must admit, Lars thought to himself, Elin’s a lot better at doing this than I am. He always acted as friendly as Elin did when he was seeking information from strangers, but even if Lars had possessed Elin’s innate charm, the clerk surely wouldn’t have been this forthcoming. And of course he had no way of knowing that Elin was gay. 
 
    “When is he supposed to have been here?” the clerk asked, furrowing his brow and continuing to examine the photo. 
 
    “About two months ago,” Elin said. 
 
    The clerk looked up, nodded, and looked down at the picture again. “Well, it might have been a dude who came in here a while back who I think looked like the guy in this picture.” 
 
    The clerk looked at Elin. “Why are you looking for him? Did he commit a crime?” 
 
    Elin smiled again. “No, nothing like that. He’s gone missing and his wife has hired us to find him. Are you sure it was the man in this picture?” 
 
    The clerk picked up the picture again and scrutinized it. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. I remember him because he paid in cash and not many people do that.” 
 
    “Do you remember how much he paid?” Lars asked. 
 
    The clerk looked over at him. “I can’t remember. But he did buy some items in the store and filled up his tank. So he must have spent more than a thousand kronor.” The clerk looked back at Elin. “I asked him if he’d maybe robbed a bank,” the clerk said, laughing. 
 
    Elin chuckled. “How did he react to that? Did he say anything?” 
 
    The clerk shook his head. “Nah, he just laughed.” 
 
    “Did you get a look at his car? Was it a blue Saab 93?” Lars asked. 
 
    “Nope, no idea. And even if I noticed what kind of car he was driving, I’ve forgotten it since.” 
 
    “Was he alone or with someone?” 
 
    “Well for sure he came into the store by himself. But I haven’t got the faintest idea whether or not someone was with him in the car.” 
 
    “Did he say anything else? Anything you can remember would be a great help to us.” 
 
    The clerk seemed to be trying to rack his brains but ended up just shaking his head. “No, not that I can remember.” 
 
    Lars thanked him and headed for the door. 
 
    “I’m going to look around for something yummy,” Elin called after him. “I’ll be right out.” 
 
    Lars left the store and went back to the car. Well at least now they had something to go on: they knew Patrik had been here and that the second phone was in fact his. But it was a shame that they were still groping around in the dark about his actual whereabouts. Hopefully, Lars thought to himself, we’ll find a clue at Christina’s cabin that’ll point us in the right direction. 
 
    Elin emerged from the store, plastic bag in hand, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “What’s with the big grin?” Patrik asked her as she got into the car. 
 
    “Well, I lingered in the store a little while to see if the clerk’s memory might get jogged – and lo and behold it did,” she said proudly. “So it turns out that Patrik asked the clerk if he knew of a cabin to rent in the area.” 
 
    “No kidding! And what did the clerk tell him?” Lars was impressed – Elin’s intuition to the rescue yet again. 
 
    “He gave Patrik the number of an uncle of his who evidently rents out cabins – though he didn’t know whether Patrik actually contacted the guy.” 
 
    “Yeah but I’m sure you got the uncle’s number, so what do you say we give him a call?” 
 
    “I do have it in fact. But Kent – the clerk – called his uncle while I was there, and the uncle said that he did in fact rent out a cabin to Patrik – who paid the uncle in cash. I made an appointment to meet up with the uncle for lunch at Restaurant Chili, which is just opposite the train station.” 
 
    Lars was amazed. “Way to go, Elin! I honestly hadn’t imagined that the clerk had any other relevant information.” It had been well worthwhile bringing Elin along. “So we still have enough time to go over to Christina’s cabin.” 
 
    Elin nodded, looking extremely pleased with herself. Which was totally justified, because if Patrik had indeed rented a cabin here, then they’d finally have a real lead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lars set his plate down, which was the size of a small food tray – square, with rounded corners and slightly curved. Large enough for a very sizeable portion at any rate. The restaurant had a large selection of Thai and Swedish dishes, which were arrayed on a buffet table. Lars had opted for a number of different dishes. There was also seating on an outdoor terrace. But as it was a bit chilly today and the restaurant was within hailing distance of the highway, the terrace was going to be neither warm nor quiet. So Lars decided to sit inside. From the outside, the restaurant resembled a large wooden Swedish villa, painted light gray with white corners. The decor was bistro-like, and relatively simple. 
 
    Lars had told Klas, the gas station clerk’s uncle, that he’d like to take him out to lunch. Klas was in his 50s, heavy-set, with sandy hair, an unkempt beard and brown glasses. He was out of breath by the time he reached the table with his plate, which was piled high with food. Elin, who’d chosen – albeit not as copiously as Klas – various Thai dishes, had already sat down at the table. 
 
    Having gotten beverages – water for Lars and Elin, beer for Klas – Lars got the ball rolling. “First of all, thanks so much for taking the time to meet with us.” 
 
    After drinking some beer, Klas put his glass down. “No problem. I was planning to have lunch here today in any case. And the fact that it’s your treat was an added incentive,” he said with a grin that revealed yellowing teeth – and proceeded to devour the pile of food in front of him. 
 
    “Well then, bon appetit,” Lars said, as he began eating. 
 
    He gave Klas a little time to eat – though in any case Klas clearly didn’t want to be disturbed until he’d eaten almost everything on his plate. “So as I understand it, you rented a cabin to Patrik Lindblom, correct?” 
 
    Klaus chewed for a moment or two before saying, “Yeah the dude’s name was Patrik – though I don’t recall his last name.” 
 
    “When exactly did he rent out the cabin?” 
 
    “Well after Kent called, I rummaged through my files and fished out the receipt – I like to keep things organized, you know.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, which he smoothed out on the table. “Have a look; hopefully you can decipher it.” 
 
    Lars bent over the receipt, which said that Patrik had paid 3,000 kronor. His signature was illegible, but he’d printed his name just below it. The date was clearly July 2nd, the day Patrik went missing. 
 
    “What does it say here? ‘Rent...’?” 
 
    “For one week, cabin 5,” Klaus said, still chewing. 
 
    “Did he pay in cash?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Elin picked up the receipt and took a picture of it with her phone. 
 
    “Did you talk to him? Did he happen to say why he was here?” Lars asked. 
 
    “Yeah, well he said he was vacationing.” 
 
    “Was he by himself?” 
 
    “Nah, there was a dame with him, pretty, blond.” 
 
    “About how old would you say she was?” 
 
    “In her mid to late 20s, I’d guess.” 
 
    Elin, who’d been listening attentively without saying anything, now asked, “Where did you meet up?” 
 
    “At the train station. Then we drove to the cabin, which was to his liking. He paid me a week’s rent, and then I left.” 
 
    “And what happened when the week was up? Did he extend his stay?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Lars noticed that Elin was becoming increasingly annoyed with Klas, who like most northerners, was a man of few words. “Did they leave the area when the week was up? Did he return the key?” 
 
    “Nope, which pissed me off.” 
 
    “What happened after that?” 
 
    “Not a thing. Didn’t call, didn’t bring the key back. I went over to the cabin the next day. No one was there. The cabin was unlocked, and the key was on the table. Uppity Stockholmers – can’t even be bothered to bring a key back.” 
 
    Lars swallowed; hopefully Elin wasn’t going to choose this particular moment to jump in. “And you never heard from them again, right?” Lars added quickly. 
 
    “Nope, I just rented out the cabin to the next person.” 
 
    Klas’s phone rang. He wiped his hands on his napkin, picked up the phone and said, “Hello?” 
 
    Looking over at Elin, Lars could see that she no longer felt like continuing the conversation; and in any case doing so was unlikely to be very fruitful. 
 
    “Elin, would you mind getting us some more coffee?” 
 
    Elin at first looked as though she was going to object, but after glancing at Klas she realized it was best to just go get the coffee and keep her thoughts to herself. Klas was talking to someone on the phone about repairs for one of his cabins. 
 
    When Klas hung up, Lars asked him whether he’d been talking about the cabin that Patrik had rented. 
 
    “No, it was a different one, a cabin with a chronically leaky roof.” 
 
    “Did they leave anything behind – I mean Patrik and his blond companion?” 
 
    “No, the place was completely cleared out.” 
 
    “Can you describe the woman more concretely? Did you happen to find out what her name was?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. No idea what her name was.” After a brief pause, Klas said, “She was one of these young chicks, I can tell you that. Dressed in pretty snazzy sportswear, shoulder-length blond hair. That’s all I know about her. Except that she wasn’t from Sweden.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Well, she didn’t say much, but from the little I heard it was clear she had a strong foreign accent.” 
 
    “Any idea what kind of accent it was or where she was from?” 
 
    Klas rubbed his beard. “Not sure, maybe Poland.” 
 
    “So she had an Eastern European accent, then?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    That would fit with the name Natalia, Lars thought. 
 
    Elin came in carrying a tray with three pitchers of coffee on it, having taken her time in the kitchen. 
 
    “Thanks for the meal, folks. But I need to go meet the roofer at one of my cabins. So unfortunately, I won’t be able to stay for coffee.” Klas got up and took his rent receipt. 
 
    “One more thing: could we have the address of the cabin?” 
 
    “I thought you might want to go over there, so I brought the directions with me that I usually give to tenants. If you have trouble finding the place, give me a call. It’s vacant just now.” Klas placed a piece of paper on the table, turned around and made for the door. 
 
    Elin shook her head. “Jesus Christ, talking to him was like trying to get blood from a stone.” 
 
    “Yeah well just be thankful he was willing to tell us anything at all. That’s how people are here. They just don’t talk all that much.” 
 
    “But you on the other hand are quite talkative!” 
 
    “Yeah well, it’s all relative. And anyways I’m not from here, I was brought up in Stockholm, as you know.” 
 
    “Yeah but your dad’s from Norrland and you spent your summers here. Didn’t that have an effect?” 
 
    “Well as you can see, not much.” 
 
    Elin took a sip of her coffee and grimaced. “Yikes, it’s strong! Needs more milk.” She poured a splash of milk into her cup. “So what’s our next move? Should we head for the cabin?” 
 
    “Well let’s see,” Lars said checking his watch. “It’s only 1 now, so we’ve still got nine hours of daylight ahead of us. Which means we have time to examine the cabin and its surroundings. Hopefully more will come of this than what we did this morning.” 
 
    But as it turned out, there was nothing to be found in Christina’s cabin. The place had seemed completely uninhabited, and there’d been no sign of anyone having set foot there. They’d taken pictures of the cabin and sent them to Christina, who indicated that everything was exactly as she’d left it during her last visit. 
 
    “Weren’t you going to ask Klas for the key? Because without it, we won’t even be able to get inside.” 
 
    “Well, I wanted to avoid being too insistent right off the bat. I think we should first have a good look around outside the cabin. We can always ask him for the key later. And anyway, he told us that there was nothing unusual inside and that he’s rented the place out in the interim. So the likelihood of our coming upon anything unusual inside is pretty slim.” 
 
    “Yeah, but then what makes you think we’re going to find any clues outside the cabin? I mean after all, it’s been almost two months now.” 
 
    “Frankly, I have no idea. Let’s just head over there and have a look around – maybe we’ll think of something. That’s my gut feeling in any case,” he said, grinning at her. 
 
    “I see your point. So let’s do that.” Elin nodded and drank some coffee. 
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   They were able to find the cabin without difficulty thanks to Klas’s excellent directions. But getting there involved making their way through what seemed like endless tracts of forest. They’d now walked all the way around the cabin three times but had found nothing of interest – just as Elin had anticipated. 
 
    She looked over at Lars. “This is a waste of time, my friend. What do you think you’re going to find here? 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Judging from what I can see through the window, we’re not going to find any leads inside the cabin either.” 
 
    “So what now?” 
 
    Lars let his gaze wander over the cabin. “Well, let’s see, what do we know so far? Well, we know that Patrik left Stockholm on that fateful Friday, apparently in the company of a certain Natalia. They probably stopped for the night somewhere or other and then arrived in Östersund on Saturday, where they rented this cabin. On the way here, a mile or two before they arrived, the SIM card was removed from Patrik’s phone. They rented the cabin for a week. And now they could be just about anywhere.” 
 
    “But what I’d like to know is why they came here in the first place.” 
 
    “Yeah, good question. Maybe Patrik wanted to show his new flame his ancestral vacation spot. Plus, the cabin’s in an extremely isolated location – it’s hardly noticeable.” 
 
    “Could be. And of course he would have preferred not to use Christina’s cabin in the first place.” 
 
    “Exactly. So I’m hanging my hopes on the folks who live nearby – maybe they noticed something.” 
 
    “Not much chance of that. We saw very few houses on our way here.” 
 
    “Well let’s drive slowly and keep a close lookout on our way out, since most of the houses aren’t right on the road. If we come upon a row of mailboxes, we should stop and have a look around. Unfortunately, many of these cabins are used only in the summer and will be vacant now. But maybe we’ll find someone who lives here year-round.” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Elin turned towards the car and thought, well maybe it’s worth a try anyway. 
 
      
 
    But as it turned out, they didn’t have much luck. They did come upon a row of mailboxes, but the houses, all of which were located back in the woods and far from the road, were vacant, every last one of them – or at least they looked that way. 
 
    So they drove a bit further until they came to an intersection, where they saw a house with a high wooden fence in front of it. Lars pulled into the driveway. Elin scrutinized the wooden fence, which was painted red. But the paint was peeling in many places and some of the boards were rotten and had fallen over. All they could see of the house was its roof, which was in pretty much the same dilapidated condition as the fence. 
 
    “Looks pretty desolate, Lars, don’t you think? And with that high fence, I doubt they even notice when cars drive by.” 
 
    “Yeah, but let’s go ask some questions, shall we?” Lars opened the gate resolutely. “And anyway, we’re sort of out of options here. Given that there are two directions you can go in from this intersection, our chances of finding someone who lives farther away and who noticed Patrik’s car are going to get slimmer the farther away we get.” 
 
    Elin nodded; Lars was right. From this house at the intersection, it would be very easy to see who turned into this street – and even easier to see who turned out of the street, because motorists had to stop at the intersection and yield to the cars on the other street. So there was a good chance that someone in this house had noticed something. That is, assuming someone who lived there was looking over the fence... 
 
    She hastened to catch up with Lars, who was already walking up the steps to the front door. What they observed in the front yard was of a piece with the fence – a pile of junk: rusty old bicycles, buckets, gardening implements. In the right corner there was a tractor, which judging from its age could have been a museum exhibit if it hadn’t been half eaten away by rust. In the opposite corner there was a garden shed that looked to be in a hazardous state of disrepair. The house itself had definitely seen better days: it desperately needed to be repainted, and broken window panes had been replaced by plastic sheeting. Elin would have had serious doubts as to whether anyone even lived here, if it hadn’t been for the kennel and the dog inside it. In the large steel cage, a large German shepherd dog was banging loudly against the bars and baring his teeth through them. I sure hope that cage is securely locked, Elin thought. 
 
    Lars stood in front of the door and banged on it with his fist. Elin, too, would have been surprised if this house had a functioning doorbell. It was not until Lars had banged on the door a second time that it opened, albeit slowly. A little old woman was standing there. She had long gray hair and a wrinkled face and was wearing a bluish gray apron over a brown sweater. 
 
    “Shut up, Sixten,” she yelled in a hoarse voice. The dog fell quiet. She looked mistrustfully from Elin to Lars. “Whaddyah want? We’re not interested in buying anything.” 
 
    Well so much for Norrland hospitality. 
 
    “No worries, Ma’am, we’re not salesmen. Sorry to bother you – we just wanted to ask you a question. If that’s okay with you.” Lars seemed to be trying to win the lady over by being friendly. But she was unimpressed. 
 
    “So what then?” she asked 
 
    Lars politely explained that he and Elin were private detectives who’d been hired by the wife of a man named Patrik to find her husband, who’d gone missing, and who’d rented a cabin at the end of the road. 
 
    “You from Stockholm?” she asked, glaring at Lars. 
 
    “Yeah, our office is in Stockholm, but my father’s from Norrland and I spent all my summers here when I was growing up.” Elin noticed that Lars was trying to speak with a Norrland accent. This seemed to be working, as the old lady was looking less mistrustful. 
 
    “Which cabin did the fellow rent?” 
 
    Lars began describing where the cabin was. 
 
    The lady nodded. “Doesn’t it belong to that crafty devil Klas?” 
 
    “Right,” Lars said, nodding. 
 
    “And what was it you were wanting to find out?” The old woman was no longer being so gruff. But she didn’t seem about to invite Lars and Elin in either, as she was holding on to the door with one hand and to the doorframe with the other arm, thus effectively blocking the entrance. 
 
    “Patrik was here in the company of a young blond woman. We thought that they might have passed by your house and that perhaps you spoke to them. Anything you might be able to tell us would be helpful.” 
 
    “No, we pay no mind to the tourists.” The old lady shook her head and began turning away. 
 
    “Wait, please. Mightn’t you have perhaps seen them driving by? Patrik drives a blue Saab 93.” 
 
    Her gaze raking over him, she gave him a withering look and said, “Young man, do you honestly think I have nothing better to do than notice the cars that drive by here?” Whereupon she closed the door. 
 
    Lars turned toward Elin and shrugged. He went down the steps slowly. Together, they walked past the kennel, where Sixten was still baring his teeth but had stopped barking. Just as they’d passed by the kennel, they heard the elderly lady’s front door open again. 
 
    “A blue Saab, you said?” she called after them. They both turned around and nodded. 
 
    “Right,” Lars said. 
 
    “My husband spotted a car like that in the woods not long ago.” Now things were getting interesting; Elin perked up her ears. 
 
    “Where was that?” asked Lars. 
 
    “You’d have to ask him, but he’s not home right now. He’ll be back tonight.” 
 
    “Could I perhaps give him a call on his cellphone?” 
 
    “We’ve got no use for such newfangled gadgets.” She again made as if to close the door. 
 
    “When will he be back?” 
 
    “Some time after seven,” the lady answered, and shut the door. 
 
    Lars turned toward Elin. “So I guess we’ll have to come back later.” 
 
    Elin checked the time on her phone; it was just before three. “So what should we do in the meantime?” 
 
    Lars looked at her and said, “Well now that we know where the cabin is, you should be able to get the triangulation data again. For sure this Natalia person has a cellphone, and Patrik probably has a new SIM card by now.” 
 
    “Yeah, good idea. So what do you say we mosey on back to the hotel?” 
 
    Lars nodded, and they went back to the car. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was the Saab. Elin had checked the license plate number: it was Patrik’s car for sure. This came as a complete surprise to both of them. The old man turned out to be far more cooperative than his wife and had even offered to drive them to the place where he’d seen the Saab two weeks ago. They had gratefully accepted his offer, as the directions to the place sounded complicated, involving as they did a number of forest roads to a clearing where the man had found the Saab. It was very odd that the car was still – or again – standing there. In exactly the same place, according to the old man. Lars had thanked him profusely and he’d left. Now they were peering at the car. 
 
    Elin looked at Lars and said, “Looks like the car’s been here for a while. There are no tire tracks, even though the ground is soft.” She looked around. “Is there a cabin nearby?” 
 
    “The husband said there aren’t any. Which is why he found it so odd that the car was just ‘hanging around’.” Lars peered into the car and tried to open the door, but it was locked. He looked around the clearing. “It’ll be light for about another hour. What do you say we split up and explore the area? I’ll go this way and you go that way,” he said pointing to a small path. “Give me a call if you find anything.” 
 
    “Will do.” Checking her phone, Elin saw that she had a signal, with two bars, even – which was a relief. She set off down the path, which, as it was a good three feet wide, afforded enough space for two people to walk next to each other. The path was muddy in places, but as Elin was wearing boots, she had no difficulty walking on it. Norrland was living up to its reputation, though: mosquitoes buzzed around her and she had to keep batting them away. The mosquito spray she’d brought along as a precaution seemed not to faze the insects in the least. How does the saying go? In Norrland mosquito spray only works from November to March. Luckily, she was wearing pants and she decided to keep her thin jacket on, even though she was starting to feel warm. As she moved pluckily down the path, she kept peering between the trees on either side to see if there might be something of interest there. She was hoping to spot a small cabin or some other sign of a human presence, but there was nothing of the kind in the forest. As the path was pretty straight and didn’t branch off anywhere thus far, she kept following it. After about ten minutes, the path grew lighter up ahead, where there were apparently trees. A clearing perhaps? Curious to see what was there, she quickened her pace. Yes, in fact there were no trees here, just a few bushes. The path continued for a few yards and ended abruptly at a bluff with a steep downhill slope that was at least 30 feet deep. It was a good thing she’d arrived here while it was still daylight, because otherwise she might have noticed the bluff too late. She had absolutely no intention of clambering down there just now. But the view was magnificent. Below her a massive landscape of meadows was arrayed, dotted with rocks and bushes. Beyond, she saw what looked to be a small reservoir, with some deer – or were they perhaps reindeer? The birds were chirping in the trees behind her, and before her there was this breathtaking view. Elin took it all in for a while. 
 
    But no dwelling or other sign of human activity was to be seen. So exploring this path had been a waste of time – and she certainly wasn’t here to take in the view. As she was about to turn around and head back, she noticed some movement down below. She paused and looked down. A raven was circling around something or other. What was it? Appeared to be a jacket. She looked closer. No, it couldn’t really be a jacket. 
 
    She needed to find a way to get down there. To this end she surveyed the surroundings. Yes, if she went a few hundred feet to the right at the abyss, the wall seemed to be flatter, and she could use several large boulders as a kind of staircase. 
 
    About 15 minutes later, she’d clambered down to the bottom – a task that proved to be much harder than it had looked. She was already dreading having to climb back up to the top. Luckily her thigh was all better, so at least she wouldn’t be in pain during the upward climb. She sniffed the air as she drew near the raven. What kind of a disgusting odor was that? Whatever it was, it was making her feel queasy. The raven flew away the second Elin came upon it perching on its prey. It was in fact a dark colored jacket, or rather part of one. It was part of a shoulder, with a sleeve. Elin froze. She gently nudged the sleeve with her foot, only to discover that there was a hand in there, or rather what was left of it. Practically all that remained were bones, and the odor was unbearable. With her gaze she followed the drag marks that the remnant of the jacket had left in the sand. Then she spotted something else back there, between two large rocks. She slowly drew nearer, until she was standing right at one of the rocks. What she saw there was truly horrific. A skull with hair on it – but the eyes and almost the entire face were missing. The body was partly clothed; a leg and half of the torso were missing. Bare bones were visible in many places, with worms and flies crawling all over them. The stink was so overwhelming, so nauseating, that Elin had to turn her face away. 
 
    She put some distance between herself and the corpse and took deep breaths. The nausea subsided. She pulled herself together and took out her phone – one bar. She pressed on Lars’ name. 
 
    He picked up immediately “Did you find anything?” 
 
    Elin swallowed. “Yeah a corpse.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “There’s a body here, presumably a male – or rather what’s left of him, thanks to all the damage the animals have done.” 
 
    “Is it Patrik?” 
 
    “No idea. Judging from the clothes, it’s a male. But beyond that, I can’t really tell.” 
 
    “I’ll join you. How do I get there?” 
 
    After Elin told him how to get down there, she hung up and sat down on a rock, at a sufficient distance from the body. From here, she could neither see it, nor smell it very well, which was a good thing. 
 
    Is it Patrik? she wondered. His Saab was up at the top and the body of a male was down here. The condition the corpse was in suggested that it had been here for a while – but could it really have been two months? Elin had no way of knowing for sure. 
 
    But then what had become of Natalia? Had Patrik come here alone, maybe because they’d had an argument – and then hadn’t noticed the precipice? This was unlikely, given that in the month of July the sun didn’t really set, so it would be pretty hard to overlook the precipice, even at night. And why hadn’t Natalia tried to find him? Had she perhaps thought that Patrik had gone back to his wife? The whole thing was bizarre; Elin couldn’t make sense of it. 
 
    Well, be this as it may, they’d first have to determine whether or not the body down there was in fact Patrik. But she had no intention of going anywhere near that corpse again. Others would have to do that. 
 
    She waited a while, the dusk was deepening, and as she was wondering how Lars was going to make it down the slope with his lame knee, the raven reappeared. Or maybe it was a different raven, Elin wasn’t sure – but in any case, it again tried to peck at the sleeve. Elin stood up and shooed it away. The raven flew up high and landed on a large rock that was overgrown with moss and lichen but was out of Elin’s reach. The raven inclined its head and observed Elin from its perch on the rock. It was evident it was just waiting for Elin to move away from the sleeve. What should she do? She had no desire to stay here and keep watch over the sleeve. The odor was overpowering. Maybe, she thought, I should cover it up or weigh it down somehow. She looked around and found some rocks that were about the size of a head – though she had no idea why this macabre comparison had popped into her head – and dragged three of them over to the sleeve, in order to weigh it down. At least this would prevent the raven from making off with it. As she was doing this, she noticed a pocket – a sewn-on breast pocket that bulged as if something was in it. She hesitated for a moment, but upon hearing the raven’s scornful cry, she took heart. She took a package of kleenex out of her jacket pocket, unfolded one, and placed it over her finger. She then opened the button on the breast pocket and carefully put her hand inside it. Yes, there was a hard, egg-shaped object in it, which she slowly removed. It was a car key with a Saab emblem on it. Now if that wasn’t a good sign! She wrapped the tissue around the key, which she decided to take with her, as she was sure it would unlock Patrik’s car. She took out another tissue and inserted a finger back into the pocket, as it had seemed to her that there was something else in there. And indeed there was – it felt like a credit card. When she pulled it out, it turned out to be a driver’s license whose letters were very small; so she brought it closer to her eyes. And lo and behold, it belonged to Patrik Lindholm. So now there could no longer be any doubt. She wrapped the license in a tissue as well and called Lars. 
 
    “I’m almost there,” he said, “I can see you from where I’m standing.” 
 
    “Stay there, I’m coming up.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “I found a driver’s license and a Saab car key that prove beyond a doubt that it’s Patrik’s body.” 
 
    “I see.” Lars remained silent for a moment, she could hear him sighing. “I hope you haven’t touched anything.” 
 
    “Oh come on, I’m not an idiot. I wrapped both items in a kleenex. I’ll bring them with me, before my buddy the raven gets hold of them.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll stay put.” 
 
    Elin stowed the phone and the two wrapped pieces of evidence in her jacket pockets and began climbing up to where Lars was. 
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   The door slammed; Stanislov was furious. But she was glad that he’d stormed out so that he could let off steam out of doors, instead of unleashing his anger on her. But this respite wasn’t going to last long, that was for sure. Sooner or later he’d let fly at her and “teach her a lesson.” 
 
    Natalia leaned on her elbows and covered her face with her hands. She hunched up her shoulders, she couldn’t keep her composure any longer, and the tears just kept coming. It had been wrong of her to let Patrik die, she knew that know. She should have trusted her instincts and rescued him. He was a huge opportunity for her that she should have taken – and she should have left Stanislov. But now it was too late. Patrik was dead and Stanislov already had “deployed” her to the next guy, here in Jönköping. Except she knew she shouldn’t be doing this. She kept seeing Patrik before her eyes. But of course, Stanislov found such “useless sentiments” utterly ridiculous. For him absolutely everything came down to business. Natalia had decided that she didn’t want to do these “jobs” for Stanislov any more, but she knew he’d never accept that. What should she do? 
 
    She hadn’t dared to leave Stanislov together with Patrik; but now she wondered, was she any better off trying this on her own? She had to think of something, because for sure she couldn’t go on like this. 
 
    She had such fond, nostalgic memories for her home in Russia, for her Babushka. The years she’d spent with her had been the best years of her life. She hadn’t had much in terms of material things, but her Babushka had truly loved her and had given her warmth and security. Natalia thought about the wood stove where there was always a pot of tea brewing. She thought about their two cats, who’d nestled down beside her so often. And she thought about her Babushka, who always smelled of apples and baked goodies. She’d taken Natalia in after her mother passed away. Natalia had been nine at the time, and actually things had improved once her mother was out of the picture. She’d spent a lot of time with Babushka – always during the holidays. While she was in grade school, she’d pretty much had to fend for herself, as her mother was either working or drunk. One night, after her mother had had too much to drink for the umpteenth time, she’d walked in front of a tram and had been killed instantly. So Natalia moved from her communist-era apartment in Moscow to Babushka’s little oh so cozy hut out in the boonies. Getting to school had become something of an ordeal, but everything else was a vast improvement over life in Moscow. Oh, how she longed to return to the little hut, as she had so often done – but would never be able to do again. Babushka had passed away when Natalia was 16. She’d died of a heart attack, just like that. Natalia was placed in an orphanage and had been assigned a legal guardian; the government had confiscated the hut – and the best years of her life were over. There was no going back to any kind of security; she was left to fend for herself. 
 
    Stanislov had provided her with a livelihood and a certain amount of security – but was the price worth it? More and more these days, she felt it wasn’t. 
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   Lars drove them back to their hotel in Brunflo. They hadn’t exchanged a word the whole trip. It hadn’t been long before a patrol car arrived. Lars had called the police right after Elin told him about the body. He was glad he hadn’t needed to clamber down that slope. When he’d arrived at the bluff, it was dusk; and by the time Elin climbed back up to the top, out of breath, it was nearly dark. Luckily Lars had a flashlight with him, which made it easy to avoid the muddiest parts of the path to the car. After they’d tried the Saab key – which of course worked – and given the car a quick once-over that unfortunately yielded nothing of interest – they went to Lars’s Volvo and waited there for the police, who arrived about 30 minutes later. Lars had led them to the bluff and one of the policemen had clambered down the slope. The other cop had taken down Lars’ and Elin’s name and phone numbers, and then told them they could leave. Lars had handed over the key and license to the cop, who had chided them for fiddling around with the body; but Lars didn't think there’d be any hassles, as there wouldn’t be any relevant clues left on a body that had been lying out in the open for two months and that had been exposed to the depredations of the local fauna. 
 
    He glanced over at Elin, who looked pretty done in, and he could well imagine that finding the body in this horrific condition had really taken a toll on her. Not that there was anything he could say that would make it easier for her to cope with all this. He had vivid memories of the bodies he’d encountered during his years on the police force. Sometimes the corpses were very bloody. Once he came to a crime scene where the victim had been stabbed with a knife. That was bad enough. But even more horrific were the bodies that had been dead for some time; the smell of putrid flesh was simply unbearable. 
 
    “Was that your first corpse?” 
 
    “Of course not, we had them lying around the house all the time,” Elin said in a cutting tone; but then she looked at him remorsefully and said, “Sorry for that, I’ve been knocked around by life a bit. Actually, my grandmother died in our house when I was 15. But she passed away peacefully in her sleep. I’d never seen a corpse like the one I saw today, which was in pretty bad shape. And that horrific odor. I’ve had my fill for now.” 
 
    “I believe you. Try to think about something else.” 
 
    Elin nodded and stared into the darkness, where the first lights of Brunflo were beginning to come on. She scratched her neck. 
 
    “These damn mosquitoes have really done me in. I have bites all over my neck. Jesus Christ, do they ever itch! Did you get bitten too?” 
 
    “No, mosquitoes don’t like me very much. I hardly ever get bitten.” 
 
    “Really? How do you manage that? Is it your Norrland blood? It’s so typical: the creatures leave the locals in peace and prey only on the tourists.“ 
 
    Lars laughed. “Yeah, they’re particularly fond of 08 blood” –  08 being area code for Stockholm, and throughout Sweden a somewhat derogatory nickname for denizens of that city. 
 
    Elin snorted, and scratched her bites some more. 
 
    “Shall we give Christina a ring and tell her that we’ve found Patrik’s body?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I think it’s best if we impart this news in person. Telling her over the phone is something I definitely do not want to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we need to make our statement down at the precinct tomorrow. And then, who knows when we’ll be able to get out of this place. Do you think the police will beat us to the punch about notifying Christina?” 
 
    Lars thought it over. Would the Stockholm police go to Christina’s house as early as tomorrow? Could be. 
 
    “Perhaps. When we get back to the hotel, I’ll give Tobias a ring and ask him whether he can do it.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Elin appeared to be very happy with this solution. 
 
    “How about dinner? I’m famished,” Lars said. 
 
    Elin stared at him in horror. "No way. I wouldn’t be able to eat. I’d be thinking the whole time of the pieces of flesh that the animals took from Patrik’s body. Just mentioning it makes me feel sick to my stomach.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll drop you off at Sörbygården and eat by myself.“ 
 
    After dropping Elin off, Lars drove to a pizzeria he’d spotted in the morning, next to the train station. The place was about to close, but the manager said they’d make him a pizza anyway as the oven was still hot. While he was waiting, Lars phoned Tobias, who picked up right away. 
 
    “Hi Tobias. Seems like we’ve accomplished our mission.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. Did you find the guy?” 
 
    “Yes, but unfortunately he’s dead – and apparently he’s been in that state for quite a while.” Lars then told Tobias about their investigation and how they’d found the body. 
 
    “Wow, that was quick! It’s of course inconvenient that the guy has departed this life. But we can’t do anything about that, can we?” 
 
    “Yeah well that’s why I’m calling. I’d prefer if it was us, rather than the police, who informed the client of her husband’s passing. But it looks as though we won’t be able to get out of here before tomorrow afternoon at the earliest, because the police want us to give a statement. So I was hoping that perhaps you’d be willing to contact Christina early tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Lars was waiting for a response from Tobias, who didn’t say anything and appeared to be thinking the matter over. 
 
    “You still there, Tobias?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tobias answered hesitantly. “Sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be able to help you out here, my friend. We’ll just have to take the risk. Let the police notify the lady, if they’re really so quick. I don’t know the lady from Adam, so I don’t see any reason why it should be me who delivers such horrific news to her. You guys should go over there tomorrow and break the news to her. Either the police will have been there already, or they won’t.” 
 
    “Okay, then.” Once Tobias has made up his mind about something, it was next to impossible to convince him of any other viewpoint. Plus, Lars was all out of arguments. “Well, I just thought I’d ask. At least now I know.” 
 
    They said goodbye to each other. It sure would have been nice if Tobias had been willing to undertake this unpleasant task for me, Lars thought. He really had no desire to deliver this news to Christine, as he was certain that it would come as a shock to her – even though she would surely have realized by now that Patrik had left her. During his time as a police officer, he’d also noticed that none of his colleagues had ever volunteered to notify next of kin of the untimely death of a loved one. Such tasks were invariably unpleasant. Sometimes people got aggressive, while others some simply fell apart before your eyes to the point that you had to call an ambulance – and some began emoting uncontrollably. You always felt horribly awkward and wished you were somewhere else. He didn’t want to go through any of that ever again. He stared out the window, hoping his pizza would be ready soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lars parked the car. He saw Elin and noticed that she was swallowing. She turned her eyes toward Christina’s house. Lars had sent Christina a text message a few hours ago in which he asked if he and Elin could drop by her house at around 7 p.m. to tell her about what they’d found in Norrland. She said that was okay, and to Lars’s relief hadn’t asked for any details. They hadn’t been able to leave the police station until noon. It was all routine, but everything had to be meticulously recorded and signed. They’d finally got underway, after a quick lunch at Restaurant Chili. The trip went smoothly, and they arrived at Christina’s house within 20 minutes. 
 
    Lars opened his door, and noticing that Elin didn’t open hers, said, “It’s no use, let’s just do it!” 
 
    “But how, Lars?” she said, with an imploring look. 
 
    “I’ll do it, don’t worry. You can help with the comforting part. You know, the way you women do it, you put your hand on the person’s arm and maybe offer to make them a cup of tea.” 
 
    “Okay.” Elin got out of the car. Lars had to smile. He would have expected her to take him to task for this comment about women. But she was evidently so pleased at this advantageous allocation of roles that she said nothing. 
 
    As they slowly made their way to Christina’s front door, Lars was planning what to say. When they got to the door, Lars rang the bell. They heard steps behind the door immediately, and then the door was opened cautiously. At first Lars couldn’t believe his eyes – could Christina really have aged so much in just a few weeks? But then he noticed the inquisitive look on the woman’s face and realized this must be Christina’s mother. 
 
    “ Lars and Elin, I presume” she said. She looked a lot like her daughter – and like her was on the plump side and wore her hair short. But she wasn’t as elegantly dressed as Christina usually was. 
 
    Lars nodded. “Yes, we’re here to see Christina. She’s expecting us.” 
 
    “I’m Christina’s mother, Agnes. Do come in. The police were here over an hour ago, so she’s already heard the news.” 
 
    “Ah, already?” Lars froze in his tracks. “How did she take it?” 
 
    “Well frankly she’s devastated. Although I imagine she’d guessed that something like this might have happened.” 
 
    Lars heard Elin breathe a sign of relief. His sentiments exactly. The police had beaten them to the punch – and in so doing had spared them the worst. But still, the conversation wasn’t going to be a barrel of laughs. 
 
    They went into the living room, where Christina was sitting on a couch with a handkerchief in her hands. Her face was all red and her makeup was in disarray. She looked at them with moist eyes. 
 
    “Hi Christina,” Lars said. “We’re sorry for your loss. We sincerely regret that we failed to find Patrik alive.” 
 
    Christina nodded resignedly. Lars and Elin sat down on the other couch, which was perpendicular to Christina’s. Agnes sat down next to Christina and laid a hand on her arm. Lars saw that Elin was relieved that Agnes was here, as it meant that she didn’t have to play the role of the consoler. 
 
    “I don’t know what the police said,” Lars said, looking over at Agnes. 
 
    Agnes shook her head. “I wasn’t there. All I know is that they found a body that they presume is Patrik. They took his hairbrush with them to do a DNA test.” 
 
    Lars looked over at Christina. She nodded. 
 
    “Yes,” she said sniffling. “They found his drivers license on the body. And it wasn’t very far from our cabin. Do you know anything else?” 
 
    Lars nodded. “Yes, we were the ones who found him. And Elin secured the drivers license.” 
 
    “Is it really Patrik? The police said that the body was in horrible condition.” She looked at Lars sadly. 
 
    “Well, the body had probably been there for two months or so, and with the heat it putrefied more rapidly,” Lars said. He felt it was best to leave out the part about animals feeding on the body. “So I think it’s safe to assume that it is in fact Patrik. His driver’s license and the key to the Saab were on him, and the car was near to where we found him.” 
 
    “But how did it happen?” 
 
    “Hard to say. What did the police tell you?” 
 
    “That they don’t reach conclusions in the absence of hard evidence.” 
 
    “Yeah, he tumbled down a really steep slope. Someone might have pushed him, of course – but it’s more likely to have been an accident. Maybe he got too close to the edge and somehow lost his balance. We’ll have to wait for the results of the police investigation. Hopefully they’ll find something that will indicate exactly what happened.” Lars highly doubted that they’d find anything of the sort, but one could always hope. 
 
    “Oh, poor Patrik.” Christina put her face in her hands and burst out crying. Agnes stroked her shoulder. Christina calmed down after a time, blew her nose, and sat up. 
 
    “Did you find out more? Because the police didn’t tell me anything else.” 
 
    Lars nodded. “Yes, we know the approximate timeline leading up to the event. On July 2nd, Patrik was in Östersund, where he stopped at a gas station to fill up his car. The clerk there gave him the name of a person who rents out cabins in the area. Patrik then got in touch with the owner of the cabins and rented one from him that’s about two miles from the place where we found the body. When the landlord showed Patrik the cabin, he had a young blond woman with him who had an Eastern European accent; and it’s safe to assume that the two of them stayed in the cabin together.” Lars looked at Christina to see how she’d react to this. 
 
    She nodded sadly. “Aha. Well, I suppose the woman was this Natalia person.” 
 
    Lars shrugged. “We don’t know for sure. We don’t know her name, but it’s of course a possibility.” 
 
    “How old was she? Not a teenager, I hope.” 
 
    Lars could well imagine why she said this – the Natalia15 password. 
 
    “No, apparently not. The landlord – who was the only person we spoke to who saw her – said that she was in her late twenties. And even if that’s not accurate, for sure she wasn’t a 15 year old. So the number 15 in the password must mean something else.” 
 
    Christina signed resignedly. 
 
    “They rented the cabin for a week,” Lars continued. “And then they just up and left, without notifying the landlord. We presume that the accident occurred at some point during the course of that week.” 
 
    “And how about this Natalia person?” 
 
    “We haven’t found any trace of her.” 
 
    “But why didn’t she report the accident? Perhaps someone could have helped him.” 
 
    “I’m afraid, I have no answer for that.” 
 
    Elin leaned forward. “It’s possible that this woman wasn’t even there when Patrik fell down the slope – because otherwise she might have used the Saab to get back to the cabin. Maybe she was waiting for Patrik back at the cabin, and when he didn’t show, she left. Maybe they...” 
 
    “Yes, but this is pure speculation,” Lars said, cutting her off. Lars didn’t want Elin to engage in too much theorizing. “We simply have to hope that the police will be able to find out more.” 
 
    Christina nodded. “Yes, I suppose that’s how it was. I’ve had the feeling this whole time that something happened to him. I don’t understand what this Natalia person has to do with it, but I’ll try to forget that part, as it does me no good at all,” she said, looking down at the floor. 
 
    Agnes cleared her throat. “Thanks for telling us all that. Hiring these detectives was a smart move, Christina. Who knows how long it would have been before Patrik was found?” 
 
    Christina looked up. “Yes, I really do appreciate your help,” she said. 
 
    Lars got up; Elin did likewise. “We don’t want to keep you any longer. Once again, we’re sorry for your loss. We of course wish we’d had better news for you. We’re sincerely sorry.” 
 
    They took leave of Christina, who remained seated on the couch. Agnes saw them to the door and gave them a friendly wave goodbye. 
 
    It was dark outside as they slowly made their way to the car. 
 
    “Wow,” Elin said, exhaling. “That went a whole lot better than I’d expected. Lucky for us that the police had already done the hardest part.” 
 
    “You can say that again. And her mother being there made it much easier for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was still pretty awkward. I felt at such a loss. I didn’t know what to say that might help her.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, there really isn’t anything that you could have said, unfortunately. She’ll have to get through this on her own. But we need to focus on other things now; I’ll drop you off at home. You should sit down with a nice glass of wine and settle in all cozy with Maja. All of us need to put this behind us and move forward.” 
 
    “Okay I’ll try,” Elin stammered. 
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   Elin’s parents just stared at her. It was out in the open now – now that they knew her secret. She’d been skirting the issue for a while now, but she’d finally come out and said it. For sure, the way she’d told them had been somewhat clumsy – but she was so nervous that she hadn’t been able to come up with anything better. 
 
    “But you used to have boyfriends?” her mother stammered. “That boy in high school – what was his name? Theodor? And then a few years ago there was that sweet blond guy who rode a motorbike. Why on earth would you want to have a romantic relationship with a woman all of a sudden?” 
 
    She’d known that this would happen. She simply had to forge ahead and fill her parents in on the details. 
 
    “Well I wasn’t really sure back then and I wanted to see what being with men was like. But I never felt truly satisfied, I always felt like something was missing. The first time it felt totally right being with someone romantically was when I got together with Maja.” 
 
    “Well maybe you just haven’t met the right man yet.” 
 
    Elin looked over at her father, who had apparently been struck dumb by this revelation. Looking distressed, his glance wandered from his wife to his daughter and back again. 
 
    “Trust me, Mom,” she cried, “That’s really not the problem. I’m blissfully happy with Maja.” 
 
    Her mother shook her head. “Why commit yourself so hastily? Maybe this is just a passing phase, and in a few months you’ll want to date men again.” 
 
    “Mom, I’ve been with Maja for two years already, and we plan to grow old together.” 
 
    Her mother shot her a scandalized look. “You mean it’s been going on for this long? And you’re only telling us now?” 
 
    Elin turned beet red. “Yes, I wanted to be totally sure before I told you... And frankly, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to having this conversation with you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Her mother turned toward her husband. “For god’s sake, say something, Hans!” 
 
    Hans leaned back, swallowed twice, looked at Elin’s mother, and then at Elin. “What am I supposed to say? This is a pretty big surprise. Though I must say I often find myself wondering why you haven’t introduced us to a new boyfriend for quite some time. But I figured you were so busy with your work that you didn’t have time to look for someone.” He cleared his throat. “I’m quite fond of Maja, actually, but I need to get used to the fact that she’s – how can I put it – so important to you. After all, it’s your life, Elin, and only you can know what’s best for you.” 
 
    “I really appreciate that, Dad.” Elin looked at him gratefully. She’d known that he’d be more accepting than her mother. “I do indeed know what’s good for me. And that’s Maja.” 
 
    Her mother stood up. “I need time to get used to this. Believe me, it’s not something that’s easy to swallow. Not in the least. I’ll clear the table now.” She looked as though she were about to burst into tears as she went about stacking the plates and cups on a tray. It occurred to Elin that she should perhaps give her mother a big hug – but she decided against it. She watched her mother go into the kitchen with the tray. This hadn’t gone at all well. She could only hope that her mother would eventually accept the situation. 
 
      
 
    An hour later her father pulled into the parking lot at the Uppsala train station. 
 
    Elin leaned over the handbrake and hugged him. “Thanks for being so understanding.” 
 
    He pressed her to him and kissed her on the cheek. “You know, Elin, no matter what you do and no matter who you live with, you’ll always be my daughter and I’ll always love you and be there for you.” 
 
    Elin was deeply moved. Her dad had never said anything like this to her, as he was someone who wasn’t in the habit of expressing emotion. “I love you too, Dad.” 
 
    He drew back from her a bit and looked her in the eyes. “Your mother needs to process all this, but I’m sure she’ll come around eventually. She loves you every bit as much as I do and only wants what’s best for you. She’s just worried that things might be harder for you than if you were in a relationship with a man. You know, social acceptance and all that. And then there’s the matter of grandchildren. Your mother was of course counting on you for that.” 
 
    Elin shook her head; she hadn’t seen this coming. She swallowed and said, “Well that’s not an issue right now – but it’s also well within the realm of possibility nowadays.” 
 
    Her father nodded. “Yeah, with a sperm donor. I mentioned this to your mother too, but it doesn’t jibe with her idea of what a traditional family should be like.” 
 
    “How about you – what do you think it should be like?” 
 
    “Well for me, having grandkids maybe isn’t quite as important as it is for your mother – though I must say I’d be more than happy to have some. But then again, it’s kind of hard for me to wrap my mind around a kid having two mothers – but I’m sure I’ll get used to it eventually.” He gave her an encouraging nod. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. I hope Mom will too. Though when we were saying goodbye, she acted like I wasn’t even part of her life anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll work out. I’ll help her to accept the situation, and for sure we’re going to be discussing this at length.” 
 
    Elin hugged him again, they said goodbye, and she got out of the car. She waved to him as he drove out of the parking lot. Then she went into the train station. Elin was relieved that this particular encounter with her parents was behind her now; but the fact that her mother had such difficulty accepting the situation made her sad too. She fervently hoped that her mother would come around eventually, because if her being a lesbian was going to permanently damage her relationship with her mother, that would make her very sad. This is precisely what she’d feared. But now there was no turning back either. 
 
    She’d wait to call Maja until she was on the train. She, at least, would be happy that Elin had come out to her parents. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Elin looked up when Lars came into the office. 
 
    “God morgon,” he said. 
 
    “A good morning to you too. So how’s the Patrik investigation going?” 
 
    “Whatever are you talking about? The case is closed.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there are still a bunch of unanswered questions. Actually, I thought I might try again to determine whether there was a second cell phone in that rented cabin.” Elin had tried this once before, at Sörbygården B&B in Brunflo, the day before Patrik’s body was found. But on that occasion, she hadn’t wanted to use the hotel’s network, and to avoid this had created a hotspot for her laptop using her smartphone. But unfortunately, the mobile network wasn’t stable enough. After she had twice established a connection via multiple proxy servers in order to disguise her IP address, she’d had to abort her hacking attempt when the connections failed briefly. But given that this wouldn’t happen with the office internet connection, she’d decided to take another stab at it today. 
 
    “Please let it go for now, okay? We don’t need to take any further risks; this is a task for the police, not us.” 
 
    “Do you really think they’re going to delve into it that deeply? I had the distinct impression that they weren’t the least bit interested in the phone data.” 
 
    “Well, be this as it may, this is now a cold case that lies within the purview of the police. Our remit was to find Patrik, and we did that – so as far as we’re concerned, the case is solved –over and done with.” 
 
    Elin didn’t like this a bit. She really wanted to know what had happened there. And she was particularly interested in talking to this Natalia person. 
 
    “What about Natalia? We could certainly try to track her down, don’t you think?” 
 
    Lars sat down on a chair next to Elin’s desk and gave her a serious look. 
 
    “Look here, Elin. The case is closed. We have not been asked to look for Natalia. The case was about Patrik, and Patrik alone. And we found him, he was dead – and sorry, that’s it, end of story. Tobias is drawing up Christina’s final invoice, and that’ll be that. We shall be taking no further action of any kind on this case. That includes you. Got it?” 
 
    Elin nodded reluctantly. She’d never liked this aspect of detective work. In her last case, which she’d realized on her own, she hadn’t been happy with the outcome either and had continued to investigate, even after the case was closed. She’d of course done this on her own dime – but she’d managed to solve the case, and hopefully the perpetrators were going to get a nice long prison sentence. Admittedly, the effort had nearly been a disaster because she’d done everything on her own. But nonetheless, she was really happy with the outcome, and didn’t regret in the least the minor injuries she’d incurred during the investigation. But Patrik’s case was different. There was no helping him now, and she could understand why Christina very likely didn’t want to know more about this Natalia person. But she had the feeling that when it came to the events in Norrland, something was hinkey. She realized that the agency wouldn’t generate any income by continuing with the investigation, but her own personal curiosity wasn’t at all slaked. 
 
    “Look, Elin, I can see that you’d like to keep digging, but you really need to let this one go. We’re going to be turning our attention to other cases now. Can I count on you to do as I ask?” 
 
    Elin nodded again – what else could she do? “Okay, fine. Message received. What new cases do we have?” 
 
    “We’ve been asked by a company to investigate a number of employees, one of whom the company suspects of embezzlement. I’ll e-mail you the case documents.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll have a look at them. Exactly what do you want me to do with them?” 
 
    “Check out the suspects. Whatever you can find about them online.” 
 
    “You mean only the public parts of the internet, or the illicit ones as well?” she said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Just the public parts please, for now. Then we’ll look over what you find and decide which people we need to take a closer look at.” 
 
    Lars got up and left. Elin was glad to have a new case to sink her teeth into – particularly as she was now being treated like a full fledged detective. This was a new feeling for her, and a good one. And yet, something was playing havoc with her peace of mind – namely the whole thing with Patrik and Natalia. Oh well, she’d try to disregard this uneasy feeling and focus on the new case – the operant term here being “try.” 
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   Two parallel lines, no doubt about it. She stared at the stick’s little window. This couldn’t possibly be true. Though she’d kind of suspected it. The first time she missed her period she hadn’t given it much thought– it can happen after all, and she’d been under a lot of stress lately. But when she’d missed a second period this week, despite her having stopped the pill, she had a bad feeling. And when she woke up this morning feeling nauseous, she’d decided to buy a pregnancy test. 
 
    Positive. When had this happened? It must have been the day they’d eaten at an Indian restaurant and she’d gotten the runs from it. But it hadn’t been all that bad, had it? In any case, the next day, Patrik had come over and they’d had sex. That must have been when she got pregnant. 
 
    She looked at herself in the mirror. What should she do? Get an abortion? Would she able to keep the whole thing secret from Stanislov? Well, the good news was that she probably didn’t have to start taking the pill again. Jesus Christ, couldn’t life cut her a break for once? But right now, she needed to deep-six this pregnancy test. She absolutely did not want Stanislov to find it or know anything about her pregnancy – at least not for the moment. First, she needed to figure out what she planned to do. In a little while she’d take the pregnancy test with her and throw it away somewhere. 
 
    But what on earth was she going to do? 
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    “But what do you think happened” Liv asked Christina. 
 
    “I think he was murdered,” Liv said, furrowing her brow. “But I take it the police don’t think so.” “Right, they’ve closed the case. They concluded it was an accident or suicide.” 
 
    “I see. Do you have any concrete reasons for your suspicion?” Liv asked, an excited look on her face. They were eating at Sturehof, at a table under an awning. This was probably going to be one of the last days when you could sit outside – and only thanks to the infrared heaters that were arrayed on the terrace. The hustle and bustle was hefty in Stureplan, the square in front of the restaurant. It was lunchtime and loads of people had left their workplaces in order to grab a quick lunch or do an errand. In the middle of the square there was a large mushroom-shaped concrete gazebo that people could stand under; currently a group of teenagers was occupying it. Liv was spending two days in Stockholm in order to attend her company’s board meeting. Christina had asked Liv if they could meet up, but the only time slot Liv had available was during lunch. As the meeting was being held at the IVA Conference Center, which was right near Stureplan, they’d decided to have lunch at Sturehof. 
 
    Christina leaned forward. She was dressed all in green today, including a linen wrap, which she was rarely without; this one was in a soft shade of green, emblazoned with red branches. “It just doesn’t make sense. Patrik clearly made elaborate preparations to build a new life for himself. I’ve now gotten access to his bank statements. Before he left, he transferred all of his savings, amounting to millions of kronor, to foreign accounts – so his bank can neither trace the funds nor retrieve them. Plus, he left his phone at work and evidently bought himself a new one. He also took his passport and ID card with him. And apparently, he’d been having an affair with a younger woman for quite some time and took her with him to this cabin in Norrland. People who do all this simply don’t kill themselves – which is why I’ve ruled out suicide. And as for the accident scenario: why didn’t the woman come to his aid if he had an accident? Or at least call an ambulance. No, I think she set him up. And now she’s squandering all his money.” 
 
    “So you think the gal pushed him off the cliff?” 
 
    “Either that, or she left him in the lurch when he slipped and went tumbling down. Whatever happened, one thing’s for sure: it all worked out well for her.” 
 
    “So now you want to try to get the money back?” 
 
    Christina shook her head. “No it’s not about the money. I have enough for my needs. But I’d like to find out what happened. And I’d like to see this woman brought to justice. Despite the pain I feel at Patrik leaving me, I still think it was really naive of him to trust this woman. And just because he didn't want to live with me any longer – which, by the way, I regard as a spur of the moment thing, a passing phase that he would certainly have come to regret – doesn't change anything about my feelings towards him. I still love him, and I miss him. I want to know what led up to his death. I owe it to myself,” Christina said, looking hard at Liv, almost defiantly. 
 
    Liv was impressed by Christina’s determination. Most women in her situation would probably have just written Patrik off and felt sorry for themselves, rather than delving deeper into the circumstances surrounding their husband’s demise. 
 
    Liv waved away the cigarette smoke that was coming from two men who were smoking at the table next to them – and of course the smoke wafted in their direction. Lots of people smoked in Berlin, but in Stockholm you rarely saw people puffing away. She looked over at the two men, who didn’t look very Swedish, so they were probably either tourists or naturalized foreigners. 
 
    She thought back to the situation she’d been in almost a year ago. Her husband had had her kidnapped and then died in a trap of his own making. She hadn't shed any tears over him and if it hadn’t been for her daughter being kidnapped, wouldn’t have wanted to find out more about what happened to him. This event had spurred her on much more than what had happened to her personally. 
 
    “So what’s your next move? It’s been quite a while hasn’t it? How long has it been since he died? Three months?” 
 
    “Right,” Christina said, nodding and taking a sip of her spring water. “Well I was thinking of enlisting the aid of Lars and Elin again. Do you think I should?” 
 
    Liv didn’t need to reflect for very long. “I think it’s an excellent idea. They’re both really good, plus they already know the ins and outs of the case. If there’s anything to be discovered, they’ll find it. Elin especially is like a dog who gets hold of a bone and won’t let go.” It was Elin who’d identified the man who kidnapped Liv’s daughter, without having been hired to do so. At first Liv was kind of miffed that Elin had decided to go it alone – but then she had to admit that Elin had done the right thing. And that she’d gone about it very intelligently. 
 
    “Okay then, I’ll make an appointment to see them. Thanks for your advice.” 
 
    Liv looked at her thoughtfully. "Yeah, but I wonder, what are you going to do if you find out that he was murdered, and you find his killers?” 
 
    Christina shrugged. “I have no idea. But anyway, we’re not there yet, because nothing’s been found thus far. And then you have to be really sure that what you’ve uncovered is true; plus, you need airtight evidence, in order to bring the matter to the police or the prosecutor. What matters most to me is getting a mental picture of what actually happened in Norrland. Living with this uncertainty is driving me nuts. All I can do is speculate. If it turns out that it was definitely an accident, then I’ll accept that. Then at least I can put the whole thing behind me. See what I mean?” 
 
    “Absolutely. So I think you should go ahead and put Lars and Elin back on the case. And maybe you can keep me updated about what they find. I’m really interested.” 
 
    “For sure, Liv. Talking with you always does me a world of good. Plus you’re the only person who knows all the details. I’ll give you a call as soon as I have anything of interest to report.” 
 
    “Awesome. But I really need to fly now, otherwise I’ll be late to the meeting.” Liv reached into her purse for her wallet. 
 
    Christina made a dismissive gesture. “No, please, it’s my treat.” 
 
    “Really? Thanks.” Liv stood up. 
 
    The two women said goodbye to each other and Liv left the restaurant. She hoped, for Christina’s sake, that the investigation would turn up something useful – because for her friend, this was no laughing matter. She turned around and gave Christina an encouraging wave. She then walked quickly toward the IVA Conference Center. 
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   Elin climbed the steps leading to the courthouse. She felt disenchanted with life – and particularly with her life, where nothing at all seemed to be going right. Why couldn’t the judges and lay assessors have simply given all of the defendants life, as the prosecutor had requested? It was crystal clear to Elin that the four of them had killed the little girl together. And they would have done the same to Ebba if Elin hadn’t intervened. This fucking lawyer was too smart for his own good. None of the four defendants had admitted anything, and each of them had claimed that one of the others must have murdered the little girl. They claimed that they hadn’t discussed anything with each other and that the little girl simply vanished one day. One of the defendants had even said that he thought the little girl had been let go. Since there was no hard evidence that any of the defendants had participated in the killing – and because under Swedish law there’s no such thing as collective guilt and thus only individuals can be convicted of committing a crime – the defendants were acquitted on the murder charge. And of course the bastards had also contested the allegation that they intended to murder Elin, and said that they were just trying to intimidate her. And so the judges and lay assessors had only found the defendants guilty of kidnapping, aggravated sexual assault and assaulting a minor – charges that no one could have contested, as there were countless videos, one of which had even been played in the courtroom. Three of the defendants had gotten 15 years, and the leader of the group had been sentenced to 18. But Elin wasn’t at all happy with this outcome. Life sentences would have been far preferable – even though she knew that most life sentences are eventually commuted. What bothered her was the symbolism of it all: these defendants deserved the most severe penalty allowed by law. The prosecutor had mentioned that he might appeal the verdict, but Elin had the impression that he had just said this to assuage Ebba’s parents, who were totally shattered. 
 
    Nor were there any other bright spots in her life at the moment. She’d gone to see her parents with Maja over the weekend, but the visit hadn’t gone at all well. At first, she was glad that her parents had invited her and Maja over – particularly since her mother’s phone call came from out of the blue after a week of radio silence. 
 
    Her mother had called to announce that she now wanted Maja to be part of the family and would like to invite the two of them over for dinner to celebrate this event. Upon hearing this news Maja had merely said, “See I told you so” – as if to imply that Elin’s fears about coming out to her parents had been exaggerated. 
 
    The two women had been in high spirits during the drive to Uppsala, and everything had gone smoothly at first. Her parents had given Maja a big hug and had proposed a toast in which they welcomed Maja to their home as their daughter’s partner. But Elin hadn’t been totally convinced by all this, as she had the impression that her mother was just putting on an act. And unfortunately, this impression turned out to be all too accurate. When, after dinner, Elin put her arms around Maja and kissed her on the mouth, her mother was at first shocked, then burst into tears – and then began sobbing uncontrollably before retreating to the kitchen. All of her father’s efforts to assuage her mother had been fruitless, and the evening was over. She and Maja were crestfallen on the drive home. Maja felt extremely insulted and took what had happened personally. 
 
    And now Elin not only had a problem with her mother, but also had to deal with Maja still being upset and not wanting to even discuss what had happened. But what could Elin have done? She’d known from the get-go that this wouldn’t go down well with her mother. What could she do about that? The only person she could really talk to was her father. He seemed to totally accept the fact that Maja was Elin’s partner – in fact it almost seemed that he was pleased to have acquired such a nice “daughter-in-law.” He did his best to try to smooth things over and kept trying to get her mother to change her attitude. And the very next day he’d even called Elin and offered to come by her apartment by himself, but Maja wouldn’t hear of it. The whole thing was a giant disaster and Elin was truly sorry that she’d ever come out to her parents. 
 
    Nor was there anything work-wise that could lift her spirits. Yes, she was a full-fledged private detective now, and she of course noticed the big jump in her salary at the end of the month; but currently there was nothing but monotonous surveillance tasks that she didn’t find in the least satisfying. What she wanted most of all was a case that she could really sink her teeth into, a case that would challenge her, a case that would involve travel – anywhere, she didn’t care where, as long as it took her away from the problems with her mother, away from the trial, which had stirred everything up again and whose verdict she’d found totally unsatisfactory. But unfortunately, no such case was currently on the horizon. 
 
    She thought about what she ought to do. It was just after three. They didn’t need her any more today at the office, and Maja was at her studio, so she had the whole afternoon to herself. She needed to do something that would lighten her mood. Aha, she thought, I’ll go shopping. I need some new clothes anyway, plus I’ve got money to spend, so why not? She could simply hop on the subway and go two stops to NK or Gallerian, where she was sure she’d find something great. Or maybe she could make a quick appointment at the beauty salon or the cosmetician’s – that would be nice too. Something like this would in any case take her mind off her troubles, that was for sure. She turned right and headed toward the Rådhuset subway station. 
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    Elin was having a manicure when suddenly her phone rang. The cosmetician was working on her right hand, so she grabbed her phone with her left hand, saw Lars’s name on the display, and picked up. 
 
    “Hi Lars.” 
 
    „Hej, Elin. Is court over with? Or maybe this isn’t a good time.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. No more court today.” 
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
    “Not as I’d hoped. None of those bastards got life. They were acquitted on the murder charge.” 
 
    “But they did get jail time, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah, 15 years, and the leader got 18.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good.” 
 
    “You think so? I think those sentences are too light.” 
 
    “I’ve only been following the trial in the papers, but as I see it there was no hard evidence proving who actually killed the girl. Assuming of course it was in fact one of the four defendants.” 
 
    “The judges saw it that way too. But the prosecutor had raised our hopes that his case was strong enough to send them away for life .” 
 
    “Yeah well, prosecutors always ask for the maximum sentence, but you can’t really expect that they get it every time.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel much better, to tell you the truth. The whole thing’s unfair. Most of the time, convicted felons only serve two-thirds of their sentence – which means three of those guys will be released in ten years and can go right back to a life of crime if they feel like it.” 
 
    “Yeah but actually, not everyone is released early – plus convicts have to meet certain requirements in order to be put on probation. I see your point, though. When it comes to such heinous crimes, it’s pretty much impossible to be happy with the verdict. No punishment seems to fit the crime. How’s Ebba doing, by the way?” 
 
    “Improving steadily. You can have an almost normal conversation with her now, and she even laughs once in a while. But of course she’s nothing like the cheerful little girl that she was before the kidnapping. Plus she’s only willing to leave the house with me or her parents. There’s no question of her going to school on her own.” 
 
    “Well that sounds pretty positive. She’s making good progress and the rest will come in time.” 
 
    “I sure hope so.” Elin saw that the cosmetician was signaling to her. 
 
    “Was there anything else, Lars? I’m having a manicure and the manicurist needs my other hand.” 
 
    “Oh I see. Yeah, I wanted to know if you’ve got some time today. Christina would like to meet with us to discuss giving us a follow-up assignment.” 
 
    Suddenly, Elin was totally alert. This sounded really promising, since in any case she’d wanted to find out more about what had happened to Patrik. Plus this involved real sleuthing. 
 
    “Is the earth round? Of course I want to meet with her. What exactly does she want?” 
 
    “Curiosity killed the cat, you know. I’ll fill you in on the details later. I’ll pick you up at around 6, okay?” 
 
    “Great, see you then.” Elin hung up, put the phone away, and extended her left hand to the cosmetician She felt energized again – the news about the new job from Christina had filled her with fresh enthusiasm. 
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   So here they were, back on Christina’s living room couch, with Patrik’s bank statements spread out on the coffee table in front of them. 
 
    “Which is why I now seriously doubt whether Patrik’s death was an accident,” Christina said, giving them a challenging look. She appeared to be expecting them to contradict her. 
 
    However, Lars thought it best not to do so, because he really wanted Christina to hire them. “Well we had our doubts too, from the outset. Attributing his death to an accident seemed too pat to us.” Lars saw that Elin nodded vehemently. “And the business with the disappearing money cast the whole thing in an even iffier light.” 
 
    Christina seemed to be relieved. “So do you think you’ll be able to shed some light on the circumstances surrounding his death?” 
 
    “Well we’ll find something, that’s for sure, but we can’t of course guarantee you that we’ll definitely be able to get to the bottom of this. Nor can we guarantee that whatever we do find will be to your liking. It might turn out that it was an accident after all and that the lady in question left for other reasons.” 
 
    “I see. But, as I said, I’d in any case like to find out who this woman is – the one you believe is called Natalia.’ 
 
    “We’ll do our best,” Elin said. “I’m positive that we’ll be able to find her phone number, just as we did with Patrik’s new number – and that number might lead us to her.” 
 
    “But of course we can’t be absolutely sure – but as I said, we’ll do our best.” Lars winked at Elin, who rolled her eyes. 
 
    “However, before proceeding, we will need to talk to our boss, as this is an unusual case. As far as I know, our agency has never investigated a murder before, so we need his go-ahead.” 
 
    “Of course,” Christina said understandingly. “When do you think I might be hearing from you?” 
 
    “Well,” Lars said, “I plan to talk to him about the case the minute we get back to the office – assuming he’s there. But I’m sure I’ll be able to convince him to let us take the case. And then I’ll send you the contract right away.” Lars, however, wasn’t so sure. Tobias tended to be quite cautious when it came to accepting exotic cases – but what else could Lars say to a client under the circumstances? 
 
    After Elin gathered up the bank statements, they stood up and bid Christina goodbye. 
 
    “At long last, an interesting case,” Elin said gleefully. “You don’t think Tobias is going to hit the ceiling?” 
 
    “Well, you never know with him. But I’ll do everything within my power to ensure that we get the case. I promise.” 
 
    They got into Lars’s Volvo and got on the highway heading south, which brought them to their office in the Södermalm neighborhood. As traffic was still pretty light, they’d arrive in about 40 minutes. 
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    “A homicide?” Tobias said, looking at Lars incredulously. 
 
    Lars nodded. 
 
    “Surely you must be joking. You’d like to investigate a homicide?” 
 
    Lars held Tobias’s gaze. He had no intention of giving in. “Yeah that’s right – just like I did when I was a cop”. 
 
    “Oh is that a fact? I hadn’t known that you were a member of the homicide squad,” Tobias said sarcastically. 
 
    “Well, as you know, I wasn’t. But on a number of occasions I was part of the team that investigated homicides.” 
 
    Tobias shook his head. “But do the police think that Patrik’s death was a suicide?” 
 
    “Either that or an accident.” 
 
    Tobias gave him a penetrating look. “And you think you can prove the opposite?” 
 
    “Look, Tobias, I don’t know what your problem is. But the fact is that the client asked us to find her husband. Which we did, but unfortunately, he had already kicked the bucket. There are plenty of indications that his death was in fact either an accident or suicide, but the client isn’t buying it – and to tell you the truth Elin and I don’t either. Which is why the client wants to dig around some more and see what we can come up with. If we can find evidence that it was a homicide and perhaps even find some clues that might help find the murderer, she’ll be pleased as punch. If we don’t succeed, we at least will have tried – and she’s well aware that there’s no guarantee that we will in fact succeed.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Tobias said combatively. “But face it, Lars, homicide really isn’t in our wheelhouse. I simply don’t understand why you and Elin always come to me with these exotic cases. Kidnapping, child abuse – and now homicide.” 
 
    Lars leaned forward. “Look, Tobias. You really have no grounds for complaint. Each of those cases has earned us a pile of moolah – plus we got a lot of good media attention that attracted new clients. I realize that the agency is doing super well and that we’re up to our ears in cases.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Tobias admitted. 
 
    “And whenever problems have arisen, Elin and I have had to deal with the consequences. Or were you in the hospital or something? Or were you maybe testifying in court? It seems to me the time has come for us to discuss giving us a commission. Because after all, it’s because of Elin and me that you got all these cases, and you’ve spent next to nothing on marketing.” 
 
    Tobias put up his hands. “Give it a rest, Lars, okay? We’ll discuss this some other time. And you can go ahead with Christina’s case. Get to the bottom of this murder, for god’s sake!” 
 
    Lars had to smile to himself. Tobias hadn’t been at all pleased when he mentioned a commission – but he wasn’t about to let Tobias off the hook that easily. “Okay, thanks. Once we’ve closed this case, we’ll need to sit down and discuss the possibility of our getting commissions for future cases that I bring into the agency.” 
 
    Tobias turned around in his chair. “We’ll have to see about that.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, that’s unacceptable. We will definitely be having a discussion about commissions, or else this will be the last case I bring into the agency.” 
 
    Tobias looked at him. Evidently, he had now understood that Lars was really serious about commissions. “Okay. But only for you, not Elin.” 
 
    “And why not, may I ask?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Lars. Elin hasn’t been with us all that long, nor does she have nearly as much experience as you do. Plus, last summer she failed to prove her loyalty, in that she took on that child abuse case on her own instead of bringing it into the agency. She should be grateful that she’s still even working here. And as a full-fledged private detective, no less.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Tobias was in the right, and Lars couldn’t really counter his arguments. He decided it would be best if he and Elin worked this out between them, however: if she had a new case, Lars could bring it into the agency, collect the commission and split it with her – and Tobias needn’t be any the wiser. 
 
    He nodded. “Okay, I get it. So are we on the same page now? Though frankly I doubt that I’ll accept a small commission.” 
 
    “No worries, Lars. If we do this, we’re going to do it right. It’ll be ten percent or more. Let’s shake on it.” 
 
    Lars was quite pleased with himself, as he had just won two arguments with Tobias and left Tobias’s office with a smile on his face. He hadn’t thought he’d be able to make such good headway with Tobias. Now that he’d done so well for himself, he was looking forward to a calm evening and to celebrating his success with Lisa. 
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    But as it turned out, the evening didn’t go at all as Lars had planned. Lisa was in a foul mood when he came home. She kept bitching about everything, including to the kids, which wasn’t something she normally did. Lars had helped make dinner and with the household chores and had pretty much ignored her biting commentary. He’d gingerly asked her what was the matter but she’d merely said that she had a headache. 
 
    Once the children had gone to bed, Lisa seemed somewhat less tense, and Lars thought that this was the right time to tell her the good news. 
 
    “Is your headache better? I was thinking about opening a bottle of champagne,” he said. Lars had already seen to it that there was a bottle of bubbly in the fridge and that it was at the right temperature. “We have something to celebrate.” 
 
    “How come? What exactly?” Lisa asked, giving him a questioning look. 
 
    “I made a deal with Tobias that whenever I bring cases into the agency, I’ll get a commission.” Lars squared his shoulders proudly, though Lisa didn’t seem to be particularly impressed. 
 
    “What kind of cases would you be bringing into the agency?” 
 
    “Well you know how it’s gone down with cases that have originated with Martin and Liv – and now from their friend. Elin and I brought those cases into the agency but were never compensated for doing so. It’ll be different from now on, though.” 
 
    Lisa nodded and stared straight ahead. Were her thoughts perhaps elsewhere? 
 
    “So what do you think? Want some champagne?” 
 
    Lisa said nothing and continued staring into space. Lars began feeling uneasy and was about to repeat his question, when she slowly turned toward him and looked at him with ice-cold eyes. “I see no reason to celebrate.” 
 
    Lars was astounded. “How come? This means more money for us, and it’s a first step toward my becoming a partner in the agency. That’s good news, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Lars, you know perfectly well that I hate these cases that you do with Elin. Every time, I sit here and tremble in fear for your safety. Not to mention the various times you’ve ended up in the hospital.” 
 
    So that was the problem. Lars had hoped that Lisa would have calmed down somewhat after his trip to Norrland. 
 
    “But Lisa, everything went super smoothly during this last case. Elin and I spent two days in Östersund and nothing untoward happened, nothing at all.” 
 
    “Well I wouldn’t say that – after all you did find a corpse.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that was no fun, of course, but at no point were we in any danger. And we both came home safe and sound, no injuries at all, not so much as a scratch.” 
 
    “Yes, but it might well have unfolded differently. If you’d gotten there sooner, it would have been dangerous for sure.” 
 
    “Lisa, that’s simply untrue. Christina’s husband was clearly already dead long before Christina even hired us to investigate his disappearance.” 
 
    “Well, now you’re just splitting hairs. You know exactly what I mean.” 
 
    Lars shook his head. “Well actually, to tell you the truth, I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re simply inventing a dangerous situation out of whole cloth – a situation that couldn’t possibly have occurred.” 
 
    Lisa stood up and with her arms akimbo. “I’m inventing something, huh? Really? How about a fractured collarbone? Burns? Being shot at? Getting into fistfights with knife-wielding men? Did I by any chance invent all that too?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that happened in past cases.” 
 
    “Exactly, and now you expect me feel all merry about the fact that you’re now going to be able to accept even more cases that are fraught with danger? And with Elin each time? Lars, I simply do not understand you. You resigned from the police force because you were shot in the knee. So why are you looking for danger all over again? Do you want to get injured again?” 
 
    “Lisa...” 
 
    “No, Lars, not with me. I’m sick and tired of having to worry about your safety all the time. If you want to live like this, be my guest. But you’ll need to live this way without me.” 
 
    She turned around and headed for the kitchen. Lars jumped off the couch. What the hell was going on with her? He hadn’t seen this coming at all. 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Lisa – that you want to leave me?” he called after her. 
 
    “If need be, yes,” she said, as she began walking upstairs. Lars watched her, speechless, and heard the bedroom door slam. He simply couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t be serious about this, could she? In any case, this was clearly not the right time to thrash this out; it was best to give her a few days to calm down. Then over the weekend he’d sit down with her and discuss the matter calmly. 
 
    Lars sat back down on the couch. He was no longer in the mood for champagne, and his ebullience about his success at work had evaporated. Whisky – that’s what he needed instead. He got the bottle and a glass. Then he turned on the TV. He needed to distract himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    21 
 
   Elin was staring at the computer screen; the volume of data displayed there was simply overwhelming. This was like looking for a needle in a haystack. She’d thought that finding Natalia’s phone number would be a piece of cake. She’d presumed that Patrik had called Natalia frequently using his second phone. But this was not at all the case. Patrik had hardly used that phone at all and Elin could clearly identify the few numbers that he had dialed – including the phone number of Klas, the cabin’s landlord. That was the last call he’d made with this phone. She surmised that Patrik and Natalia had communicated with each other using chat software, which was impossible to track. So the only remaining option was to use triangulation to identify the number. She’d assumed that it would be easy to find a second phone number that was simultaneously logged in at the cabin and that was also located in close proximity to Stockholm or Täby. But this surmise had turned out to be dead wrong. Unfortunately, triangulation wasn’t an option, since for precise localization the number in question must be logged into three different cell phone towers – and only one was accessible near the cabin in Norrland. Plus, this tower had a range of about 13 miles, and so in early July a great many phones were logged onto this network. Which meant that Elin had hundreds of phone numbers in Norrland that she needed to check against an equally gargantuan list of numbers in Stockholm and Täby. Performing this task was strenuous and time consuming – and totally boring into the bargain. 
 
    So she decided to give Carl a call in the hope that he’d be able to suggest a workaround. 
 
    Carl picked up right away, and after they said hello to each other, Elin explained the situation to him. 
 
    “Do you think you might be able to suggest a solution?” she asked. 
 
    “Gosh, I don’t know.” 
 
    Carl wasn’t being as helpful as he usually was. Was he having a bad day? Or was this problem really new to him? 
 
    “Well, look,” Elin said. “You guys must have been confronted with this sort of thing before. How did you deal with it?” 
 
    Silence on the other end. Elin was just about to ask Carl if he was still there when he said, “Could be. Can I call you back in a few minutes?” And then the line went dead. 
 
    What the hell’s wrong with him, Elin wondered to herself. Did I maybe call him at an inopportune moment? But if that were the case, he at least could have said so. So she had no choice but to wait for him to call back. She checked her Facebook Messenger, having already sent Maja a good-morning greeting with an emoji depicting a person basking in the sun. But apparently Maja hadn’t seen this message yet. She’d still been asleep when Elin left the apartment for work this morning, but as it was already 11 a.m. she surely must be awake by know. Maja was still in a foul mood, and Elin had decided that she absolutely must talk to her over the weekend. At the very least, she wanted to talk to Maja about whatever it was that was bothering her. And if Elin could do anything to help, she would of course do so; but she couldn’t do anything about her mother, if that was still the problem. 
 
    Elin’s phone rang. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Elin, it’s Carl.” She could hear traffic noise in the background; was Carl standing on a street somewhere? 
 
    “So can you talk now?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. You know, I can definitely help you analyze those phone numbers.” 
 
    “Awesome.” But why hadn’t he said so in the first place? 
 
    “The only problem, though, is that I’d need to use my own software.” 
 
    “And...?” She didn’t give a rat’s ass who’d made the tool, just as long as it worked. 
 
    “Well that means the transaction wouldn’t be done through your agency.” 
 
    So that’s what he was getting at. “I see. So what do you suggest we do?” 
 
    “Well, you’d have to pay me directly.” 
 
    “Well that’s really not a problem, Carl. But if you want to be paid under the table, I wouldn’t get an invoice – which would make it problematic to post the expenditure in our accounting system.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t need to be paid illicitly, you’d definitely get an invoice. I have my own company now.” 
 
    “Well that would be just fine, then. How much would you charge?” 
 
    “Five thousand.” 
 
    Elin swallowed – she hadn’t seen that coming. “Well that’s kind of steep, you know. I’m pretty sure it’s not going to take you more than ten minutes to import and analyze the data.” 
 
    “Yeah, but developing that software was a ton of work. So I need to be compensated for all the time I put in. It’s like a licensing fee.” 
 
    Elin hesitated. This was no piddling amount that Carl was asking for. And shouldn’t she first discuss the matter with Tobias, or at least with Lars? But she desperately needed Carl’s help, otherwise she’d never be able to analyze the data. 
 
    “Okay, I see your point,” she said slowly. “So I’ll pay you the five thousand – but you’ve really got to be quick.” 
 
    “Absolutely. If you send me the data now, you’ll have the results after lunch. I’ll e-mail you from my own account and then you can send me the data and confirm the order and the fee. Okay?” 
 
    “That’s fine. Let’s do that.” She felt kind of uneasy about placing this order with Carl without consulting anyone else about it first. “So how will this play out in the future? Will you be doing some of the work for us via your own company?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure yet. I might just quit my current job so that I can focus on my own company. But I haven’t completely made up my mind yet. And it’s not official yet either. So if you could keep this to yourself, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Absolutely. I’ll send you the file as soon as I receive your e-mail.” 
 
    They said goodbye to each other. Elin shook her head inwardly. Carl invariably had a surprise up his sleeve. If he really was serious about this new company of his and if she would need to go see him at his apartment or in an office, the place would undoubtedly look even worse than his current office did. Just thinking about it gave her the willies. 
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    Elin pointed to the phone numbers that she’d marked with a yellow highlighter on two lists. Lars looked at them eagerly. 
 
    “This number was in each case logged in to the same tower as Patrik’s number. At the Huvudsta subway station here in Stockholm, both numbers are in the same segment according to the triangulation. I’ll bet that this Natalia person lives somewhere around here, in an apartment where Patrik visited her. I checked, and Patrik was in fact here at least twice a week over a period of several months. And this number that I believe is Natalia’s was in this same location every day, mainly in the evening and at night.” 
 
    “Is that the only number that appears concurrently with Patrik’s at this location?” Lars said, looking dubious. 
 
    “Well no, of course not. But this number also shows up along with Patrik’s in Norrland. I can’t triangulate there, though, because only one tower is accessible from the cabin they rented. Which is why I have such a long list for that location – half of Östersund is logged on to this tower. But this number’s the only one that appears on the list in both Stockholm and Norrland at the relevant points in time. That’s how I was able to identify them.” 
 
    “Wow, how’d you do that? Did you go through the numbers one by one?” Lars gave her a doubtful look. 
 
    “Yeah, well I had some help.” Elin was being cagey because she felt insecure about broaching this subject. “Well, as it turns out, Carl has a little software tool. But as it also turns out, it wasn’t cheap.” 
 
    “That’s okay, it’s part of our expenses.” 
 
    Elin breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “That’s terrific,” Lars said. “What are we going to do with this number? Do we know where the phone is located?” 
 
    “Well, yes and no. The number’s been deactivated since this past 5 July – I suppose because Natalia removed the SIM card. Timewise this is consistent with the week during which Patrik rented the cabin and could be the day of the accident.” 
 
    “I see. But what’s the deal with the yes and no – I only understand the no part.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve gone a bit further. As you can see here in the list, you can actually glean additional information about the number. Not only where it was located, and which conversations were held, but also the identity of the actual phone that the SIM card was in. You can also see the make of the phone here – in this case a Samsung Galaxy S7 – and the so-called IMEI number, which is the ID number for this phone.” Elin paused to see if Lars was following, and when he nodded, she continued with her explanation. “You can use this number to search for new activity. And as you can see here, this phone was used a few days later in Jönköping, with a new SIM card.” Elin pulled two additional lists out of her pile of papers and pointed to the marked phone number. “But interestingly, the activity occurred only from early July to early September and then abruptly stopped. And now that same phone’s using a different SIM card again and has been logged on in Göteborg ever since.” 
 
    “The lady does get around, doesn’t she?” Lars interjected. 
 
    “Seems like it,” Elin said, nodding. “The good news here is, though, that she spends most of her time in two locations in Göteborg. She spends a few hours beginning early in the morning in this office building in the downtown area, and she spends most of the remainder of her time in this residential area in the Johanneberg neighborhood. To all appearances, the address that comes into play here is Eklandagatan 42, which I presume is where she lives.” 
 
    “Well that’s simply awesome,” Lars said enthusiastically. “What do you say we pay that address a little visit, right now?” 
 
    Elin was pleased to see that Lars was on the same wavelength that she was. She also felt that they needed to act quickly, because Natalia could take that phone somewhere else at any time. “I’ve checked out the building. It has six floors each of which contains two or three apartments. But of course there’s no record of anyone named Natalia currently residing there.” 
 
    “Well we’ll just have to go and see, she might be subletting.” 
 
    “Well we could call up each of the apartments and ask to speak to her.” 
 
    “Not a good idea, because maybe the people who answer the phone will lie and Natalia will be scared off. And then she’d just be gone in a flash. I think we should head over there tomorrow.” 
 
    “I agree. What we could do before going there, though, is search the apartment here in Stockholm. It’s located at Jungfrudansen 72-76 in Solna. However, it’s an eight-story building, so it won’t be easy.” 
 
    “Plus it’s been more than three months since Natalia actually lived there. So this is going to be a tough one. Let’s stick a pin in this for the moment, given that the trail in Göteborg is still fresh. ‘Cause we might not only find leads there, but maybe, if we’re lucky, we might even be able to locate this Natalia person.” 
 
    “Well yeah, assuming the phone is still being used by the same person. Natalia could have given it to someone as a gift or thrown it away. And maybe someone found it and is happily using it.” 
 
    “Well let’s keep our fingers crossed that that isn’t what happened.” Lars looked at the lists of numbers with a smile on his face. “Because if it is what happened, all your work will have been for naught. We’re going to operate on the assumption that this Natalia person lives in Göteborg and feels safe there. Let’s head over there tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at around 10, okay?” 
 
    “Is there rice in China? Of course I’m coming. Something’s happening at long last.” Elin wanted to jump for joy. 
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   No way, Natalia thought, as she froze in terror. She was just about to get off the bus when she spotted him. It was Stanislov, she was absolutely certain, his huge frame was unmistakable. He was standing diagonally across the street from her apartment, smoking in the entrance next to a small store called Kiosk. If she hadn’t taken this bus, which stopped on her side of the street, she probably wouldn’t have spotted him. 
 
    Natalia went back to her seat on the other side of the bus. As other people were also getting off at this stop, she luckily hadn’t been standing right at the door when it opened. Otherwise, he might well have spotted her. What the hell was that bastard doing here anyway? She simply had to face the fact that he’d managed to track her down. But how? 
 
    After doing the pregnancy test, she’d decided to leave Stanislov. And she’d done a good job of laying the groundwork. She’d emptied out one of Patrik’s bank accounts so that she wouldn’t be making any withdrawals that Stanislov could use to track her down, as he also had access to this account. She’d also gotten a new SIM card for her phone, another prepaid card. And then she’d packed her backpack and had gone to Göteborg, where she’d rented a room and had even found a job as a cleaner. She’d been here in Göteborg for six weeks now. During the first two weeks she’d been quite anxious and was always looking around apprehensively to see if Stanislov might be following her and might suddenly appear behind her. But over the ensuing four weeks she began to feel increasingly safe – and now there he was, waiting for her to come home. What should she do? All her belongings were in the apartment, along with most of her cash. But if Stanislov was watching the building, there was no way she’d be able to get into the apartment. 
 
    The bus continued down the street, putting distance between her and Stanislov. Natalia breathed deeply. How on earth had he managed to find her? He didn’t know a thing about computers and hacking, which just weren’t his thing. What he was all about were fistfights and manipulating people. But she knew full well that he had ties to folks who knew how to do these things. She’d never met them, and he’d always been secretive about them. But she knew that they gave him loads of information about potential victims – information that would otherwise be quite difficult to obtain. She’d thought at first that these dudes were pals of his that were doing him a favor or who were getting him information on a quid pro quo basis. But she’d since come to believe that these men were from the world of organized crime – a world that Stanislov was part of as well. This also jibed with what she’d found out and with what had made her decide to leave Stanislov. She’d overheard a conversation in which Stanislov was receiving instructions. They had to do with young women named Galenka and Anastasia, who Stanislov evidently “cared for” and with whom he was probably pretending, as he was with her, that he wanted to build a life together. She still couldn’t understand why she’d fallen for him in the first place. What an idiot she’d been! But he looked so sweet sometimes, with those big dark puppydog eyes. And she’d probably wanted to believe in him too. 
 
    Natalia thought it over. She couldn’t stay in Göteborg. She needed to somehow get her stuff and her money and disappear. She’d call her roommate Britta and ask her to bring her things surreptitiously. Britta would surely be pleased if, instead of just vanishing into thin air, Natalia paid this month’s and next month’s rent. Plus, she was a really nice person, and they’d gotten along really well. Natalia was even a little sorry to have to leave her. But she had no other choice. She’d never be able to hide from Stanislov now that he’d tracked her down. 
 
    She already had an idea about where she could go. She’d found an old friend from the children’s home, on Facebook, through which they’d been communicating regularly via Messenger for the past few weeks. Her friend, whose name was Lyudmila, had made a life for herself in Budapest. She appeared to be doing well there, even though she was kind of cagey about how she earned her money. Probably something you wouldn’t want to shout from the rooftops – Natalia already had a pretty good idea about her friend’s source of income. Be this as it may, she would surely be able to stay with Lyudmila for a while and hide out from Stanislov. Budapest was a long way away, though, so she decided to go part of the way by train and try to hitchhike the rest of the way. Flying there was too risky, as her name would likely turn up on some list or other and Stanislov would undoubtedly be apprised right away. And besides, her European Union visa had long since expired, and if her passport was checked at the airport she might be deported to Russia. 
 
    Anyhow, at least she had a plan now and was gradually calming down. She took out her phone, text-messaged Lyudmila and then dialed her roommate’s number. 
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   Elin opened the passenger door and got out of the car. Lars had found a parking space right in front of the building. The drive from Stockholm had gone quickly; they’d made it to Göteborg in just under five hours. 
 
    They went to the building’s entrance, which was a few steps down, below street level. Elin scrutinized the 18 intercom buttons and the names next to them. There were no names for three of them, and Elin checked the remaining names against the list of residents that she’d printed out. 
 
    “Unfortunately, there’s no name here that isn’t on the list.” 
 
    Lars nodded. “I’d figured that’s what we’d find. Natalia probably isn’t all that interested in having visitors. I think we’d be better off looking at the mailboxes.” 
 
    “Yeah, but to do that we need to get into the building.” 
 
    “So I guess we should either ring all the bells, or else wait until someone enters or leaves.” 
 
    Elin checked the time on her phone; it was just after 3. “Well I guess at this time of day we won’t have to wait all that long until someone comes in or out, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah but it’s not a very good idea for us to hang around the door to the building. Too noticeable.” Lars looked up and down the street. “There’s a small pizza place down there on the left, why don’t we just mosey on over there and have a cup of coffee.” 
 
    Elin looked at the place – the small restaurant was only a few doors down. All of the buildings were set back from the street the same amount below street level, but there was a small wall and a small recess between each of the entrances. 
 
    “But if someone comes, we won’t be able to get to the door in time. It’s too far.” 
 
    “Well I can’t, with my lame knee. But you’re a good sprinter,” he said with an encouraging laugh. 
 
    Elin looked closely at the distance again and shook her head. “It’s over 30 feet, plus I’d have to go up a set of stairs and back down again. I’d never be able to do that before the door closes.” 
 
    “Well not if someone’s leaving, but when you see someone approaching the building, you can get into position sooner.” 
 
    “Well, maybe.” Elin still had her doubts. “Why don’t we just sit in the car? Then we’ll be a lot closer.” 
 
    “Because there’s no coffee in the car,” Lars said with an impish smile. “And I absolutely need coffee – after all I did all the driving to get us here.” He began walking toward the pizza restaurant. 
 
    “Well why didn’t you say so in the first place!” Elin said, following behind Lars. “But don’t blame me if we miss the next opportunity to get into the building.” 
 
    “No worries. I’m sure that door’s going to be opened more than just once over the next two hours. So let’s go get some coffee first, shall we?” 
 
    On a lawn in front of the pizza place there were three small tables, which were not, however, in use, owing to the chilly October temperature. However, this didn’t prevent Lars from sitting down at the first table and dragging a folding chair over to it. “I’ll go inside and get us some coffee. What should I get you?” 
 
    “A large latte, please. And maybe a cinnamon bun or something.” 
 
    “I’ll see what they have.” Lars disappeared into the restaurant. 
 
    Elin sat down on the opposite side of the table, which had a view of the entrance to no. 42. She kept a close eye on the building until Lars returned. He was carrying a small tray containing a cup, a large glass and two kanelbullar. 
 
    Elin picked up the glass containing her latte. “Aha, I see they had cinnamon buns. Awesome.” 
 
    Lars sat down and sipped his coffee. Elin was reaching for one of the bullar when she spotted a young woman coming out of no. 42. She got up, but then froze. “Oh damn. The door’ll be closed before I even get to the curb. I hope that’s not Natalia.” 
 
    Lars turned around. “Blond, middle thirties. It could conceivably be her.” 
 
    Elin had already stood up, with a bulle still in her hand. “Should I go after her?” 
 
    “Nope, easy does it. We need to proceed in an orderly fashion. By which I mean, first we need to ascertain whether Natalia even lives there, and secondly we need to identify her – and then we can approach her.” 
 
    Elin sat back down. “Yeah, but what are we supposed to do with her? Hand her over to the police?” She took a bite out of her bulle and swallowed a big gulp of coffee. 
 
    “Look, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Let’s just talk to her first and try to pressure her a bit. And then what we do will depend on what she tells us and whether or not we believe it. And ultimately we also have to find out what Christina’s take on all this is.” 
 
    “Do you think we should abduct her and take her to Stockholm?” 
 
    Lars shook his head. “Look, Elin, we don’t do things the way you’re accustomed to doing them from your past cases. We’re not the police and we don’t break the law. Which is why I’d be very very reluctant to abduct her.” 
 
    “Okay, then let’s wait until we gain access to the building and can have a look at the mailboxes. If I see Natalia’s name there, then we’ll press the buzzer of the relevant apartment. But what happens if it’s the same with the mailboxes as it was with the doorbells, i.e. no name that’s registered there? Are we really going to sit here all evening and wait until someone materializes who might be Natalia?” 
 
    “Well, there is another way.” Lars scratched the back of his head. “Wasn’t there a single elderly lady on the list of residents?” 
 
    Elin looked through her list again; the date of birth of each resident was indicated next to their name. “Wait a sec. Yeah, here she is. Marta Sjöblom, born 1935, so she’s 81; her birthday’s in April.” Elin gave Lars a questioning look. “How come?” 
 
    “Elderly folks tend to live in the same apartment for a long time and are home most of the time. Which means they also tend to notice everything that’s going on around them in the building. Some of them are in the habit of keeping an eye on what their neighbors are up to. And so we might well get the information we want from this lady – providing that we act all nice and friendly and come across as being trustworthy. What we should do is concoct a believable cover story as to why we’re looking for this Natalia person.” 
 
    Elin reflected for a moment. “Well, I could say that Natalia’s a friend of mine and that I wanted to visit her. And that I came all the way from Stockholm especially for this purpose, and so on.” 
 
    Lars nodded. “Yeah, that’ll work. But then you should ring her bell alone. That would be best in any case. If the two of us show up at her door she might be even more scared than if it’s only you.” 
 
    “Particularly with a huge dude like you standing behind me. Okay, I’ll do it.” 
 
    While they studiously drank their coffee, Elin kept her eye firmly on the building entrance. Lars had shifted his chair slightly so that he was facing away from the restaurant and could keep an eye on the street. 
 
    Elin had just finished her bulle when Lars gestured toward the sidewalk with his head and whispered quietly, “Hey look, seems like there’s a man over there who’s headed for our building.” 
 
    And indeed, a middle-aged male wearing a dark coat and carrying an attaché case was over there. He stopped in front of the steps of no. 42, rummaged in his trousers pocket and seemed to be about to enter the building. 
 
    “Okay, here goes.” Elin set down her glass, stood up and climbed the steps to the sidewalk. The man appeared to have found his key and was making his way down the stairs to the entrance. Elin quickened her step. Just as she got to the steps, the man had opened the door and had entered the building. Elin scampered down the stairs and leaped to the entrance, catching the door just before it closed. Boy, that was a close one, she thought. 
 
    Elin kept the door slightly jar and waited until the man had disappeared up the stairs. She then darted through the doorway and turned her attention to the mailboxes, which were arranged in three superimposed rows consisting of six mailboxes each. She compared the names on the mailboxes with the names on her list, checking off the names as she did so. The two last mailboxes had no name on them, just like the doorbells, and were probably there as a backup. Unfortunately, the names on her list and those on the mailbox matched up perfectly, there was no name on a mailbox that didn’t appear on the list – and there was certainly no Natalia. Which meant that she was going to have to talk to the elderly lady, hoping against hope that she was in the right building – otherwise she’d have to go through this all over again in the neighboring buildings. But somehow Elin was certain she was in the right place, as the triangulation had been very precise. 
 
    In a small glass box next to the elevator there was a list of the building’s tenants, where Elin could see that Marta Sjöblom’s apartment was on the second floor. Elin took the stairs. Marta’s apartment was on the right, and in the center of the door there was a sign with the name Sjöblom on it, in large letters. Elin pressed the buzzer; she could hear a shrill sound coming from inside the apartment. She waited a few moments and was just about to press the buzzer again when she heard light footsteps. 
 
    The door opened a crack and she could see that the security chain was still attached. A wrinkled face framed in white curly hair was looking out at her suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    „Hej, Marta. I hope I’m not disturbing you. I’m not a door to door salesperson or anything like that. I’m looking for a friend of mine named Natalia, who I understand lives in this building. But unfortunately, her name isn’t on any of the doorbells and I’ve been unable to reach her on her cellphone. Do you think you could help me out?” 
 
    The elderly lady, who, like Elin, was on the short side, looked Elin up and down. Then she said, in a squeaky voice, “You say she lives in this building?” 
 
    Elin nodded emphatically. “Yes, she gave me this address, Eklandagatan 42. I just arrived from Stockholm and was planning to visit her for a week. As far as I know, she rents a room in an apartment here.” 
 
    “Aha, so I guess you’re referring to a young blond number?” 
 
    Elin smiled. “Yeah, that’s her. Have you seen her by any chance?” 
 
    The lady nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen her quite often in the building, although she moved in only a few weeks ago. I don’t know her name. Britta told me that she rented a room to her.” 
 
    “Oh terrific, that’s very helpful. Could you tell me which apartment Britta is living in?” 
 
    “She lives right above me; her last name’s Lilja.” 
 
    “Thanks a million. I’m going to go up there right now.” Elin bid the lady goodbye and the door closed. Should I go up there and ring her bell right now? she wondered. No, she thought, I’d best call Lars first. She keyed in his number as she slowly ascended the stairs. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “I’ve found her, Lars. The elderly lady has spotted her on a number of occasions and describes her as a young, blond number. She also told me where she lives – she rents a room from someone called Britta Lilja who lives on the third floor. I’m at the door to that apartment as we speak. But here too, all I see is the name of this Britta person. Should I ring the bell?” 
 
    “No, hold off a bit. Let’s discuss how best to proceed. Could you open the front door and let me in?” 
 
    Elin went down the stairs and opened the door for Lars and brought him up to speed in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Good work,” Lars said, with an approving nod. “You know what? I think we should stick with the cover story we concocted. You go up there and ring the bell alone. But I’d like to eavesdrop, so I’ll go stand on the landing just below.” 
 
    They then did as they’d planned, but Elin came up empty-handed – and even after she’d rung a third time there was no answer. She could hear the doorbell, but there appeared to be no one home. She consulted her list again. As Britta was 41, she probably had a job, but hadn’t come home from work yet. 
 
    They decided to go back to the pizza place and have something to drink. Lars got spring water for them, and they sat down at the same outdoor table again. The sky was turning murky and the temperature was dropping. Elin zipped her jacket all the way up. 
 
    “We’re getting close now, aren’t we?” This was the kind of work that she really enjoyed – particularly when something came of it. But she also had to admit that Lars had really good ideas, such as talking to the elderly lady; that had been a bull’s-eye. Plus, she’d once again learned a valuable lesson. 
 
    “I sure hope so.” 
 
    “When should we try again, do you think?” 
 
    “Around five, I suppose.” 
 
    Elin checked her phone. “That’s a good hour from now. You don’t really want to sit here all that time and freeze our asses off, now do you?” 
 
    “Nah, let’s go inside. I have to make a call.” 
 
    They picked up their glasses and headed into the restaurant, where it was nice and warm. They sat down next to a window, from which, though they couldn’t see the entrance to no. 42 very well, they at least had a clear view of the sidewalk in front of the building. Lars took out his phone and dialed a number, while Elin checked her Facebook Messenger. Still no response from Maja to her good-morning message. So either Maja had stopped checking her Messenger, or she was deliberately ignoring her. Last night had been pretty much the same as every other night, though. Maja had been glad to hear that Elin had a new case. 
 
    They then ordered another pizza, which they shared, and then Elin went to the car. She got in and didn’t have to wait long until she saw a woman making her way toward the building from across the street. Elin got out of the car, and this time had no difficulty getting to the door before it closed. After waiting a few moments for the woman to disappear into the elevator, she signaled to Lars and they mounted the three steps to the building. Lars waited, keeping out of sight in the recess, while Elin rang Britta Lilja’s doorbell again. 
 
    This time someone was home; right away she could hear footsteps moving toward the door. When it opened, Elin realized that this was the woman she’d just seen enter the building. She had taken off her coat and shoes and was wearing an elegant pants suit with a beige blouse. She had dark, shoulder-length hair and was wearing glasses with black frames. She gave Elin an inquisitive look. 
 
    “Hi, my name’s Elin and I’m looking for Natalia – who as I understand it is living in your apartment.” 
 
    “What do you want with her?” Evidently, Britta was distrustful. 
 
    “I’m a friend of hers from Stockholm and I was planning to pay her a visit.” 
 
    “Well, your timing’s off. Didn’t she tell you anything?” 
 
    Elin was disconcerted. “What do you mean? I’ve been trying to call her cellphone, but she doesn’t pick up.” 
 
    “Natalia moved out yesterday.” 
 
    Elin was dumbfounded. “What? Yesterday? What’d she do that for?” 
 
    The woman gave Elin a penetrating look. She appeared to be pleased with this outcome, because she then said, “Why don’t you come in for a moment so that I can tell you more.” She took a look around the staircase as she said this. 
 
    This was of course not so good for Lars, as he wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop on their conversation. But Elin couldn’t very well say no, because then she might not find out anything further. And if she now revealed the existence of Lars, the whole business about wanting to visit Natalia would be exposed for the lie it was. So she entered the apartment. She followed the woman to the end of a corridor, where she opened a door. 
 
    “This was Natalia’s room.” 
 
    Elin entered the room, which was quite small, less than 30 square feet, and contained a bed, a night table, a chair and a clothes closet. There were no personal effects, and the room appeared to have been recently cleared out. 
 
    The woman looked at Elin. “I packed up her things myself – she didn’t have much. It all fit in a small suitcase and a sling bag.” 
 
    Elin was confused. “Why did you do that? Couldn’t Natalia have done it herself?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was kind of weird. She called me yesterday afternoon and asked me to bring her stuff to the train station. When I got there, she paid me a month’s rent and then vanished.” 
 
    “But then why did she have me come all this way from Stockholm without telling me she was leaving?” Elin shouted, pretending to be upset in order to keep up the pretext about visiting Natalia. “Did she by any chance tell you why she had to leave so suddenly?” 
 
    After looking Elin up and down again, the woman said, “She told me that some guy from her past had appeared and that she had to get out of Göteborg. She seemed very distressed when I saw her at the train station. She kept looking around. Which is why I didn’t want to talk to you in the staircase either.” 
 
    What a mess! Elin simply couldn’t believe it. She’d missed Natalia by a few hours. 
 
    “Did she by any chance tell you where she was headed?” 
 
    The woman shook her head. “Nope, no idea. I had the impression that she wanted to keep me in the dark. So I don’t really know much. But she was super distressed, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Elin stared at the woman. Did she really not have any other information? 
 
    “She lived here for a few weeks, right? I don’t get it, not at all,” Elin stammered. 
 
    “Right, she moved in during the first week in September. She paid two months’ rent in advance, and just now she paid me another month’s rent, though October isn’t over yet. It’s such a shame, we got along really well and she was a terrific roommate. Clean and quiet. Unlike the girl I had here before. That one had a constant stream of visitors and played loud music. I kicked her out after three months, but I would have loved to have Natalia around for longer than that.” 
 
    “Well how on earth am I going to find her now?” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “No idea, sweetie, I really can’t help you. All I have is her cellphone number. If you can’t reach her at that number, you’ll just have to wait until she contacts you.” 
 
    Well there was no way Natalia was going to be doing that! Elin asked Britta to compare the phone numbers; it turned out to be the exact number that Elin had identified and that had brought her here. After thanking Britta and saying goodbye to her, Elin went down the stairs to Lars, who gave her an inquisitive look. Elin just shook her head and kept on walking downstairs. She was really frustrated, having missed Natalia by a hairsbreadth – that was super bad luck. 
 
      
 
    An hour later Lars and Elin were driving down the highway and passed by the entrance to Liseborg, Göteborg’s renowned theme park. Elin looked at the Ferris wheel and the AtmosFear. Formerly known as the Lisebergtornet tower, it afforded park visitors the opportunity to experience a free fall from a height of well over 300 feet. She’d been here many years ago on a class trip – four days in Göteborg, one of which was spent at Liseberg. Back then she’d really loved the rides; but the AtmosFear didn’t exist yet and the tower was used solely as an observation platform. But what she’d liked most of all was the roller coaster. 
 
    As for her case, Göteborg had been a total washout. After discussing what to do next, she and Lars had decided to dial Natalia’s number. They’d actually expected it to be disconnected. Then when Elin got back to Stockholm, she’d been able to resume her search for the IMEI number in the hope or locating Natalia’s phone. But that wasn’t the worst of it. A man had picked up the phone who was very difficult to understand and presumably inebriated. And to top it all off, after some back and forth and the guy at the other end hanging up on them twice, the guy had let on that he’d found the phone in a trash can at the train station the day before. He also said that he’d tried unsuccessfully to hack the PIN code, and that the battery was almost dead. But he could still pick up incoming calls – and fortunately was still able to do so. They’d offered him a thousand kronor for the phone and had then agreed on 1,200. The man had handed over the phone to them at the train station. He was an older homeless guy, rather heavy set, with a gray beard and dressed in several layers of worn clothes and a wool cap. The man reeked of alcohol, cigarette smoke, and sweat, and had three full to bursting plastic bags in one hand and the phone in the other. He was evidently very pleased to get the money, and as he headed out, Elin had no illusions as to what he was going to use it for. She had connected the phone to her laptop immediately, but the phone appeared to have been wiped clean before she’d gotten to it. Which meant she now had no way of contacting Natalia – who this time had not only gotten a new SIM card but had gone so far as to throw the phone away. Thus, there was now no way to track her down. And if none of the phone data could be recovered, they didn’t have information about Natalia or her whereabouts either. They’d come up completely empty-handed. 
 
    And so, Elin and Lars didn’t exchange a word during the entire five-hour drive home – which didn’t help to improve the mood. And to top it all off, it was raining cats and dogs. Elin just wanted to get home and enjoy a nice bottle of red wine; hopefully Maja would be in a good mood. 
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   She was on the tram, pleased that she’d been able to get a seat – which was often problematic nowadays, as people were packed in like sardines. Natalia was on the way home – home still being her room at Lyudmila’s. Rooming with Lyudmila had turned out to be a real stroke of luck. She was a real sweetheart, and had taken Natalia under her wing, like a sister, and had even helped her find a job. Since then, Natalia had been working as a server at a restaurant near Buda Castle. It was super stressful being on her feet for ten hours at a stretch – but she liked working there nonetheless. 
 
    Most Hungarians were really nice, and she was particularly fond of her boss. She’d always gotten along well with people, and with men above all. Okay, she knew she was pretty – but she also had a disarming smile, which, strangely enough, women found seductive as well. She was courteous and friendly with the customers, and they were polite and respectful with her in return. The only problem was the language barrier. Hungarian is a difficult language, though she’d already picked up a few useful phrases. Many older Hungarians had learned Russian in school, but none of them had any desire to speak it. Which was understandable as the Russian occupation hadn’t exactly made the natives well disposed toward the Soviet Union. It was lucky that she knew English, because oftentimes that was the only way she could make herself understood. She also spoke English with most of the customers at the restaurant, as it was mainly frequented by tourists. 
 
    Natalia liked Budapest, which was divided into two parts, called Buda and Pest, by the Danube. Buda, which was hilly and green, had more upscale residential districts, whereas Pest consisted of a flat expanse dotted with some high-rises. From the restaurant where Natalia worked, there was a magnificent view of the Danube and of Pest, whose banks were dominated by the Parliament building and its numerous towers. She loved this view and enjoyed just perching on a chair and gazing at it. She did this whenever there was a brief lull – which was unfortunately rarely the case as the restaurant was very busy and she was kept occupied pretty much all day. When she first came into the restaurant for her job interview, she was overcome with shyness – the decor and the view immediately made her feel like she was in a very upscale restaurant where she, as an illegal immigrant, wouldn’t be allowed to work. But her boss-to-be, whose name was Csaba, had noticed her and waved to her. He was expecting her, and apparently Lyudmila had praised her to the skies, as he’d hired her after asking only a few perfunctory questions. And the fact that she had neither a visa nor a work permit didn’t seem to bother him a bit. He paid her off the books, which was apparently advantageous for him. She’d recently asked him whether someone could run afoul of the law in Hungary for employing illegal immigrants. Csaba had merely laughed, saying that no one would be checking him, as he was on excellent terms with people in many high places, including the police and the tax office. In Hungary, everything depended on who you knew, just like at home in Russia. And bribes also helped to grease the wheels of human relationships, though no one ever said so openly. 
 
    Natalia often found herself wondering how Lyudmila had managed to make such a good life for herself in Hungary in such a short time. Lyudmila had told her her story in dribs and drabs. She’d come to Hungary on a visa and had married, and then divorced, a Hungarian. This had enabled her to obtain a residency permit and start her own business. Lyudmila had gotten an exclusive escort service up and running – a business that meshed well with the restaurant in Buda that Csaba owned, along with a small hotel in Pest that he co-owned with his sister. The guests of this hotel were apparently good customers of Lyudmila’s escort service. Natalia still wasn’t sure whether Lyudmila worked as an escort, or if her role was confined to that of manager. Nor did she care which was the case, that was strictly Lyudmila’s affair – she was just so grateful that Lyudmila had made her feel so warmly welcome in her home. She knew that Lyudmila had at least a dozen girls working for her full time, plus a few that went on dates intermittently. Lyudmila’s income was probably off the books, and thus tax-free,  for the most part. This stood in stark contrast to Sweden, where all businesses pay high taxes and are kept under the watchful eye of the tax authorities. And anyway, most payments in Sweden are made by credit card, which makes it virtually impossible to cheat the tax man. Natalia had been under the impression that this was also the case in all European Union countries – but at least in Hungary it was still quite common to pay in cash, even for relatively large purchases. 
 
    The tram bell sounded, and it came to a halt. Natalia stood up, as she’d reached her stop. The only disadvantage of working near Buda Castle was that the commute back and forth to work was relatively long. Getting to Pest was quick and easy with the M2, one of the two subway lines that traverse the Danube. But when she got to the end station, Örs vezér tere, she had to take the tram five stops to Szugló utca. All told, this took upwards of an hour. Which is why she’d thought about renting a room in Buda. But on the other hand, she was also trying to save money, as she wasn’t sure how long she’d be able to work until she got so pregnant she’d have to stop. Plus, once her baby was born, she wouldn’t be able to work full time. And anyway, she didn’t really know how she was going to manage all this. But Lyudmila had told her that it would all work out and that she’d be there for her – which reassured her. 
 
    Upon reaching the building, she mounted the few steps to the entrance and opened the front door. Then she climbed the stairs to the third floor. As the apartments all had cathedral ceilings, three floors added up to a lot of stairs. Natalia was already out of breath by the time she reached the first landing and thought, as she had many times before, that these steps were going to pose a real problem during her third trimester – and unfortunately the building had no elevator. 
 
    Upon reaching the third floor, she put her key in the lock and turned it. The key always got stuck a little, and you had to push upward to the left while turning it. In the rather dimly lit hallway, Natalia could hear Natalia’s voice coming from the kitchen. She hung her jacket in the closet, admired the ceiling’s stucco embellishments for the umpteenth time, and went around the corner. 
 
    “Priwétik Natalia,” Lyudmila shouted, rushing toward her. She had an apron tied around waist and a cooking spoon in her right hand and was wearing her long blond hair in a ponytail. She put her left arm around Natalia and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “Hi Lyudmila,” Natalia said with a smile. Then she greeted the two men in the Hungarian manner: 
 
    “Szia Sándor, szia Gábor.” 
 
    Sándor, who had been Lyudmila’s boyfriend for nearly two years, lived two floors above her, on the top floor. Gábor, Sándor’s brother, lived and worked with him. They owned an online store that had its ups and downs economically. Depending on how the store was doing, Sándor was either very busy or spent much of his time in Lyudmila’s apartment. As it happened, the store was currently experiencing a dry spell. Natalia was fond of the two of them – honest dudes, with muscular builds and a smattering of tattoos. Sándor was a bit taller and had shaggy hair, whereas Gábor had short hair. Both Gábor and Sándor tended to laugh a lot and were always ready to lend a hand. Natalia had often asked Lyudmila why she didn’t just move in with Sándor. But Lyudmila liked her independence and was evidently happy with the situation as it was. Sándor usually slept over at her place and they often spent the weekends together, if Sándor wasn’t working. At first, Natalia was worried that she might be disturbing them, but the apartment was spacious, and her room was on the other side of the living room and even had its own bathroom. 
 
    “Your timing’s impeccable, sweetie,” Lyudmila said. “Dinner’s almost ready.” As this happened to be the one night in the week that Natalia had off, she’d come home early. On other nights, she ate at the restaurant. 
 
    She took an envelope out of her purse. “This is from Csaba,” she said, handing the envelope to Lyudmila, who nodded and laid it on the dresser next to the corner seating unit. The kitchen, which was also spacious, offered more than enough space for cooking and for a table that seated eight. 
 
    Natalia didn’t know what was in these envelopes, one of which she gave Lyudmila each week. She assumed they contained cash, but she wasn’t completely sure. Nor did she much care, so long as these deliveries weren’t implicating her in some kind of illicit activity. Being pregnant had altered her view of things. In the past, she’d been up for just about anything that brought in some money – but now her first thought was always for her child. She wanted to be a good mother – an exemplary one even. She’d done plenty of bad things while she was with Stanislov, but she wanted to leave all that behind her now and had promised herself that she’d never get involved in anything like that again. 
 
    Lyudmila heaved the large saucepan onto the table. “We’re having pörkölt this evening, at the behest of these two Hungarian gentlemen.” 
 
    Natalia sat down – and suddenly realized that she was famished. Hungarian goulash was really going to hit the spot, she thought. She looked around at her dining companions, all of whom were in an upbeat mood – and hungry. Gábor served her some goulash, and Sándor, who’d sliced the bread, handed her a chunk. Natalia could scarcely believe how great her life was right now. At long last she could relax and feel safe – it was almost like being with her Babushka. 
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   Lars, who was running late, rushed into  
 
    the office and opened the door to the conference room. Christina and Elin, who were already seated at the table, both said “Hi” to him. Christina was dressed all in blue and was wearing an orange silk shawl. As she had an appointment near the detective agency, she’d decided to come in for a wrap-up meeting. 
 
    Lars sat down, and noticing that there were documents on the table said, “Elin, has the meeting already started?” 
 
    “No, I was waiting for you. We haven’t been talking about anything special.” 
 
    “Great.” Lars sighed, this meant that he would have to convey the bad news – as he was in fact the case manager. Lars looked over at Christina. “I’m afraid we haven’t been able to make much headway. I would have liked to be able to tell you that we’ve solved the case, or at the very least that we’ve found some trace of Natalia. But we appear to have run into a brick wall. Our investigation thus far has centered around three things. First, the bank transactions; second, Natalia’s apartment here in Stockholm; and third, we’ve tried to track her down. Elin, why don’t you talk about the accounts and Natalia’s phone.” 
 
    Elin nodded and took a document out of the stack of papers in front of her. 
 
    “Okay, I’d like to say this right off the bat. Concerning the international debit transfers, we haven’t been able to find out anything more than the police did. The funds were transferred to accounts in Switzerland and Luxembourg – though we haven’t been able to identify any of the account numbers. As you know, these transfers didn’t begin until the month before Patrik disappeared. But he then withdrew the entirety of his savings, which amounted to nearly two million kronor. And he’d previously deposited these assets in various investment funds that paid good interest. How did he come by such a large amount of money?” 
 
    “Well there’s no mystery about that,” Christina said dryly. “He inherited a small condo from his aunt who died over ten years ago and who had a very special relationship with Patrik. She had no children of her own, and so Patrik got the condo, which he then flipped. The apartment, which was near Karlstad, sold for around 1.5 million. I suppose the rest consisted of savings and interest.” 
 
    “Well, that explains it,” Lars said. 
 
    “I find it interesting, though,” Elin said, “that as early as this past January, Patrik started making cash withdrawals far larger than any he made last year. He withdrew eight thousand kronor once a month. Obviously, his monthly salary didn’t cover this – which is why in March, for the first time, he sold some of his investment fund shares – but not many of them, only 50,000 kronor worth. But that was enough to finance the cash withdrawals until June. We also think that we’ve found out what Patrik did with the money. In February he began renting a small one-room apartment in Solna that cost 6,000 kronor per month. We believe that he rented this apartment for Natalia.” 
 
    “He did this back in February?” Christina shook her head in disbelief. “How did you find out about this?” 
 
    “Through the triangulation data from his second cellphone. He was in the habit of going there – there being Jungfrudansen – three or four times a week, which made it quite easy for us to figure out which building it was. It happens to be a huge apartment high-rise with hundreds of residents. But its property management company was extremely helpful – and was in fact instrumental in our finding out exactly which apartment he’d rented. Patrik cancelled the lease at the end of June. We spoke with some building residents, but none of them had ever seen Patrik or knew anything about him. But some of the residents we spoke to had run into a blond woman in the elevator – though none of them appear to have had any contact with her.” 
 
    “So does that mean that he met this woman in January and then rented her an apartment right away?” 
 
    “No, we believe that they actually got to know each other last year. The number 15 in the Natalia15 password probably stands for 2015. In any case, Natalia has her own phone, which she’s also been using in Norrland since last November. And it was at this juncture – in fact the very same day – that Patrik bought his second phone. So we presume that he bought both phones and SIM cards. Our theory is that they met last fall, that Patrik fell for her, and then arranged for them to communicate in secret before renting them a love nest – i.e. the apartment in Solna. I’m so sorry, Christina, but these are the facts.” 
 
    Christina looked at Elin sadly, but calmly. “I see.” 
 
    Lars truly felt sorry for her, but he didn’t see how he could have made this news any more palatable for her. He could well imagine what she must be thinking right now. How could she not have noticed anything? He decided to change the subject. 
 
    “We were able to track Natalia to Göteborg, however. Although she switched SIM cards twice after her stay with Patrik, she kept the same phone. And so we were able to localize it, and found out that she’d moved to Göteborg.” 
 
    “She’d been in Jönköping during the previous five weeks,” Elin interjected. “While there, she replaced her SIM card again, before continuing on to Göteborg.” 
 
    “Thanks, Elin, I forgot to mention that. In any case, as we’d hoped to be able to meet with Natalia in Göteborg, we went there last week. We found her building and then the room she was renting, but we missed her by a day. She’d moved out the previous evening and had apparently left Göteborg. At any rate, the trail went cold at the Göteborg train station.” Lars then told Christina about Natalia’s phone and the woman she’d rented a room from. 
 
    “We carefully analyzed her phone, but we couldn’t extract anything else from it,” Elin added. “All the data had been deleted – which means that there’s no possibility of tracking her down via the phone.” 
 
    “Isn’t there any other way, though?” Christina asked. 
 
    Lars looked skeptical. “I’m afraid not. But we did get her last name, by phone, from the woman she was renting a room from. Her full name is Natalia Serimanov – assuming that’s not an alias, of course – and she’s Russian.” Lars had pretended to Natalia’s former landlady that he was from the tax office and was gathering information about rental income. And while interviewing her, he’d slipped in a question about the tenant’s name and nationality. This was a ploy that often worked, given people’s deferential attitude toward tax officials. “And then of course we googled this name and did a Facebook search for it – but we came up empty-handed. And if there’s no mention of this Natalia person anywhere online, or if she doesn’t materialize, I’m afraid our chances of finding her are nil.” 
 
    “I think she’s probably left Sweden,” Elin interjected. “She told her landlady that someone from her past had showed up. The landlady said she seemed very anxious. Natalia’s from Russia, so presumably she went back to her homeland.” 
 
    “Quite possibly,” Lars said. “Which makes it even less likely that we’ll be able to track her down.” He spread out his hands. “As I said, we would have liked to have been able to tell you that we’d found a clue to her whereabouts, but that simply isn’t the case. All of the clues lead to a dead-end. And having carefully weighed all the facts, we recommend that you consider this case closed. We believe strongly in giving our clients something in return for their money, and we doubt that’s going to happen if we keep investigating this case. Not to mention the fact that I really have no idea where else we should look. We made it clear from the outset that we couldn’t guarantee results. But despite this, I had truly believed that we’d be able to come up with more than we have – but unfortunately we were unable to. For which I am sorry.” 
 
    Christina leaned back and sighed. “Yes I’d also thought you’d come up with something, otherwise I wouldn’t have put you back on the case. But I’d nonetheless like to thank you for your efforts. I’m impressed at the wealth of information that you have been able to find. I had hoped that the police would be this committed to solving the case, but they apparently have more important things to do. That said, I now at least have an inkling of what happened to Patrik – even if it’s not at all to my liking. I guess I’ll just have to accept that I’ll never know everything and that this Natalia person has simply slipped through our fingers.” She seemed calm. 
 
    “I’m also quite frustrated that we’ve hit a brick wall,” Elin said, apparently unable to resist jumping in. Lars knew that this failure to solve the case was bothering her. “And we were so close, too. If we’d gotten to Göteborg a day sooner, we would have found her.” 
 
    “Well I guess it just wasn’t meant to be,” Christina said, shrugging in resignation. She stood up. Lars had the impression that Christina had shed a few pounds, as her suit was rather loose around the hips. Was it grief that was eating away at her? 
 
    They shook hands, and Christina left the office. 
 
    “So what now?” Elin asked peevishly. 
 
    “Well, we move on to the next case,” said Lars. “You know, this investigation of the two Eriksson employees. Don’t take it so hard. You can’t expect every single case to be solved. It seems to me that we did pretty well, all things considered. And you played an instrumental role in helping us get as far as we did.” 
 
    Elin gathered her stack of papers together and looked at him skeptically. “You mean like a marathon runner who quits after eight miles and whose trainer says, ‘Congratulations for getting this far, you did a great job.’?” 
 
    Lars had to laugh in spite of himself. “Oh, come on, this has nothing to do with our endurance or how we handled the case. We didn’t have enough to work with to solve the case. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    Elin shook her head. “I don’t know. Somehow I have the feeling that we overlooked something. If only I knew what it was.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you said that last week too, and I gave you three days to come up with something. There’s nothing to be found, take my word for it.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “In any case, it’s over and done with now. Elin, I beseech you, just let it go, put it behind you. We’re not being paid any more, so we’re going to cease all work on this case. You do get that, don’t you?” 
 
    Elin turned on her heels and left the room. “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” was all that she said as she left. He sympathized with her frustration, but there was nothing he could do about it. And anyway, he had a completely different problem on his hands that made this situation with Elin pale in comparison. Lisa hadn't calmed down, and instead of making up, they’d had yet another argument over the weekend. She was apparently going to divorce him if he didn’t promise to quit his job. Lars couldn’t understand why she insisted on putting so much pressure on him. Plus, he really liked his job – and anyway what else was he supposed to do? Get a job as a security guard? He couldn’t imagine anything more monotonous, plus security guards often have to work nights – he’d go batshit crazy if he had to do that, he was sure of it. But he didn’t want to get divorced either. So they’d have to reach some kind of compromise. He needed to talk this through with someone, and he’d already thought about inviting Elin out for a beer. But maybe she was too young to give him advice – plus she seemed far too frustrated with the outcome of the case to even have such a conversation with him. He of course had a few buddies, but they knew Lisa and he wasn’t sure that they’d side with him. He definitely didn’t want to see his relationship with Lisa become fodder for gossip among their friends and acquaintances. Should he perhaps give Martin a call? They’d always gotten along well, and Lars had given him some advice when he got interested in Liv. Lars felt that Martin would be a good listener and would maybe even give him some sound advice. And as he lived in Berlin, there was little chance that anyone who lived around here would be gossiping about the situation. Yeah, that was a good idea. He decided to give it a try – preferably before Martin left his law office for the day. 
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   Maja inserted the key in the lock of her apartment door and walked in. Elin checked the time; it was just a little before 8.30. 
 
    “Hi Maja.” 
 
    The response was a barely audible “Hej.” Elin stood up and went to the hallway. Maja was standing in front of the clothes closet taking off her black high boots. Elin still had no idea what the matter was – but Maja certainly was acting strangely nowadays. Though there were times when she was almost like the “old” Maja – for example when Elin had recently come home from Göteborg.  
 
    On that occasion they’d opened a bottle of wine and had drunk the whole thing. Elin had told Maja about her day, and Maja had been interested in all of it – and afterwards they’d discussed the Natalia case at length. Then they went to bed, and though they didn’t have sex, they fell asleep in each other’s arms. But now Maja was back to being extremely standoffish. And this is how it was all the time now, she’d be cheerful one minute and then all withdrawn the next. 
 
    Elin went over to Maja and hugged her, and after a brief hesitation, Maja hugged her back – and even kissed her on the mouth. But she didn’t look happy at all. 
 
    “Had a stressful day?” 
 
    “No, everything’s fine,” Maja said, avoiding Elin’s glance. 
 
    Then she turned around, went into the bathroom, and closed the door behind her. 
 
    It had been this way lately every time Elin asked Maja how she was doing. And though Maja would always assure her that everything was peachy keen, she felt that something was amiss. She’d asked Maja if she was still mad at her mom, but Maja had said she wasn’t. 
 
    Elin went back to the living room, where the dinner that she’d made – vegetarian lasagna with green-pepper salad – was already on the table. She’d also opened a bottle of red wine, in the hope that Maja would let herself be seduced. Elin sat down and waited. She decided that tonight she wasn’t going to be all mellow but would instead try to bring things to a head. Something was eating at Maja and she intended to get to the bottom of it. If it had to do with her, then she absolutely had to find out what it was, because otherwise she couldn’t do anything about it. If not, well great, but then she wanted to find out how she could help Maja – and in many cases just getting a problem out in the open was the first step toward solving it. And the fact that thus far they hadn’t been able to thrash out the problem – whatever it was – was really bothering her. They were in the habit of talking about absolutely everything, and Elin couldn’t understand why Maja was being so secretive now. Which would appear to indicate that the root cause of whatever was bugging Maja was Elin herself – and that worried her a lot. 
 
    When Maja finally came back into the room, her expression brightened. 
 
    “Wow, you made dinner. It smells really good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was waiting for you to come home, hungry though I was.” 
 
    As Maja taught evening classes, she mostly came home around this time. Elin usually ate earlier because she was often too hungry too wait. 
 
    “Would you like some wine with that?” 
 
    Maja, who had just helped herself to some salad, looked up, arched an eyebrow and said, “Yeah sure, why not. A glass of wine won’t do me any harm. Plus it’ll go well with the lasagna.” 
 
    Elin poured them both some wine and they began tucking into the food. She’d been intending to refrain from doing what she usually did – namely blurt out her questions – and instead give Maja time to settle in. She wanted to create a relaxed atmosphere that she could use as a springboard to a serious and substantive conversation. 
 
    So she encouraged Maja to rattle on about her classes. She almost always had funny stories about her students’ antics – and tonight was no exception. During a judo class, one of her advanced students, who was always trying to get everyone to notice how adept she was, had tried to throw Maja to the mat. But the woman had seriously miscalculated, and without Maja needing to do much of anything, had herself ended up flat on her back, to her great surprise. Maja had nearly burst out laughing, and the other students had gotten a kick out of it too. 
 
    When they’d finished the lasagna, Elin placed a tray with crackers and cheese on the table, and Maja let herself be talked into a second glass of wine. Now, Elin thought, is the right moment to have the conversation with Maja. It had already been hard for her to wait so long, which had made her quite anxious. 
 
    Elin looked at Maja. “Tell me, babe, what’s going on? You know, I can tell that something’s eating you.” 
 
    Maja stared into her wine goblet. “What do you mean? Everything’s fine, really.” 
 
    Maja made as if to rise from the table, but Elin laid her hand on her arm to keep her from standing up. 
 
    “Come on, Maja. I’m not blind. It’s been obvious for weeks now that something’s up with you. At first I chalked it up to the disastrous dinner with my parents, but you’ve said repeatedly that you’re over it. So then, what’s the matter? Is it something to do with me? Or have you perhaps met someone else?” 
 
    Maja flinched, as if she’d been stung by a wasp. “No, it’s nothing like that. Oh lord, Elin, I’m so sorry, I didn’t want you to get that impression. Really, it’s got absolutely nothing to do with you.” 
 
    This was a great weight off Elin’s shoulders – whatever it was couldn’t be as bad as she’d feared. Maja stood up and gave her a big hug. 
 
    “Really and truly, that wasn’t my intention at all. I was sure I could get through this without you noticing anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, but have you perhaps forgotten that your girlfriend’s a detective? Of course I noticed.” 
 
    Elin pushed Maja back a bit so that she could see her facial expression. 
 
    “But then, what’s going on? You really can tell me.” 
 
    Maja nodded, and swallowed. Whatever it was, she was evidently having difficulty talking about it. But what could it be? Every conceivable scenario went racing through Elin’s mind. She knew that Maja had gone to the gynecologist a few weeks ago for her regular checkup – but she hadn’t asked Maja about it, and had simply assumed that everything was fine, as always; for after all Maja was still in her early thirties. So had the doctor maybe found something? She felt chills go down her spine. 
 
    “Are you ill? Is that it?” 
 
    Maja shook her head. “No, I’m in perfect health. Where’d you get that idea?” 
 
    “Well dammit, you’re not telling me anything, so I’m reduced to guessing.” Elin was beginning to feel that Maja’s behavior was over the top. Why didn’t she just come out with it? 
 
    Maja swallowed again, and finally blurted out, “It’s got to do with my job.” 
 
    So that was it. But that couldn’t be all that bad, could it? There was always a solution in such situations. So why was she making such a federal case out of it? 
 
    “Okay, why don’t we sit back down, you have a big gulp of wine, and then tell me everything from the beginning. I want to hear every single detail. ‘Cause you know, I love you, babe.” 
 
    Maja’s shoulders slumped, but she nodded and sat down. Once she had gamely had a gulp of wine, she finally began talking. 
 
    “It seems like I’m about to be kicked out of my studio. I talked to my boss and she gave me an ultimatum. I haven’t found a new place yet, but I don’t want to move too far away because then I’ll lose all my clients. I just don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Elin still had no idea why Maja had been so secretive about this, but she sensed this wasn’t the opportune moment to broach the subject. Right now, she just wanted to hear the whole story. 
 
    “I see. Well then, what happened between you?” 
 
    “It was my fault. I offended her.” 
 
    Now that Maja had gotten started, the words just came tumbling out of her – so much so that Elin had difficulty understanding what had actually happened. Apparently, it had started with little teasing remarks between Maja and Brigitta, who was the owner of the studio. At first Maja had meant these comments as jokes, but they soon took on a more serious cast – and they weren’t funny any more. For example, Brigitta had blamed Elin for the flood at the studio, because she’d failed to notice that the radiator was dripping in her classroom. And then she’d had the nerve to ask Maja, with a straight face, to go halves on the deductible. For Maja, this had been the last straw and she’d called Brigitta a “menopausal bitch.” This latter insult was undoubtedly what had caused the conflict to escalate – because Brigitta, who was pushing fifty, was at an age where menopause might well have set in – but she went to great pains to create the very opposite impression. But in any case, Brigitta had countered by calling Maja a “lesbian slut” and both women had gone their separate ways feeling very aggrieved. And as the argument had occurred in the presence of a number of colleagues, it was impossible to make like nothing had happened. Maja had tried to apologize, since she’d been the one to hurl the first insult – but Brigitta had rebuffed her. So her boss had informed her that November would be her last month in the studio. 
 
    Maja had looked at some other spaces since then, but either there was nothing available, or the approach wasn’t to her liking, or the place was too far away. So she was starting to panic, as time was running out. 
 
    “What do your colleagues think about all this?” Elin asked. 
 
    “Well, they tell me in private that I’m in the right, but none of them are willing to take my side, because they’re afraid they’ll be kicked out too.” Maja looked at Elin despairingly. 
 
    “But Maja, would it really be that bad if you took a month or two off? Something’s bound to open up soon.” 
 
    “Yes, but I need the money. As you know, I used up all my savings paying off the mortgage on the condo.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, but we can certainly live on my money for a while, ‘cause after all I earn a pretty good salary.” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t want to be a financial burden for you.” 
 
    “Oh come on. If you don’t feel good about it, then you can pay me back later. But after all, we’re life partners aren’t we? It’s almost like we’re married.” 
 
    Maja nodded. 
 
    “So there’s nothing wrong with me helping out in an emergency situation like this. And anyway the very same thing could easily happen to me. Just think about the situation I was in last summer. Tobias was on the verge of firing me. I was just lucky that Lars went to bat for me, because otherwise last June I would have been in the same pickle that you’re in now. And for sure you would have helped me out, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Maja said sheepishly. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, I guarantee. If all else fails, you can just open your own studio.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’d need money for that too,” Maja said, looking at her almost defiantly. 
 
    “Yeah, and so what? I have some savings, your parents will pitch in for sure, and you can always get a bank loan – after all, banks want to earn interest.” 
 
    “Well, maybe. But for the moment, I’m going to keep looking. Maybe I’ll find something after all.” 
 
    “Now that’s more like it.” Elin took a deep breath. But now she simply had to ask Maja this, even though doing so might get her hackles up: “But really, Maja, what kept you from talking to me about this in the first place? I could have helped you out much sooner – looking around for studios and keeping my ear to the ground about possible vacancies. But what do you do instead? Fret the live-long day and fill me with anxiety every time I lay eyes on you, ‘cause I have no idea what’s up with you. Why the hell didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right, I shouldn’t have done that. But you had too much else on your plate. The tough child molestation case this past summer, and then taking care of Ebba, which is also a psychological strain. And then you were upset about the verdict. And then there was the Patrik case, which preoccupied you so much but ended up leaving you feel frustrated. And to top it all off, the whole thing with your mom, which hit you really hard and for which I’m partly to blame. If I hadn’t pressured you to come out to your parents, this problem never would have arisen. Therefore, I don’t feel that I have the right to lay my own shit on you.” 
 
    Elin stared at her. She had to admit that Maja wasn’t exaggerating and that all these things had in fact been weighing on her. She often discussed these matters with Maja, who was an unfailingly good listener and was understanding and always tried to lift her spirits. But it was now dawning on her that she’d been so preoccupied with her own troubles that she had failed to notice what Maja was going through – and Maja hadn’t wanted to make Elin’s burden even heavier than it already was. Elin lowered her head. Shit, she’d really screwed up this time. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I never wanted you to feel that I was only capable of dealing with my own problems.” 
 
    “But Elin, you can’t do anything about this, because none of your problems are your own fault. You just had too much on your plate, that’s all. Which is why I wanted to spare you all this crap. And as my relationship with Brigitta deteriorated, the right moment to talk to you simply came and went, and I felt guilty about not talking to you about it. See what I mean? I’d been hoping to find a new studio quickly, and then I would have come to you and would have told you the whole dumb story in one fell swoop and would have explained how everything had worked out okay in the end. And then that wouldn’t have been an additional burden on you. I meant well…you know…the best laid plans of mice and men and all that. And now I guess you’re mad at me.” 
 
    “No, not at all. I’m angry at myself. I want things to go well for you. Plus you always help me with my problems. So I want you to always feel that you can confide in me, no matter what I happen to be going through. I don’t want to be shielded from the bad stuff – after all I’m your girlfriend, not your baby sister.” 
 
    “God, you’re such a sweetheart. You’re so cute when you’re mad.” 
 
    Maja stood up, put her arms around Elin, kissed her and held her tight. Elin felt as if a huge burden had been lifted from her shoulders. Maja wasn’t angry at her and her problems would, and could, be dealt with. Plus, she was sure that this discussion had done them both a world of good. Because now, Elin would be more aware of what was going on with Maja and would never again fail to notice that something must be bothering her. She wanted to be sure that Maja never again felt that she couldn’t confide in her and tell her what was bothering her. 
 
    But for now, she intended to bask in the glow of their reconciliation. Maja caressed her in a place that provoked completely different feelings in her. She sensed that they’d need to repair to the bedroom real soon – but not to sleep. 
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   She leaped off the tram. Another day at work done with, thank god. Though the sun had set, here on Nagy Lajos király útja everything was lit up like a Christmas tree and the street was lined with stores. It was different when she walked down the side streets – but she’d only been afraid at the beginning, and now she felt safe. 
 
    Natalia had adjusted well to life in Budapest and had even learned some Hungarian, which wasn’t easy as it was a difficult language. She felt better than she’d felt since her Babushka had passed away. She was also showing now, but that didn’t bother her a bit. Plus, Lyudmila had already started preparing for the final weeks of Natalia’s pregnancy and for after the baby arrived. She sensed that Lyudmila was also happy about the impending birth of a baby. Natalia found herself thinking about Patrik quite often, and time and again castigated herself for not having had the courage to run away with him. She missed him terribly. But she had to let go of these regrets and turn her thoughts to the future. She would try to make up for what she had done to Patrik with this child, the fruit of their love. For this, she was prepared to do everything within her power. 
 
    She had arrived at the building and was on the staircase. She paused for a moment on the second-floor landing to take stock of the situation. She heard loud voices that appeared to be coming from above her. She looked up to where the apartment was. Was Lyudmila having an argument with Sándor? Should she perhaps come back later? She went up to the third floor and listened at the door. She heard Russian being spoken. But wait, it wasn’t just Russian, it sounded like Stanislov’s voice. She froze. Had he tracked her down? Her first impulse was to turn around and get the hell out of there as fast as she could. But then she heard what sounded like a slap, and Lyudmila screaming. No, she couldn’t abandon Lyudmila to her fate. But on the other hand, she was powerless to stop Stanislov. She needed to get help, and she prayed that Sándor and Gábor were home. She climbed the stairs to the fifth floor, as quickly and quietly as she could. She could see through the opaque class on the apartment door that the lights were on – a good sign. She rang the doorbell. She heard steps and breathed a sigh of relief. Gábor opened the door. 
 
    “Szia Natalia. What’s up?” he said, looking at her in amazement. 
 
    “I...I...Is Sándor home? Lyudmila needs your help,” she said – though she was so upset, and out of breath from climbing the stairs, that she could hardly speak. 
 
    “How come? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Come quickly. My Russian ex is downstairs and he’s beating her up.” 
 
    “What the hell...? That’s horrible,” Gábor said, turning around and shouting into the apartment. “Sándor!” 
 
    Sándor peeked out from behind a door, and Gábor said something to him in Hungarian. He then ran over to the door. 
 
    Natalia could see that both men fully intended to go downstairs. “He’s dangerous,” she said. 
 
    Sándor paused and turned toward her. “Is he armed?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I didn’t go into the apartment, I just recognized his voice.” 
 
    Sándor ran back into the apartment and came back a moment later with a baseball bat in each hand and handed one to Gábor. The two men then dashed down the stairs, and Natalia sat down on the top-floor landing. She didn’t dare follow them downstairs. Instead, she held her face in her hands and listened to the sounds coming from below. The key turned in the lock, the door opened, she heard loud voices. Then there was silence. What was happening? Now she could hear people moving around in the stairwell. 
 
    “You never come back!” she heard Sándor shout. Someone ran down the stairs. Had they thrown Stanislov out? Now someone was coming up the stairs; paralyzed, her gaze fixed on the landing, she held her breath. It was Gábor, still holding the baseball bat. She exhaled with relief. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, gesturing to her to come down. 
 
    She stood up. “Is he gone?” 
 
    Gábor nodded and went back downstairs, with Natalia following behind hesitantly, taking the steps very slowly. Gábor was waiting at the door to Lyudmila’s apartment and looked at her. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Come on in,” Gábor said, pointing to the door. She went in, then down the hallway to the living room, from which she could hear voices. Lyudmila was sitting on the couch, and Sándor had his arm around her; his baseball bat was on the floor. Lyudmila was sobbing, tears streaming down her cheeks. Natalia rushed over to her. 
 
    “What did he do to you? God, I’m so sorry, it’s all my fault.” 
 
    Lyudmila looked at her with moist eyes, her face smeared with mascara. “That asshole beat me. But I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “What did he want?” Natalia asked, though she was pretty sure what the answer would be. 
 
    “He wanted to know your whereabouts.” 
 
    Natalia shook her head. “I don’t understand how he could have found me. I bought a new SIM card, and a new phone.” 
 
    “He hacked your Facebook account.” 
 
    “That fucker!” Natalia could hardly believe her ears. “Did he tell you that?” 
 
    “He sure did,” Natalia said, nodding. 
 
    Natalia sank into an armchair. She’d intentionally used an alias for her Facebook account – Babushka’s Sweetheart, she’d called it. Stanislov must have found out about this name while they were living together. 
 
    “I’ll delete the whole account immediately.” 
 
    “Well it’s too late for that, he’s already been here,” Sándor said. 
 
    Natalia grimaced. “I’m so sorry. Really and truly.” 
 
    “We already know that,” Lyudmila said peremptorily. “I imagine you’re the last person who wanted him to be here.” 
 
    “But now we’ve got to figure out what to do next,” Sándor interjected. 
 
    Natalia nodded in agreement. “I’ll get the hell out of Dodge.” She didn’t at all relish the prospect of being on the run yet again – and she’d been feeling so safe here. 
 
    “No, there’s no need to pack your bags just yet, we’ll find a solution,” Lyudmila said. 
 
    Sándor looked at her skeptically. “I think we need to talk this over. We can’t run the risk of something like this happening again. Maybe the next time he’ll show up with a buddy or two and give you a really good beating.” 
 
    “Well one thing’s for sure, I can’t stay here.” Natalia was dead serious. “Either he’ll find me, or he’ll let loose on you. We simply can’t take that risk. You don’t know what he’s like. He’s capable of anything.” 
 
    Lyudmila stood up. “Well, right now I’m going to go into the bathroom and assess the damage – and repair it as best I can.” 
 
    As Natalia watched Lyudmila leave the room, she realized that this girl was not easily intimidated. She placed a hand on the slight swelling in her abdomen. God knows what would have happened if she’d fallen into Stanislov’s clutches. Wasn’t there anyplace where she would be safe from him? He was ruining everything, yet again. 
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   Lars was sitting in his car watching the building across the street – its front door, to be specific. This was yet another one of those monotonous surveillance sessions during which little or nothing actually happens, and that are unlikely to yield anything of interest. The client, a company, suspected a woman in its employ of using her working hours to take care of personal matters – or at least that was the official version. Lars presumed, though, that the company was just looking for an excuse to fire her. 
 
    He’d been sitting out here since 9 a.m., and in the two ensuing hours nothing at all had happened. But that could potentially change now that lunchtime was approaching. Perhaps the lady would go on an errand that would extend past her allotted lunch break, and that would give her employer at least some evidence of misconduct. 
 
    He’d used the time he’d spent sitting in his Volvo twiddling his thumbs to reflect on something that was preoccupying him – namely the Lisa situation. Lars had phoned Martin ten days ago to ask him if he’d be willing to help him with a personal problem. Martin had immediately said yes and had listened attentively to what Lars had to say. In telling Martin about the ringer he was being put through with Lisa, Lars had been totally open, for after all he had nothing to be embarrassed about – apart perhaps from Lisa’s irrational behavior. They’d discussed the matter for quite a while, during which Martin had given Lars some genuinely sound advice. 
 
    Most of the cases that Martin’s firm handled were settled out of court. Oftentimes, they involved situations where the positions of both sides had become so entrenched that any kind of dialogue was simply out of the question. In such cases, Martin would get the parties to stop trying to persuade their adversary to see things their way, so as to allow time for the parties to reconsider their positions. Plus, a deadline would be set by which the parties were required to come up with a compromise solution. Of course, both parties would then come up with self-serving proposals. But that didn’t really matter, because what actually allowed the stalemate to be broken was that both parties were forced to review the facts of the case – which more often than not paved the way for reaching a settlement. 
 
    Martin’s advice was rooted in this very principle – namely agreeing with Lisa on a deadline by which the parties would have to come up with a compromise solution and would then discuss it with each other or possibly with an outside party, who would act as a kind of referee or mediator. For this role, Martin had proposed a marriage counselor – but that wasn’t a deal-breaker and could be done at a later stage. Martin had proposed a three-week hiatus, which would give Lars a respite and would give Lisa time to see reason – and would hopefully allow for negotiations that centered mainly on substance, not emotions. For after all, Lisa could hardly expect Lars to just abandon a career that he found quite satisfying and magically pull another one out of a hat. The main advantage of such an arrangement would be a genuine cease fire during the hiatus – that is, no discussions or arguments about the contentious issues, concerning which both Lars and Lisa would reflect. 
 
    Lars had also thought that last weekend would have been an opportune moment to talk to Lisa, as both kids were away, and Lisa appeared to be in a rational frame of mind. So he’d told her, as gingerly as he knew how, that he very much wanted to find a solution that was good for all concerned – and then proposed the idea of a hiatus. Lisa had been skeptical at first, saying that she already had a solution and didn’t need to mull things over any further. But Lars had appealed to her sense of fair play and had beseeched her to give him time to reflect on her demands and come up with proposals. She’d finally agreed to this and they had made January 15 the date by which they would reflect on their respective positions. This relatively lengthy hiatus had a positive knock-on effect, in that it ensured that family peace would reign during the Christmas holidays – which would be beneficial for all of them, the kids in particular. 
 
    Once they’d reached an agreement on this, Lisa was like a different person, in that she went along with their pact not to bring up the subject of Lars’s job – and thus there were no arguments. The atmosphere at home was much more pleasant, and even the kids felt the difference as they’d of course noticed that as a rule, peace and harmony did not exactly reign in their home. 
 
    Lars was well aware that the can of contention had merely been kicked down the road. If, by the appointed deadline, he didn’t come up with a good – and above all feasible proposal – then Lisa’s nagging would probably start all over again. And Lisa would be unlikely to agree to a second hiatus. 
 
    And there lay the crux of the problem: Lars wasn’t even a smidgen closer to coming up with a solution – despite the fact that he’d carefully considered how he could alter his position, but he kept going around in circles. He had never been able to imagine working as a security guard, and the only other kind of job he was qualified for was being a cop. The police were in fact desperately looking for personnel and were only too pleased to have ex cops rejoin the force. The problem with this solution was that he wouldn’t be getting his old job back, which he’d really enjoyed, as it had involved active work outside the office. He’d likely not be allowed to take up such a position owing to his leg injury – plus Lisa felt that this solution would leave her and the kids worse off. So that left a police desk job. He’d already done a stint in that capacity and hadn’t liked it a bit. Plus taking a job as a cop would involve a considerable cut in salary relative to what he was earning working for Tobias – and that prospect didn’t appeal to him at all, and Lisa would also probably thumb her nose at it. 
 
    So that left only one option, namely making his work safer. This in turn meant working as a security guard or at a desk job, the option he found most distasteful of all. And yet, it was the aspect of his work that was dearest to his heart was the part that Lisa found most objectionable – the part where he had to use his instincts, when things really happened, and he could really help someone, as had occurred in the previous case with Elin. It was basically a vicious circle. Lisa simply couldn’t accept what he really wanted, and the very thing he hated she found awesome. There was no room for compromise. 
 
    Lars suddenly noticed that the woman he’d been watching out for was just leaving the building, apparently by herself – and was easy to spot, as she was wearing a bright red parka. Lars immediately took a picture of her; the date and time were automatically added. The woman turned right toward the employee parking lot and headed toward a, likewise red, Toyota Prius that was hooked up to a charging station. She got into the car, after disconnecting the charging cable. Lars started his Volvo, put it into gear, and followed the woman’s vehicle at a safe distance. The company was located in Bromma and the woman headed east, toward Solna, where she turned into the parking lot of a popular mall called Solna Centrum. Lars parked there too and walked quickly so that he wouldn’t lose sight of the woman. He came up close behind her at the revolving door and followed her inside, the red parka like a lantern before him. She entered the foodmarket, where she met up with a man, apparently for lunch. As far as Lars could tell, they were having Italian food. Lars bought himself a sandwich, still keeping his eye on the subject and her companion, and then sat down at a small table a bit further away, from which he could continue surveilling the red parka. At first nothing special happened – it was just two acquaintances having lunch together. 
 
    He found himself thinking, once again, about his problem with Lisa. He failed to understand why she was so intractable. She was in such a rage all the time that it was impossible to even talk to her – and that wasn’t even like her. Sure, they’d had their disagreements, but they’d always been able to at least talk about things. Actually, when he stopped to think about it, it was he, not she, who usually gave in. For instance, when they were looking to buy a house, he would have preferred one in the south as he would have had less of a commute. But they’d ended up living in the northwest, which was Lisa’s stomping ground. And when they’d been looking at schools for Stina, Lisa’s preference had also prevailed. It wasn’t like he had a problem with this decision – but if he’d had his druthers, he would have opted for a different school. Did he give in too often? Had Lisa become too used to getting her own way all the time? 
 
    He understood her concern about his being away from home working on cases that put him in jeopardy. But now she was making a federal case out of the fact that Elin was his partner. Should he perhaps let Elin go just because his wife went ballistic every time he so much as mentioned her name? And anyway, only Tobias could fire her – plus as far as Lars was concerned, she was a brilliant detective. She had good instincts, good ideas, outstanding computer expertise, and loads of energy. When she’d first started out, she had too much of a tendency to act on her own; but he hoped that they’d gotten past this – she was now a much better partner than she’d been before. Sure, she still had a lot to learn, but she was a quick study. Plus, more often than not she was in an upbeat mood – and even if some of the stupid sayings she came out with got on his nerves, her sunny disposition was contagious. In other words, he was loathe to do without her. 
 
    So, he asked himself, is there a way out of this pickle? He knew one thing for sure – he didn’t want to be alone with Lisa during this upcoming post-hiatus discussion. Even if the next few weeks might help her to calm down and see things more rationally, he doubted that she’d suddenly become Miss Ready to Compromise. This was going to become a particularly knotty problem if he couldn’t come up with a different solution. He for sure didn’t want to embark on a different career. The only change he was prepared to make was to try to be more open with Lisa – which meant letting her know what types of cases he was investigating, and his whereabouts during these times. The problem was, though, that in her current frame of mind, Lisa wouldn’t regard this as a solution – and he strongly doubted that this was going to change by the time January rolled around. So he needed someone who’d act as a mediator, who’d help smooth things out during the meeting and who’d keep the discussion on track. If only Lisa could put herself in his shoes. At the moment, the only people she was talking to about her marriage were her mother and her girlfriends – who were apparently taking her side, rather than acting as devil’s advocate. So he decided to look for a good marriage counselor, in the hope that Lisa would agree to allow such a person to act as mediator. 
 
    It was a tricky situation, one that he didn’t like one bit. But he didn’t want to lose Lisa, and he was prepared to go to great lengths to save his marriage. In other words do a lot – but still, there were limits. Because after all she had married a cop and she couldn’t very well expect him to morph into a bookkeeper at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Lars checked his watch. It had been 40 minutes since the woman had emerged from her office, and even if she left the restaurant right now, she wouldn’t be able to get back to her office by the end of her 45 minute lunch hour. And at the moment she didn’t look like she was going anywhere, as she and her companion were engaged in an animated discussion as they sipped their coffee. For the woman’s employer, this would probably count as a strike against her. Not that Lars enjoyed getting other people into trouble, particularly for such trivial infractions. He’d always disliked this – alas unavoidable – aspect of sleuthing. But as it was totally safe, Lisa was all for it. 
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   She was on the Metro on her way to Budapest’s Nyugati Pályaudvar train station. She’d been thinking long and hard about what she should do. She’d been staying in Csaba’s hotel for the past two weeks and he’d often given her a ride to the restaurant in his BMW X5 – which was very convenient for her. But the Metro was also really easy. She only had to change once, at Deák Ferenc tér; the trip didn’t take much longer than if she was driven – and they invariably ended up struck in traffic. 
 
    Lyudmila had convinced Csaba to let her stay in the hotel for a pittance, because Lyudmila didn’t want Natalia to leave Budapest – and Natalia had agreed to this arrangement. But they had to be extremely careful when they met up, and despite all their precautions Natalia was worried the whole time that Stanislov was going to suddenly materialize. And he had in fact turned up again, but at Natalia’s building, not Lyudmila’s hotel. He hadn’t threatened her that time, but she’d spotted him more than once hanging around in front of her building, and he’d also followed her on several occasions. This evidently didn’t faze Lyudmila a bit, and she enjoyed leading Stanislov on wild goose chases – though Natalia found these incidents disquieting. She knew that Stanislov would never give up, and that he wouldn’t be content with just watching for very long. It was only a matter of time before he found out about Lyudmila’s connection with Csaba – which would lead him to the restaurant and then her hotel. And where was she supposed to go if they crossed paths again? She wasn’t so sure that she’d be able to escape his clutches like the last time. 
 
    So she realized that she’d simply have to get out of Budapest. But where could she go? She was out of options. If she went back to Russia, it would be even easier for Stanislov to track her down – and he’d already proved that he could do so in Sweden. Her pregnancy was slowly but surely making her situation even more difficult. Sure, she could get by on Patrik’s money for a while longer, but it wouldn’t last forever, and once she had her baby, she didn’t want the little tyke to lack for anything, and she had no idea how she was going to manage that. Things had gone super well here in Budapest thanks to Lyudmila’s help, but all that was over now. Natalia was afraid that Stanislov would corner Lyudmila – someplace where no one could come to her aid – and get her to tell him where Natalia was. Such a situation could end very badly for Lyudmila, and she’d probably end up disclosing Natalia’s whereabouts. So the best course was to disappear without telling Lyudmila where she was going. 
 
    In other words, she’d given a lot of thought as to what she should do. She’d realized that there was only one option, and that her chances of coming out of this unscathed were slim. And above all, she needed to consider the baby she was carrying. She absolutely did not want its childhood to be anything like hers had been, and what befell her was secondary. So she at least wanted to give it a try. 
 
    As the Metro was pulling into the stop for the train station, Natalia stood up, held onto a strap as the subway train came to a stop, and exited the car along with a dozen other passengers. She got on the long up escalator. She knew that this train station had payphones, which was a rarity nowadays as everyone had a cellphone. Although a phone call from a payphone could be traced to Budapest, and even the number was transmitted so that someone could call back if they wished to, the payphone number would lead to the train station, not her. In light of her experience with the cellphone that Stanislov had evidently been able to localize in Göteborg, she’d decided to foreswear cellphones, even though she could have purchased a burner phone. And maybe she would in fact buy one, depending on how this call went. If she was going to make any more phone calls, she needed to find a more convenient solution than having to go all the way to this train station. 
 
    When she arrived at the top, she turned right into a corridor and saw three blue phones hanging on the wall, with instruction signs above them. Natalia had purchased a phone card – the number she’d found online. Her heart was pounding as she dialed the number. So much depended on this call. She needed to express herself well – but feared that she’d be too frightened to say anything at all. 
 
    After three rings, someone picked up and said, “Hello?” 
 
    Natalia swallowed. She tried to say something, but the words wouldn’t come. She hung up. She needed to breathe deeply. Should she really do this? She began to feel overcome with doubt. 
 
    She’d thought about this long and hard, and she just had to at least give it the old college try. She took a few large gulps from a bottle of water she had with her. 
 
    She then pressed the redial button. Someone picked up after the first ring. “Who’s this?” a woman asked. 
 
    “Hi, my name’s Natalia...” Natalia finally managed to say. 
 
    Silence on the other end. Then Natalia began talking...and talking. 
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   Liv cleared the table and the kids loaded the dishwasher. Martin was watching the news on TV. 
 
    “Can we go upstairs?” Hampus asked. 
 
    Liv looked around. The dishes had been taken care of, and there was nothing on the table but an Advent wreath, in the middle. She preferred wiping down the table herself; the kids always made such a mess of it anyway. 
 
    “Okay, put the bread in the bread box – and Saga take your school bag upstairs with you, I don’t want you leaving it here in the kitchen. Apart from that, you’re done.” 
 
    After doing what their mother had asked of them, the two children scampered upstairs. Liv was wiping down the table with a damp cloth, when the land phone rang. 
 
    She set the cloth down on the sink, dried her hands, and picked up the receiver. 
 
    “Liv Ulldahl,” she said. 
 
    “Hi, Liv, it’s Christina.” 
 
    “Hi there. How are you doing?” Liv was aware of what Lars and Elin had discovered during the second phase of their investigation, as Christina had told her all about it over the phone two weeks previously. Had something new come to light, perhaps? But this was unlikely, as Christina had told her that Lars and Elin had closed the case. 
 
    “Well okay, I guess, but I’m kind of discombobulated at the moment.” 
 
    “Because of stress at your office?” 
 
    “No, actually it’s because of Patrik.” 
 
    “How come? Has anything new come to light? I thought that Lars and Elin had closed the case.” 
 
    “Right, it’s not from them. I... Liv, can you keep a secret?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” What’s up? she wondered. This sounded intriguing. 
 
    “Great. Well, guess what – that woman called me up.” 
 
    “Which woman?” 
 
    “That Natalia person – the one Patrik had a fling with.” 
 
    “No way! Why on earth did she call you? Have you got a new lead?” 
 
    “Don’t need one. She wants to come visit me.” 
 
    Liv was dumbfounded. Who would do such a bizarre thing? First the woman vanishes without a trace, and then decides to contact Christina just like that? “Okay, so tell me. What exactly does she want?” 
 
    “The whole situation’s pretty complicated. But I think she’s telling the truth. The problem is, though, that she’s being stalked by Patrik’s murderer. Yes, he was murdered, his death was no accident. I’d suspected this all along, and now this woman has confirmed my suspicions. Isn’t that simply awful? And apparently Patrik wasn’t the only victim. She had a scam going with her partner, where she’d flirt with men and milk them for as much money as she could, and then her partner would off them.” 
 
    “That’s horrible. And she just came out and told you all that?” 
 
    “Yeah, she said she fell for Patrik and didn’t want to see him killed. She’s sorry for what she’s done and wants to change her life.” 
 
    “And you’re supposed to help her do this, is that it? Sorry, I don’t get it. Isn’t that asking a bit too much?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s not all.” Christina fell silent for a moment, and Liv could hear her breathing. “The lady’s pregnant,” Christina said. “With Patrik’s child.” 
 
    “Oh god no!” Liv said, sitting down on the chair next to her. This was becoming crazier by the second. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s 100 percent sure it’s his child. And now she wants to have the child and give it a good start in life.” 
 
    Liv swallowed. “And I suppose you’re the good start? Now don’t tell me you plan to go along with this.” 
 
    “Well I’ve given it a lot of thought. She called me yesterday afternoon, and I hardly got any sleep last night. At first I thought to myself, why should I concern myself with her problems? But then I thought, well, it is Patrik’s child – which would mean I’d at least have something of his. And perhaps that would give me a fresh perspective. You know, after Patrik passed away...” 
 
    Liv could hear Christina sobbing. “Yes, I can see this must be very hard for you. You’re on your own all of a sudden, and I know that you miss Patrik, despite what he did. But what does this woman want from you? Money?” 
 
    Christina blew her nose. “No, she wants to give me the child. She wants me to adopt it and raise it.” 
 
    Liv was stupefied. Was this Natalia completely insane? First she steals Christina’s husband and has an affair with him. And as if that weren’t enough, in the final analysis his death was her fault; and now she wants to pawn off her kid on Christina. “Christina, you can’t seriously be thinking of going through with this! How can this woman possibly expect you to do anything for her?” 
 
    “She’s desperate. She ran away from her boyfriend, but this guy keeps tracking her down. He just did it again – found her in Budapest, where she apparently has a friend. She’s afraid that he’ll kill her, and the baby she’s carrying. She wants to at least save the child.” 
 
    “What did you tell her? You didn’t agree to anything, did you?” 
 
    “No, and she wasn’t expecting me to either, at least not right away. I just said I’d think it over. She’s going to call back.” 
 
    “So are you going to do as she asks? Is that what you’ve decided?” 
 
    “Yes,” Christina said hesitantly. “I simply cannot expose Patrik’s child to this kind of danger. And even if the two of them managed to escape this monster’s clutches, what kind of upbringing would this kid have? Constantly on the run. With a single working mother. Without the benefit of kindergarten and a good education. I’m sorry, but I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re about to saddle yourself with. After all, you’re single too, and you have a career – not to mention the emotional strain that bringing up this child would entail.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I live in Sweden – a welfare state par excellence. I get paid maternity leave, and there are kindergartens here that will look after the kid all day. And if need be, I can take time off from work; I’ve saved enough money to finance that.” 
 
    “Well I can see that you’ve made up your mind.” Liv still had her doubts. 
 
    “Maybe it’s hard for you to understand where I’m coming from, Liv. And sure, the whole situation’s surreal – but this is probably my last chance to have a kid. Plus, this might give my life new meaning. Maybe it’ll help me put this whole thing behind me and let go of Patrik for good.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re being a bit naive? Because the little tyke might constantly remind you of these difficulties and might prevent you from putting them behind you.” 
 
    “Could be. But I don’t think so. I think having Patrik’s child in my life will help me. You’ve got two kids, Liv, and you probably know better than I do how a child totally changes your life and how much love you get in return.” 
 
    Liv had to admit the truth of this. But there was no getting around the fact that it was different with a child you’ve given birth to. An adopted child, even one fathered by an ex, wouldn’t be at all the same thing. But it seemed like she wasn’t going to be able to talk Christina down from this particular ledge. 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose you’re right. So what now?” 
 
    “Thanks for being so understanding, Liv. Natalia has to stay somewhere. Ideally, I’d like to have her stay here, but I’m afraid that her ex might manage to find her here too. We need safe haven that has no connection to Natalia’s past – or me for that matter.” 
 
    Was Christina perhaps thinking of Liv’s and Martin’s apartment in Berlin? Liv girded herself for this eventuality – which there was no way she was going to allow to happen. 
 
    “So I wanted to ask you something,” Christina said. “Don’t you own a cabin in Småland? Could I rent it from you, for the duration of Natalia’s pregnancy? Is the place winterized?” 
 
    Liv breathed a sigh of relief. This was quite feasible. She’d inherited the cabin from her grandmother, and it was vacant pretty much all the time. So it wasn’t such a bad idea if someone took care of it for a time. Plus, she always felt guilty about neglecting it. During their vacation in Stockholm they hadn’t even managed to take the trip up there. It was just too far away, more than a four hour drive from Stockholm. Though the distance wasn’t really the problem: she dreaded the prospect of setting foot in the cabin. And yet, she was loathe to part with it, as she had such fond memories of the many wonderful summers she’d spent here with her grandmother. Even though the events of the previous year had catastrophically clouded this picture – it was in this very cabin that Liv had been assaulted and kidnapped. She definitely had no intention of ever going up there alone. 
 
    “Would that work for you? If not, I can of course rent a different cabin. So feel free to say no.” 
 
    “Yes, I think that would be okay. The cabin is winterized, and it even has central heating and a fireplace. It’ll be warm and cozy in there.” 
 
    “That would be awesome. Do you need to think it over some more?” 
 
    “I need to talk to Martin about it, but I think it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Thanks, Liv. But please, don’t say a word to anyone – and make sure Martin doesn’t either.” 
 
    “Of course,” Liv said. “How about Lars and Elin? Wouldn’t it be wise to bring them in? I’m sure they’d be more than willing to have a little chat with this Natalia person. And I’ll bet you anything that, Lars, being an ex-cop, would be able to get something out of her.” 
 
    “No, I think it’d be better if she comes here first and I can meet with her. Because I want to make sure her pregnancy goes off without a hitch. That’s my main concern right now. Which is why everything has to be kept under wraps for the moment. I want to, as much as possible, minimize the risk that this killer might get wind of our plans.” 
 
    “I see. I sure hope you’re doing the right thing. You’re embarking on what sounds like quite an adventure.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I really appreciate your being so honest with me. It’s done me a world of good talking to you about this.” 
 
    They said goodbye to each other. Liv remained seated for a moment. What a weird situation! She was eager to find out what Martin would say about it. He’d probably show Christina far less understanding than she had. 
 
    She got up and went into the living room; the news was almost over; the weather report was on. Rain for the next few days, typical December weather in Berlin. 
 
    Martin looked over at her. “Who was that, honey?” 
 
    “It was Christina. And  
 
    you’ll never believe what she told me.” 
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   Christina was waiting at the Trelleborg ferry port, so early in the morning that it was pitch dark – though the landing pier was lit up like a Christmas tree. She was waiting for Natalia, who was supposed to be arriving on the next ferry from Rostock, Germany. In the two phone calls they’d had before her arrival, Christina had had the impression that they both had similar concerns. Natalia had made it clear that if this whole thing was a trap, she’d refuse to give her child up for adoption and would make sure that Christina never laid eyes on it. And though Christina had no intention of involving the police, Martin had told Liv that he was concerned that the reverse might be the case – namely that Natalia might be setting a trap for her. Maybe it was all a pack of lies and Natalia and her cohort were just trying to milk her for even more money. Christina doubted that this was the case, but just the possibility was upsetting to her. Which is why she kept checking out the other people who were waiting for the ferry to arrive – but she couldn’t really tell if any of them had bad intentions. And in any case, it seemed to her that no one was paying her particular attention. Liv had advised her against going to meet Natalia at the ferry by herself – but then who could she have brought along? She desperately wanted to keep the whole business secret; and Liv and Martin, the only people who were in the know, hadn’t been able to be with her today. Not to mention the fact that Natalia had insisted that Christina come to the ferry terminal unaccompanied, because otherwise she wouldn’t be able to trust her. It was a classic catch-22 situation. Which was why she was standing her all by herself feeling downright queasy. But it wasn’t the concerns Martin had expressed that were making her feel uneasy, but rather the fact that she’d now have to deal with Natalia and this totally sticky situation, the likes of which she’d never imagined she could ever find herself in. For one thing, that Patrik would ever have dreamed of leaving her for another woman. But the fact that she was about to meet his lover, who was also partly responsible for his death – and in order to figure out what would be best for Patrik’s child; well that was just off the charts as far as she was concerned, and she wasn’t the least surprised that Liv had her doubts. She’d had some misgivings of her own, though she hadn’t admitted this to Liv – and yet she felt that she really owed it to herself, and Patrik, to forge ahead. Plus, if she turned Natalia down, she’d probably regret it till the day she died. 
 
    Natalia had told her she’d be easily recognizable as she’d be wearing a bright red cap – which Christina was now looking out for. She was angry at herself for not having asked Natalia to say exactly what kind of cap it was: a baseball cap? a pom-pom hat? or perhaps some other kind of head covering? 
 
    The passengers were now disembarking from the ferry through an illuminated and glassed-in gangway and were either carrying or wheeling their suitcases. Christina spotted a red baseball cap, which set her pulse racing, only to realize that the cap was emblazoned in white letters with the word “Berlin,” and its wearer was a small, heavy-set man. 
 
    The ferry disgorged its passengers for what seemed like an eternity to Christina; but she hadn’t seen anyone who could have been Natalia. She checked her watch; passengers had been disembarking from the ship for 15 minutes. Had she perhaps missed Natalia? Or had something gone wrong, and maybe Natalia wasn’t on the ferry at all? She checked her phone: no messages, no missed calls. Unfortunately, Natalia had Christina’s phone number, but Christina didn’t have hers. During her last phone conversation with Natalia, she’d asked how she could reach her, and Natalia had said that she was going to leave both her phone and her SIM card in Budapest because she planned to buy a new prepaid phone when she arrived in Sweden. And now here she was, waiting for Natalia as planned – but there was no Natalia to be seen. The stream of passengers had petered out and there appeared to be no more of them on board; it had been at least a minute since anyone had come down the gangway. What should she do? She checked the time again. Her only option was to stand here and wait until the disembarkation was definitively over with – or maybe even until passengers began boarding for the return trip; then she’d be absolutely sure that something had gone sideways. Which would mean she’d simply have to wait until Natalia contacted her again. Or maybe just forget the whole thing. Although she didn’t relish this prospect one bit, she’d spent a huge amount of time mentally debating the pros and cons, had finally come to a decision, had made all the arrangements for Natalia's stay, had driven here to meet Natalia at the ferry – and she’d even been kind of looking forward to seeing the child. Had this really all been for naught? 
 
    As she stood there feeling hopeless and with all these thoughts racing through her mind, she suddenly heard the sound of approaching footsteps that sounded like high-heeled shoes. And sure enough, someone was coming down the gangway, she could already see the person’s legs. Brown high-heeled boots, and next to them a suitcase with wheels. Now a beige coat and dark brown shawl came into view, followed by a long blond mane and an elegant, light red wool cap. This must be her, Christina thought. Her heart was in her mouth. She took another look around, but she was completely alone and was relieved to see that Natalia was coming toward her without anyone in tow. 
 
    As for Natalia, she, too, gave the immediate environs the once-over, and appeared to be afraid that someone might try to do her harm. So at least they had this fear of the unknown in common. Christina took a good look at Natalia, who was indeed attractive: slender but not emaciated, as far as this was discernible under her coat. She had a pretty, small-boned face, thin with a turned-up nose, high cheekbones, full lips and large green eyes that Christina was now looking into: Natalia was standing right in front of her. 
 
    “Hi,” she said, almost shyly. “Are you Christina? I’m Natalia.” 
 
    Christina was overcome with emotion, she felt totally confused, and very warm and her eyes filled with tears. The tension had been too much for her, and now the moment that she’d been waiting for had arrived. Unable to say hardly anything, she looked for a hanky. 
 
    “I’m so sorry...I’m just...I also don’t know...this is all too much for me.” She rummaged around in her coat pockets. 
 
    Then Natalia took a step toward her, placed one hand on Christina’s arm, and with the other handed her a hanky, which Christina gratefully took. 
 
    “It’s okay, I understand what you’re going through. I find the whole situation weird, too.” 
 
    Christina blew her nose and looked into Natalia’s eyes. Natalia smiled at her – a really friendly smile that made her face even prettier; a look that men would surely characterize as smoking hot. 
 
    “You okay?” Natalia asked, encouragingly, and Christina nodded. They left together, with Natalia’s hand still on Christina’s arm – a sensation Christina found to be very agreeable. What was this chick doing to her? She’d flashed her one itty-bitty smile, and now she felt totally comfortable with her? It began to dawn on Christina the kind of effect Natalia must have had on Patrik. 
 
    Christina showed Natalia where her car was parked, and they got in. The two women exchanged glances. Then Natalia took off her cap and shook out her blond mane. 
 
    “So tell me. Are you still willing to do what I proposed – or do you perhaps have something else in mind?” Natalia asked. 
 
    Christina searched within herself – but opposition to Natalia’s plan there was none. “No, I’m good,” she said. “I was having doubts – but now that I’ve met you in person, I’m absolutely sure that I’m doing the right thing. Even though I don’t know you yet and should actually detest you with every fiber in my being.” 
 
    Natalia lowered her eyes and nodded. Then she met Christina’s glance, opened her large eyes wide, and flashed them at her. “That’s so kind of you. I promise you that you won’t regret doing this. I won’t give you any trouble.” 
 
    Christina placed her hand on Natalia’s, which was soft and warm. Had Natalia perhaps triggered some kind of maternal instinct in her? She herself didn’t understand what was going on, but it didn’t matter now – because now they needed to get to Liv’s cabin and then they’d have the whole day to talk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Christina closed the front door and showed Natalia in. The cabin was warm and cozy – Christina had arrived last night and had slept over. Otherwise she would have had to drive all night in order to meet the ferry in Trelleborg at 5 the following morning. Also, this way she was able to get everything in readiness and switch on the heating. She’d found the key in its hiding place under a stone in the front yard, exactly where Liv had said it would be. 
 
    She noticed that Natalia was looking around. “How do you like it?” 
 
    “I love it. It’s so spacious. And so well decorated.” Natalia seemed to be totally taken with the place. 
 
    “So you think you’ll be able to survive staying here for a while?” 
 
    “For sure. I’m going to make this space a real nest for myself.” 
 
    “This cabin’s pretty secluded, but I guess that’s what you wanted.” 
 
    “You’re right – this way no one can find me.” 
 
    “The town’s a few miles away, but there’s no bus. We can go shopping today so that you can stock up on the things you need. But if you run out of something and I’m not around, you’ll have to take a taxi into town.” 
 
    “No problem. I don’t need much in any case.” Being in such a secluded place didn’t seem to faze Natalia in the least. 
 
    Christina went upstairs with Natalia and showed her the bedroom, which she’d gotten all ready for her – though she herself had slept in the other bedroom that was normally Liz’s. The only appurtenance on the second floor, apart from the two bedrooms, was a bathroom. Natalia placed her suitcase on the bed and opened it. 
 
    “Is it okay if I hang my clothes in the closet?” 
 
    “Of course. This is your home now.” Liv had cleared the way for Christina and Natalia to make untrammeled use of the cabin – to which end she’d hardly left any of her things behind and the closets were almost empty – and stocked the kitchen and living room with a full complement of amenities. 
 
    Once Natalia had unpacked, she and Christina sat down for coffee. Christina asked her what she liked to eat and made a shopping list. She noticed that Natalia spoke excellent Swedish and rarely had to search for a word – which would come in handy for situations like food shopping. Of course, Natalia had a strong Russian accent, but Christina didn’t mind that at all. 
 
    They got in the car and drove to Tensta, which was the nearest town and had a large supermarket. They did the shopping together, stuffing the shopping cart full to the brim. It was Saturday and Christina had decided to take Monday off, so that they’d have almost three days to get acquainted. She planned to go shopping with Natalia again early Monday morning, so that she’d have enough supplies to last her to the following weekend. Christina intended to come up here on the weekends in order to make sure Natalia’s pregnancy was going smoothly – and also to spend time with her and get to know her better. She also needed to find healthcare for Natalia, who was not registered in Sweden and thus was not entitled to avail herself of the country’s medical services. But Christina knew of a gynecologist in Jönköping who accepted private patients. 
 
    Christina’s dealings with Natalia had been nothing but pleasant thus far, and she particularly appreciated that Natalia wasn’t demanding, and was also down to earth and a genuinely nice person. Any doubts she might have had about the undertaking with Natalia had fallen away, and she was definitely going to help her during the prenatal and postnatal periods – and would then adopt the child. And if Natalia wanted to be involved in raising the child, that was perfectly okay with her – but then Natalia would have to obtain a residency permit and Christina had no idea how to go about doing that. Also, Natalia needed to put her past firmly behind her. Christina hadn’t yet asked her for any further details, but the threats from her Russian ex that Natalia had told her about over the phone were evidently still all too real. But Christina was confident that this secluded cabin in Småland would be an ideal safe haven for Natalia – and she found it hard to imagine that her ex would still be trying to track her down six months from now. Everything was going to work out for the best, she was sure of it – surer than she’d ever been of anything. 
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   Natalia warmed her hands on the coffee mug. She was sitting on the deck behind the house and looking out over the small expanse of lawn that abutted the woods. The temperature was barely above freezing, but this deck was sheltered from the wind and the sun was out. So in her warm hat and heavy coat, she felt quite comfortable. She turned her face toward the sun, so as to derive the maximum warmth from it. 
 
    She loved the total peace and quiet here, surrounded by nature – it reminded her of her Babushka’s cabin, which had also been in the woods. Maybe living here would give some people the creeps, but she loved these digs. Also, this had gone down in exactly the same way as when Patrik had rented the cabin in Norrland, where they’d been completely on their own and had gone on magnificent walks. The only problem was that she’d had this fucking sword of Damocles dangling over her the whole time. She’d known full well what Stanislov had in mind and she’d tried to talk him out of it – but in the end the subject hadn’t even been considered, since he wasn’t content with just withdrawing money with her cash card; he wanted everything. She’d offered to relieve Patrik of his other credit card, but Stanislov had realized that Patrik would have immediately deactivated it. Plus, they hadn’t been able to access the Swiss savings accounts that Patrik had transferred all his money to. So she’d realized what would happen. She’d been too much of an idiot to recognize what a great opportunity being with Patrik would have been for her; and she’d been too much of a coward to stand up to Stanislov – though doing so might not have made any difference. And then what had she ended up doing to poor Patrik? Couldn’t she have at least alerted him to the impending danger? He might have even forgiven her, and they could have put their heads together and found a solution. When Patrik tumbled down the cliff, her heart almost stopped. Completely dazed, she had staggered to his car with Stanislov by her side, and it had been hours before she could think straight again. And then Stanislov had smacked her really hard for not answering his questions. That’s good for everything, he’d always say. And in fact, his slap had brought her back to reality – a reality without Patrik that was the very opposite of her heart’s desire. But she’d continued functioning, as she had before. Except now, the loathing she felt for Stanislov, that was new, and it had never subsided. A mixture of hate and distrust. This distrust had made her more vigilant – and she’d come to realize that Stanislov was getting other women to engage in undertakings similar to the ones he’d assigned her. If she’d known that before, for sure she would have acted differently. 
 
    She had told Christina the whole story, first in its broad outlines by phone, and then in minute detail over the past few days. Christina wanted to know everything, and Natalia could understand that. She had feared that Christina might take her to task for what she had done. At first Christina had cried, but then had become very calm – and had even said that she could forgive Natalia. Natalia hadn’t been expecting this, and so she in turn broke down in tears, sobbing as she hadn’t done since her grandmother passed away. Christina had taken her in her arms and comforted her – the very woman who’d stolen her husband away from her. She was awed by Christina’s magnanimity – she’d never experienced anything like it before. And yes, she really liked her. Christina was so warm-hearted and understanding, and Natalia couldn’t understand how Patrik could have simply up and left her. Though of course Christina wasn’t all that pretty and was on the plump side – and Patrik had let on that they didn’t have sex any more. But still, she was a truly amazing person. 
 
    Natalia and Christina had hit it off from the very start – and after their conversation that first evening, they’d become fast friends. Together, they had made dinner, shared a bottle of wine, listened to music, put wood in the fireplace and lit a fire. This had made them feel even more secure in each others’ company, and the smell of burning wood had reminded Natalia of her Babushka’s cabin. The kitchen there contained only a wood stove and the living room had a fireplace – unlike her current digs, which had radiant heating and where the fireplace was mainly for atmosphere, not heat. 
 
    Christina had left yesterday, which had genuinely saddened Christina – though she’d only be gone a few days and would be back Friday evening. Natalia was very much looking forward to that. But in the meantime, she’d be just fine. She had a TV and a shelf full of books, most of which were romance novels. Though wasn’t really into reading books, she’d actually found one that sounded really good, called Gränslandet : en kärleksroman (“The Frontier: a love story”) by Ingrid Tollgerdt-Andersson. It was about three generations of women who are seeking happiness but are having difficulty finding it. Which isn’t surprising, given that the story is set in the 20th century, when things were pretty tough for women. The first one, Christine, wants to start a new life, and her daughters would like to break down barriers. Natalia identified with these characters and was curious to see if the book might be able to help her. 
 
    Natalia really wanted to talk to Lyudmila and hoped that Stanislov wasn’t causing her any problems again. She would have liked to tell her how well things were going for her here. But she dared not contact Lyudmila. She was afraid of leaving any trace of her presence, as there was no way of telling what resources Stanislov had at his disposal. When she’d taken leave of Lyudmila in Budapest, all she’d told her was that she was leaving Hungary. She had decided not to contact Lyudmila at all, either by phone, via social media, or in any other way. Natalia fervently hoped that a time would come when she would be able to see Lyudmila again. But for now, she would just have to wait. 
 
    She had drunk all her coffee, and now a massive cloud was obscuring the sun and was robbing her of the warmth of the sun’s rays. She began to shiver and decided it was time to go back inside. It would be nice to light a fire and read, as in any case the sun would be setting in just two hours; the days were very short in Sweden at this time of year. But when it was dark outside, the cabin was so nice and cozy with a fire blazing in the fireplace. 
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   Lars was in his office, writing a report about the surveillance of an employee that had yielded no results. He’d had the impression from the outset that the man hadn’t done anything wrong, and the surveillance had borne this out. To all appearances, he was a model employee who was always on time and observed all the rules, regulations and policies of his company. But Lars couldn’t, of course, rule out the possibility that someone had warned the employee that he was being watched. This sort of thing happened from time to time, especially when too many people were in the loop. Conceivably, one such person might have felt that his loyalties lay with the employee in question, and not with his company. Such incidences were virtually impossible to prove, but they of course made surveillance utterly pointless – not to mention a total sleeping pill for the detective. Though the fee was exactly the same as for surveillance that yielded actual results. 
 
    Lars had just finished writing the report when his phone rang – a German number. Martin perhaps? He picked up. 
 
    “Hi, Lars, it’s Liv. I’m worried about Christina.” She sounded agitated. 
 
    “Hi, Liv. What’s up?” 
 
    “I can’t reach her, and she didn’t show up for work this morning – and didn’t call in sick or the like. She’s never done anything remotely like that before.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, she’s the very picture of conscientiousness. But you know, glitches do happen, even to the best of us. Maybe she forgot to take her phone with her, and now she’s stuck in traffic.” 
 
    “I fear it’s not that simple. There’s something going on right now that’s got me really worried about my not being able to reach her. We’d agreed to talk on the phone early this morning, before she left for work. But she didn’t call and isn’t picking up either her cell phone or her land phone. So then I called her at work, and her colleagues were also surprised that she hadn’t turned up.” 
 
    “I see. But what’s this ‘something’ that’s going on right now? I really have no idea what you’re talking about. We haven’t had any contact with Christina for weeks now.” 
 
    “Well...um...I’m...afraid...I can’t really say anything about that right now. I promised Christina I’d keep it a secret. But, say, could you maybe swing by her house and see if everything’s okay? I’ll pay you for your time. I don’t know anyone else that I could ask.” 
 
    Lars didn’t like this a bit. Liv was unwilling to bring him up to speed, but he was supposed to find out what was going on in Täby? 
 
    “Please, Lars, trust me. I’d tell you more if I could. Just take my word for it when I say that something untoward might be afoot there. If Christina’s safe and sound when you find her, I’ll ask her to bring you up to speed. But if you don’t find her, call me right away.” 
 
    This “safe and sound” made Lars even more suspicious. “So are you saying that it might be unsafe for me to go there? Shouldn’t I take some backup along with me?” 
 
    There was a moment’s silence on the line. Then Liv said in a serious tone, “Yes I think you should take someone with you – proceed with extreme caution once you’re there.” 
 
    Lars swallowed. What kind of craziness was afoot now? But on the other hand, could anything that terrible really happen? He’d stop by and take Elin with him. The place was in a row-house development in Täby, so it shouldn’t pose a big problem. Or could it? But anyway, he wanted to do Liv a favor – which maybe would lead to a new case. 
 
    “Okay, Liv. We’ll go check it out.” 
 
    “Thanks a million, Lars,” Liv said, exhaling audibly. “And please, get over there right away, okay?” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Elin would jump at the opportunity to do something different, as she was currently doing boring surveillance. 
 
      
 
    Just under 45 minutes later, Lars and Elin were at Christina’s front door. Elin had grilled him about the reason for this trip – and even though Lars insisted that he was just as much in the dark as she was, Elin didn’t buy it. Even now, she was giving him an extremely skeptical sideways glance. 
 
    Just as Lars was about to ring the doorbell, Elin said, “Hey, look, the door’s open”. She grasped the doorknob and pulled the door open – toward the outside as is customary in Sweden. 
 
    “Wait a sec,” Lars whispered. “We need to be careful.” 
 
    Again this skeptical look. He’d already told her everything Liv had told him, including the bit about “safe and sound” and “be careful.” But she’d nonetheless unsheathed her truncheon and pulled it all the way out – she seemed to have grasped that this was serious. Lars was holding a can of pepper spray – which, in Sweden, private individuals are not allowed to use. But it is extremely effective when it comes to warding off an attacker, which is why Lars had a few cans on hand, in case he needed it for a hazardous mission like this one. 
 
    Lars and Elin inched their way down the hallway to the living room, where they were met with a very strange sight. The room was normally very neat and tidy, but now the coffee table was askew, a drinking glass was knocked over, and papers were scattered all over the floor. Had there perhaps been a break-in? 
 
    Lars signaled to Elin to follow him, and they moved slowly and carefully from room to room, and finally to the second floor. No one seemed to be in the house, and nothing seemed to be amiss. No trace of Christina, and her cellphone was nowhere to be found. 
 
    They then went back to the living room, and Lars called out, “Is anyone home?” No answer. 
 
    Elin looked at him inquisitively. “So will you now finally tell me what the hell’s going on here?” 
 
    “Look here, Elin. How many times do I have to tell you? I’ve really and truly told you everything I know. Liv told me she couldn’t fill me in because she’d promised Christina to keep this thing secret – whatever it is. I have no idea what’s going on here. I can’t make heads or tails of it either – but maybe Christina started a risky relationship or is otherwise involved with shady characters, how the hell should I know? But one thing is clear: this place looks suspicious. It’s not like Christina to leave her living room in this state and to leave the front door ajar. If she still can’t be reached and doesn’t call work to explain her absence, then all things considered, there’s good reason to be worried.” 
 
    He spread out his arms, uncertain what he should do next. Just then, the land phone that was on a dresser next to the couch rang. They looked at each other. 
 
    “Should we answer it?” Elin asked. 
 
    “Sure, why not? Maybe the person on the other end will think you’re Christina and we’ll get a lead.” Lars pressed the speakerphone button and nodded to her. 
 
    “Hello?” Elin said uncertainly. 
 
    “Christina, is that you? Thank god I’ve finally reached you.” It was Liv for sure. 
 
    “No, sorry,” Lars said. “It’s only me and Elin. We’ve just looked through the whole cabin. Christina’s not here, and neither is her phone. Plus the living room is kind of a mess,” he said, and described how it looked. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” Liv said in a worried tone. “But tell me, how did you get in?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was weird, too. We found the front door ajar and just walked in.” 
 
    They could hear Liv gasp. “Oh no,” she finally said. 
 
    “Liv, something’s definitely amiss here. Don’t you think it’s about time you brought us up to speed?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. But I need to talk to Martin first. I’ll call you back later, okay?” 
 
    Lars was about to say something, but Liv had already hung up. He shook his head – she’d left him no choice. He looked at Elin. “Okay then we’ll just wait until we get further information. And what do you say we kill the time with a nice coffee break.” 
 
    Elin grinned and went into the kitchen. Now, at least, she was convinced that Lars was just as much in the dark as she was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    They had drunk almost all the coffee when Lars’ phone rang. Martin’s number flashed on the screen. Lars picked up. 
 
    “Hi Martin.” 
 
    “Hi there, Lars. I just got finished talking to Liv about you-know-what.” Martin sounded as mellow as ever. 
 
    “Yes, Liv told us to drop by Christina’s house, and something’s definitely wrong here. But Liv didn’t want to tell me what this is all about, so we’re of course curious to find out more.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s why I’m calling.” 
 
    “Okay, then I’ll put you on speakerphone so that Elin can listen in. Okay, then here goes.” 
 
    “You need to understand that Liv is in kind of a bind here. She solemnly swore to Christina that she’d keep this whole matter under wraps. But now it seems that something’s happened to Christina – and so I think it’s okay to break the promise now.” 
 
    “I see.” Lars could hear Martin’s inner lawyer speaking – but he didn’t care, so long as he was finally going to spill the beans. 
 
    “However, it doesn’t make sense to bring you into the loop unless you’re prepared to take on a new case. It concerns helping Christina, and to do that you’d need to go somewhere, right now, that’s a few hours’ drive from Stockholm. Do you have time today and tomorrow to work on this case?” 
 
    Lars looked at Elin, who nodded in excitement. She seemed to be totally stoked about taking on such a case, as was Lars, despite a voice in his head that said, “Hey wait a minute there, buddy” – a voice that reminded him of his wife’s. But he decided to pay no attention to it just now. 
 
    “Yes, that works, we can do it. Though of course it depends on what the whole thing’s actually about. I don’t want to end up buying a pig in a poke here.” 
 
    “Sure, I can understand that. Okay, it’s kind of a bizarre story that has to do with Christina’s late husband. As you have no doubt gathered, he was having an affair with a young woman, who, as far as we know, is from Russia and who’s name is Natalia. She recently called Christina and made a truly unusual proposal. You need to know two things, though. First, her ex is trying to track her down, and she says if he finds her, he might try to kill her – or at least do her serious bodily harm. The other thing is that she’s pregnant, and she claims that Patrik is the father.” 
 
    Lars and Elin looked at each other, and Elin rolled her eyes. Lars still didn’t see where all this was going. 
 
    “Christina made a deal with Natalia to the effect that Christina will adopt the child and will provide Natalia with a safe haven during the pregnancy.” 
 
    “Unbelievable!” Elin said. “But how can she be sure that Patrik really is the father? And even if he is, why on earth does she want to adopt the child? I mean after all, Patrik abandoned her.” 
 
    “Yes, we had the same concerns, and Liv of course conveyed them to Christina. But we don’t need to discuss all this right now, you know. The fact is that Christina intends to go ahead with this, and, with Liv’s permission, she’s stashed Natalia in the cabin in Småland. That was last weekend. But in the event Christina’s been kidnapped, then the perpetrator will undoubtedly turn out to be Natalia’s ex, the Russian – in which case it’s only a matter of time until he heads for that cabin. In fact, he might well be on his way there now. So we would like you to drive up there and make sure that everything’s okay.” 
 
    “You mean the cabin that Liv was kidnapped from?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one. I’ll send you the address.” 
 
    “Can’t we just phone the cabin?” Elin asked. 
 
    “Afraid not. Liv has had the phone turned off, and we don’t have a number for Natalia.” 
 
    “I see.” Every possible scenario was racing through Lars’s mind. “Why not ask the police to check it out?” 
 
    “Well, we’d considered that possibility. But for one thing, this wouldn’t be in Christina’s interests, since the whole business would come to light; plus I don’t have much faith in the Tensta police. My experience with them when Liv was kidnapped from there last year was none too positive. But if you don’t want to make the trip, then I suppose that would be our only option. But Lars, really, we’d be eternally grateful to you if the two of you would drive up there right now.” 
 
    “Just a sec,” Lars said, as he muted the phone and looked over at Elin. “Well? You in?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The whole thing sounds totally wild, but at least something’s finally happening. And it might be super exciting. I just need to get my gear from home, and then I’m good to go.” 
 
    As for Lars, he still had his gear in his car, and it would surely be better to spare Lisa the details of this case. He decided to text her, rather than going home. 
 
    He took the phone off mute. “Okay, Martin, we’re in. We’re heading out the door right now. Send us the address and anything else we might need – and then we’ll give you a call once we’re on the road, if need be.” 
 
    “Thanks a million, Lars, I owe you one,” Martin said, sounding relieved. 
 
    They hung up the phone and left the house. 
 
    “I hope we’re not too late,” Elin said. 
 
    Lars nodded. “Well I suppose that depends on how much resistance Christina puts up. Anyway, it hasn’t been all that long since she disappeared. But we really need to step on it!” 
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   Christina was in the trunk of the car, stark naked, with her hands tied behind her back with cable ties that cut into her flesh at the slightest movement. Her ankles were also tied, and a piece of duct tape was plastered diagonally over her mouth. She was nothing but a bundle of pain. Her face was swollen and hurting from the beating she’d gotten. Her body was one giant dull ache, and her thigh was burning like hell. But the duct tape was the worst. She’d sobbed quietly as the trunk of the car was slammed shut. Crying so much had left her with a stuffed nose, so that she had to struggle desperately for air, and it was only after several panicked minutes that her nose was clear again – but she still felt like the tape was suffocating her. The car was moving, and the noise of the engine would drown out her muffled cries for help – which in any case the driver wouldn’t hear if she died a wretched death back here. Plus, the driver couldn’t have cared less what happened to her. 
 
      
 
    When the doorbell rang that morning, she was just getting dressed. She wondered who could be wanting something from her so early in the day, but her suspicions weren’t aroused. Peeking through the window next to the front door, she saw a tall man carrying a pile of magazines, and assumed he was going to try to sell her a subscription. Which was, no doubt, what she was meant to surmise. She opened the door just a crack, but the man pushed his way in. She immediately let go of the door and fled to the living room, in a panic. The intruder grabbed hold of her there and threw her to the floor. As she fell, she bumped into the coffee table, causing a glass to topple over and a pile of papers to fall to the floor. She was unable to put up a fight, because before she knew it her attacker was on top of her, holding her arms together, tying her up and putting duct tape over her mouth. He then dashed through the house and appeared to be checking out the whole place. Christina had thought that he was looking to steal her money and valuables, but when he came back, as far as she could tell he’d taken nothing but her cellphone. But then she almost fainted in terror upon hearing him say to her, in a strong Eastern European accent, that he was going to take her along with him, “so that we can have a little chat” – because now she knew who he was, and that Natalia was in danger too. 
 
    The man grabbed hold of her and dragged her to the front door, where he watched the street for a time before pushing her over to a car that was parked in front of the house. He tossed her into the back seat and sat down next to her. Another man was sitting in the driver’s seat, and the engine was running. She could hardly see outside, because the rear windows were darkened. Then a bag was pulled over her head; immediately she was terrified that she would suffocate, and her heart began racing. But she managed to collect herself, because she needed to figure out where the car was going. At first, she could follow the car’s route quite well and could figure out which direction the car was going in by its right and left turns. However, when the car began moving straight ahead at a steady speed, she assumed they were on the highway – and there were no more clues to be had. 
 
    At one point she screamed and sobbed loudly behind the duct tape in order to draw attention to herself, but the man sitting next to her slapped her on the head and shouted at her to keep quiet. The two men didn’t talk much, only a few brief remarks in Russian – or at least that’s what she thought it was. Every possible scenario went racing through her mind. One of the men was probably Natalia’s ex, who must have found out somehow that Christina was in contact with her. How he’d managed this was a mystery to her; she racked her brains, but for the life of her, she couldn’t figure it out. She decided the wisest course would be to deny everything and act dumb, and she used the time in the car to think up as many plausible and coherent answers as she  could. But at that juncture, she had no idea what awaited her. 
 
    Christina couldn’t tell exactly how long they’d been driving. It had seemed like an eternity, but she figured that they’d been in the car for no more than 30 minutes. She had been lying next to the guy, with her legs pulled up and her head leaning against his hip. He had kept putting his meaty hand on her head or shoulders, which made her shudder in fear every time. But nothing happened to her while they were driving – the bad stuff didn’t begin until afterwards. She’d figured they were going to take her someplace where they wouldn’t be disturbed – which is what happened. 
 
    When the car finally came to a stop, the bag was removed from her head. She was standing outside a small cabin, around which nothing but a forest was to be seen; so, she surmised, we must be pretty far from Stockholm. Surely, they’re going to remove the duct tape and start interrogating me now, she thought. But they didn’t. They tied her hands in front of her and left the tape on her mouth. No sooner was she inside the cabin than the men were all over her. First, they slapped her face, and when she tried to fend them off with her arms, they punched her in the stomach and for a moment she could hardly breathe. She ended up collapsing on the floor, where she held her arms in front of her face as the blows and kicks rained down upon her. Then it was over, and she was a whimpering bundle of pain, curled up on the floor. Her attackers lifted her up and set her on a chair, with her hands and feet tied to it. She hurt everywhere, and the pain had obliterated all semblance of thought. A blow to the kidneys had been particularly painful, and she felt like she’d been stabbed in the lower back. 
 
    When they finally removed the duct tape, she began to sob uncontrollably. The two men stood there waiting for her to regain at least a modicum of composure – but then immediately asked her about Natalia’s whereabouts. She told them that she didn’t know anyone named Natalia, which earned her a slap on the face. And this time she couldn’t protect herself, as her hands were tied to the armrests of the chair. This back and forth went on for quite some time, always the same question with Christina giving pretty much the same answer every time. The slaps were violent, but Christina had made up her mind that she wouldn’t betray Natalia. She also feared that the men would kill her once she’d told them what they wanted to know, because then they’d have no further use for her – and this strengthened her resolve. 
 
    When the two Russians realized that they were getting nowhere, they briefly conferred in their native language, whereupon the driver nodded and left the cabin. His confederate taped her mouth shut again, and for a second or two Christina thought they’d believed her and were going to take her home. But the Russian who was guarding her picked up a pair of scissors and began cutting off her clothing – first her pants, then her blouse, and finally her bra and panties. Christina tried to break free, but she couldn’t really defend herself. Now she was totally nude, except for her socks. How humiliating it was to be sitting here stark naked, at the mercy of this violent guy, with her breasts completely exposed. She couldn’t even close her legs, as her feet were tied to the chair legs. Christina looked down at her body, whose corpulence she found embarrassing. This sitting position made her look chubbier: her stomach stuck out, her large breasts laid almost on top of it, she had a sizeable spare tire around her hips, and her thighs resembled the folds of an accordion. But why the hell was she worrying about her appearance? She had other problems on her hands right now – the little matter of life and death, for example. 
 
    What else did this violent scumbag intend to do to her – was rape next, perhaps? But what actually happened was far worse. 
 
    Her Russian guard had settled into an armchair and wasn’t even watching her any more. All Christina could do was wait, and her breathing gradually returned to normal. But she was starting to feel very cold. The cabin was unheated, and the outdoor temperature went down to zero at night. After a time, the Russian put his jacket back on that he’d taken off before he began brutalizing Christina; but he continued to ignore her and instead fooled around with his phone while Christina began shivering. 
 
    The driver finally returned – though how long he’d been gone Christina couldn’t tell – carrying a metal box with a handle on it. Christina shuddered at the thought of what they might do to her next. Were they planning to really torture her? 
 
    The Russian guy got up from the armchair and took off his jacket. The shit was about to hit the fan – again. He planted himself in front of Christina and said, “Now we’re going to show you what we can do with you and then believe me, you’ll talk.” 
 
    The other guy placed the box on the floor, opened it and took out a metal object that resembled a jug with a holder under it, a handle on its side, and a straight, open-ended tube on top. He turned a wheel on the tube, which emitted a hiss, and then lit a lighter and held it up to the tube – and a jet of flame came shooting out of it. Christina opened her eyes wide, in sheer horror. 
 
    The Russian standing before her spoke again. “Maybe you’ve never seen one of these before, but it’s a blowtorch. The temperature of the flame is more than 1000 degrees. My buddy here’s going to show you what this little baby can do.” 
 
    He then said something in Russian, and his confederate picked up what looked like a very thin aluminum plate. He tensioned the plate in a small holder, which he placed on the floor. He then pointed the flame at the plate and adjusted the flame with the little wheel, until the flame turned blue. The plate quickly started glowing, and when the guy pulled the flame back, Christina could see that it had burned a hole in the plate. She swallowed, staring at her torturer, who merely said, “And now we’re going to show you what real pain feels like. At first he’s going to be real nice about it and only hold the flame on you for a second – but if you don’t talk, he’ll be more than happy to extend the treatment.” 
 
    He nodded to his confederate and gave him a command in Russian. The man turned toward Christina, blowtorch in hand, and drew hearer to her. She emitted a muffled scream under the duct tape and shook her head violently back and forth. Goddammit, they had to at least give her a chance to talk. But her captor paid no attention to her gesticulations and pointed the flame at her right thigh. Already feeling the heat of the torch, Christina squirmed around in the chair and tugged on her shackles in desperation – but the flame reached her skin and a horrific pain spread through her whole leg. She screamed under the gag, and then everything went black. 
 
    When she came to, her thigh was still burning like fire; it looked horrible and smelled of charred flesh. Desperate and in agony, she sobbed. After removing the duct tape, all the Russian said to her was, “Talk.” 
 
    Christina’s resolve was broken, she couldn’t take any more – so she talked. At first, she couldn’t say a word, but after they gave her a glass of water, she told them the whole story, from the beginning. At one point she faltered when they asked her for the address of the cabin; but a slight wave of the torch was enough to get her talking again. Once she’d told them everything and answered all their questions, they bandaged her thigh, put the duct tape back on her mouth, dragged her to the car, and put her in the trunk. 
 
    She assumed that their next stop would be Liv’s cabin, and that her captors had taken her along so that they could interrogate her again in case it turned out that she’d been lying. Plus, they wanted to make sure that she wouldn’t sound the alarm. Christina had no illusions about what they would do with her once they got hold of Natalia. Because then she’d just be a superfluous witness – collateral damage that needed to be gotten out of the way. She was so done in that she found herself hoping that her death would be quick and painless. She just wanted it to be over, longed to be put out of her misery. She was past hoping that she’d ever get out of this situation alive. No one knew that she’d been kidnapped, and Liv and Martin were the only ones who knew about Natalia and the cabin. And they were far away, in Berlin. No, there was no way out. She’d seen, and felt in her own body, that these men would stop at nothing. She now realized that Natalia hadn’t been exaggerating a bit and that her anxieties had been totally justified. 
 
    Natalia would have little chance of escaping unscathed, as she had no idea what was going to be arriving at her front door before very long. Chances were that the two of them were going to share the same fate. But Christina was tormented by the fear that Natalia’s death would be anything but quick and painless, as this Russian seemed to harbor a deep loathing for her. Given that he’d been tracking her for months all over Europe and had spared no expense in doing so, he would no doubt exact a high price from Natalia. 
 
    Christina cursed herself inwardly for having been clueless about what she was getting into and having been absurdly naive and overconfident. And for this, she was going to pay with her life. In killing her, this Russian bastard would be eliminating all traces of Patrik, of her, and Natalia – as well as Patrik’s child. 
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   Elin was happy to see that they had almost reached their destination, having just passed Tensta, and now finding themselves driving through the woods. As the GPS hadn’t found the address, she’d keyed its coordinates into the device. Elin had already investigated the cabin and its environs using the satellite view on Google Maps. The house was on a road that passed through a large forest, and there weren’t any other houses for miles around. Behind the cabin was a yard and a garden shed, and in front of the entrance were two parking spaces. Liv and Martin had both called during the trip up here and had given them a wealth of information. They had recommended that in order to reach the cabin without being noticed, they shouldn’t park there, but should instead take a narrow path that led from the road, a short distance before the cabin, directly through the forest to the rear property line. 
 
    Lars had driven as fast as he could, up to 150 km per hour where it was safe to do so, thus probably saving them around 30 minutes’ driving time. Elin prayed that they wouldn’t arrive too late. All the information they had about this Russian guy had been conveyed to them indirectly and consisted of Natalia’s take on him that Liv and Christina had relayed to them. But there could be no doubt that he was a dangerous fellow indeed. And if he’d invested all this time and effort into tracking down Natalia, it was unlikely it was just to have a nice chat with her. The worst-case scenario was that Natalia and Christina would already be dead when they finally arrived, with nary a sign of the Russian. Then the whole mission would have been for naught. 
 
    They had just turned right when Lars said, “This must be the place.” 
 
    And in fact, on the opposite side a wider road branched off into the forest – but after a few meters grew narrower. Lars made a U-turn and turned down this road. Just behind the bushes on the edge of the road he found a small parking space that his Volvo fit into perfectly. He could remain here without being noticed from the road. 
 
    “So here we go.” Lars gave Elin a serious look. “As I said, we’re not going to storm the cabin SWAT-style. First we need to do some reconnoitering.” 
 
    “Copy that.” Elin had realized that Lars was right, because they had no way of knowing what they’d find. She had been assuming that as it would be the two of them against the Russian, they could start the operation immediately. But as Lars had pointed out, they had no way of knowing whether the Russian was alone – or armed. Plus, Lars wanted, at all costs, to avoid a situation where the Russian could take the women hostage and escape with them, because then they would have gained nothing. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we take our gear with us anyway?” 
 
    “Absolutely. We need to be prepared for any eventuality – plus time is of the essence.” 
 
    Lars grabbed his backpack from the back seat. Elin had a small bag in front of her, from which she took her truncheon and binoculars. Her knife was already attached to her belt. They put on their jackets, which were dark green and thus served as camouflage in this terrain; luckily there was no snow on the ground. 
 
    They made their way down the forest path, which was about a yard wide and curved through the trees. The path was muddy in places, but apart from that, the walk was easy. Elin led the way, with Lars behind – but soon he slowed down, as his knee seemed to be bothering him. Elin reached the end of the path first – and as Liv had said it took less then ten minutes to get there. Elin took up position behind a tree and scanned the surroundings. Because she had ended up next to the property, she had a good view of the whole scene. She had a side view of the cabin – both the driveway and the yard behind it were well within her field of view; but the garden shed was for the most part obscured by the cabin. Total calm reigned, and there wasn’t a car to be seen. Either they’d gotten here before the Russian, or he’d already left. She of course hoped that they’d gotten here first, because then they’d be able to rescue Natalia. But unfortunately, Natalia had never laid eyes on them and would have no idea what they were doing here in the first place – and probably wouldn’t be all that willing to come with them. 
 
    Lars arrived and positioned himself behind her. “What’s the situation?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen a thing – no movement, no people, nada. Do you think we should approach the house?” 
 
    Just then she heard a car engine and saw a car driving down the street. 
 
    Lars had heard it too. “Let’s wait till the car drives by.” 
 
    But instead of driving by, the car turned into the driveway of Liv’s cabin. The doors were opened roughly, and two men burst out of the car – one was tall and well built; the second man was stocky and brawny, and was bald. The driver, who was the taller of the two, ran around the house carrying a longish object in his hand that Elin assumed must be a crowbar. The smaller man took up position at the entrance. 
 
    Lars pulled Elin farther back into the bushes. 
 
    “Shit,” she whispered. “Why couldn’t they have arrived five minutes later?” 
 
    “Nothing we can do about that now. Do you see Christina anywhere?” 
 
    Elin picked up the binoculars and trained them on the car, which was a large Audi, probably an A6 sedan. 
 
    “I don’t see her. Maybe they’ve got her tied up on the back seat.” 
 
    Lars placed a hand on her arm. “Well, whatever – the fact is we’ve got ourselves a really dangerous situation here. We’re facing two guys with really bad intentions. I’m going to call the cops.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “I’ll go back into the forest a ways so that they can’t hear me talking on the phone – you stay here and keep watch, okay?” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “And Elin, don’t even think about making the slightest move until I get back.” 
 
    Lars knew from past experience that Elin hated just sitting around and watching – but she nodded anyway. Lars disappeared down the path. 
 
    Just then she heard a crashing sound from the rear of the house – the tall guy had apparently forced the back door open. Elin couldn’t see the deck and instead was keeping her binoculars trained on the stocky guy, who was supposed to be guarding the front entrance, in case Natalia tried to make a run for it. But this didn’t happen, because less than a minute had elapsed when the tall guy called out to his confederate in what sounded like Russian. The stocky guy took off like a shot and ran around the house to the back door. 
 
    Where the hell has Lars gone? Elin wondered. She turned around but could neither see nor hear him. This was the perfect opportunity to go over to the Audi and see if Christina was inside. If she could bring her to safety, that would be a major accomplishment. Assuming of course that she was still alive, and the Russians had taken her with them. 
 
    She looked around again. No sign of Lars. What the hell was taking him so long? All he had to do was make an emergency call. She looked over at the Audi again, which stood there, invitingly, with its doors wide open. The Russians were in the house, probably dealing with Natalia. Elin decided to check whether Christina was in the car. She cautiously moved through the cover provided by the bushes and trees, until she reached the road and looked for the Russians again. The coast was still clear. Ducking, she crept down the driveway, and then inched forward so that she could peer into the car. No one inside. On the back seat there were some soda cans and a couple of bags of chips – but no sign of Christina. But she hadn’t checked the trunk yet. Elin stealthily crept to the rear of the Audi, checking the whole time for any Russian who might suddenly materialize. She pressed on the button that opened the trunk, and the lid swung open. Elin recoiled in horror, unable to recognize the shapeless white thing that she saw. It was only on second glance that she realized that what she was looking at was a corpulent, naked woman with her hands tied behind her back and her legs tied together, covered in bruises, a serious burn on one thigh and a bandage on it that was soaked in blood. The woman’s face was red and swollen, and a wide piece of duct tape covered her mouth. Her large eyes stared back at Elin. The woman was alive, and conscious. Could this be Christina? Elin couldn’t tell for sure – and so, with a swift movement, she removed the duct tape and placed her index finger over her mouth. 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    Yes, it was in fact Christina. Elin cut the cable ties with her knife. Christina’s skin was extremely cold to the touch, and she was shivering all over – not surprising in this freezing cold weather. Those scumbags could have at least covered her. Gingerly, she helped Christina out of the trunk – who stood there unsteady on her feet. Elin took off her jacket and draped it over Christina’s shoulders. It was of course much too small, but it would have to do for the moment. 
 
    “Can you walk? I want to get you out of here and bring you to safety.” 
 
    Christina made a rasping sound, cleared her throat twice and then said, “I’ll stay here. You need to help Natalia, they’re going to kill her.” 
 
    Elin reflected for a moment. Was that a smart move? Well, bringing Christina over to Lars’s car would take almost half an hour, and Natalia might be dead by then. Plus, the heat was on in the Audi, as the engine was still running. 
 
    “Okay, then, get in the driver’s seat, lock the doors, and take off if you see either of the Russians. Think you can manage that?” 
 
    Christina nodded and took a few steps. After checking to make sure the coast was clear, Elin slowly guided Christina to the driver’s door and helped her get in the car. Then she closed both doors as gingerly and quietly as she could and waited until Christina had locked them. After giving Christina the thumbs-up, she headed toward the rear of the cabin. Looking back one last time, she saw that Christina had picked up a can of soda and was drinking thirstily from it. Well that seems to have worked out pretty well, Elin thought. She crept over to the right corner of the house and looked around – the coast was clear. As she knew that there was a window on this side of the cabin, she wanted to reconnoiter there first. Ducking down, she crept over to the window, below which there was a pile of flowerpots. She put her feet in the spaces between them. Slowly she straightened up, only to be confronted with a horrific sight. She had a clear view of the whole living room, in the middle of which a blond woman was standing – or rather hanging – stark naked, and who for sure was Natalia. In the area leading to the deck, the living room had a high peaked roof with a large pillar going through it. The men had tied Natalia to it, with her arms raised, and her toes just barely touching the floor. The tall Russian was standing in front of her wielding a belt that he was using to whip Natalia mercilessly. With each blow, her body swung a bit in the opposite direction and she emitted such a loud scream that Elin could hear her through the triple-glazed windows. Shit, she really needed to do something. But how? It was her, by herself, against two men. She’d have to wait for Lars. And what had become of the short stocky guy? She didn’t see him in the living room – but maybe he was sitting in a corner out of her field of view and was enjoying the show. 
 
    The tall guy walloped Natalia yet again with the belt, and must have hit an especially sensitive place, because Natalia shrieked in pain. Elin, recoiling in horror, kicked over a stack of flowerpots, two of which shattered with a loud crash. Shit, hopefully they didn’t hear anything, I need to get out of here, she thought. But it was too late, she heard someone shouting, and the stocky guy came dashing around the corner, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He’d probably been standing on the deck, smoking – what a rotten break! Elin had no choice but to gird herself for the impending confrontation. The stocky Russian had seemed rather short next to his buddy, but Elin now noticed that he was still taller than she was. 
 
    As this powerhouse of a guy was heading toward her like a cannonball, Elin feinted at the last second and stuck out her left leg. The stocky guy tripped and ended up sprawled on the ground – but immediately turned over on his back. In a flash, Elin threw herself on him – she simply had to neutralize him. She sat on him, pummeling his face, but her blows didn’t seem to faze him in the least. He just grinned and grabbed her hands – first one, then the other. So there she was, wrists gripped in his vice-like paws. The guy was really strong. They met each other’s gaze. Elin frantically tried to decide how she could use her feet; but then the guy suddenly turned over with all his might, dragging her along with him – then she was on the bottom, and he on top. And boy, was he heavy. The stocky guy slid up to her hips and pressed her left arm down on the floor. Then he let go of her right wrist and placed his left forearm across her neck, using all his weight to press on her windpipe and cutting off her air supply. He was staring down at her. He reeked of cigarette smoke and had horrendously bad breath. She tried to strike him with her free right hand but was unable to reach a vulnerable part of his body, as his shoulder was in the way. Plus, he had turned his head away, so she couldn’t try to gouge his eyes. She could move her legs, but that was no help, as being kicked in the back didn’t bother this guy at all. With his weight on her, she felt like her hips were being mashed into the floor, and with her left arm immobilized, she was completely at his mercy. She began to panic – she needed air. She knew it wouldn’t be long before she fainted. There was only one way out of this. She felt for her belt, found the leather sheath attached to it, and opened it. She pulled the knife out, grasped the handle tightly, and stabbed her attacker as hard as she could. She had apparently hit the bulls-eye, as the full length of the blade pierced his torso right between two ribs, entering his thorax. Her attacker twitched and froze, and then collapsed on her – and the pressure on her neck was finally gone. With great effort, she rolled the Russian’s heavy body off of hers and took a deep breath; her neck was throbbing with pain. That sure was a close one, she thought. 
 
    Just as she got up to see if the man was still breathing, she heard rapid steps behind her. She turned around, but the tall Russian was already upon her. The last thing she saw was his boot connecting with her temple. Then she passed out. 
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   Lars was outraged – he’d never experienced anything like this before. These emergency calls could normally be accomplished in two minutes, tops. But this one, he realized after checking his watch, had taken more than ten minutes. 
 
    First, he’d landed in a queue – for an emergency call, no less. Was the whole police force perhaps at a Christmas buffet and only had backup personnel manning the phones? The call-taker was one of those people who asks you for every last detail, thrice over. Lars tried to keep his cool, but he ended up yelling at the call-taker that the life of two women was hanging in the balance and that every second counted. The call-taker then explained calmly that he simply had to have every last detail in order to assess how many men needed to be dispatch to the scene. Lars then said that he needn’t figure out anything of the sort, because as an ex-policeman, Lars knew that he needed four armed cops and an ambulance in this particular situation. And though the call-taker thanked Lars for pointing this out, another difficulty arose. All police precincts in Sweden were in the process of being consolidated – which meant that, especially in the north, the catchment area of a single precinct often comprised hundred of square kilometers. The Tensta precinct was now only manned on Tuesdays and Thursdays – and today was Wednesday. And if a patrol car didn’t happen to be near the scene, the Jönköping police would have to be dispatched, and it would take them at least half an hour to arrive. 
 
    And given the fact that for the moment, Lars and Elin were left to fend for themselves, Lars made his way down the path back to the house as quickly as he could. When he arrived at the edge of the forest, Elin was nowhere to be seen. What the hell, Lars thought. He’d instructed her to do absolutely nothing and to wait here for him to return. Couldn’t this chick ever do as she was told? It was always the same story with her. He picked up the binoculars and trained them on the car, whose doors were now closed, and there appeared to be someone in the driver’s seat. Was it the stocky Russian? There was no sign of Elin. He shifted the binoculars in the other direction, toward the rear of the cabin. Wait a sec, he thought, there’s something on the ground there. He zoomed out the field of view. Yup, someone was lying on the ground, motionless. But it wasn’t Elin, who was small and delicate; this person’s body was almost completely round. Was it the stocky Russian? If so, what the hell was he doing there? What had happened to him? And if it was him, who the hell was in the car? He’d just have to go check it out. But first he needed to go to the car, because if the Russian was in there, he’d spot Lars walking across the lawn. 
 
    Lars crept along the edge of the forest towards the road, trying not to make a sound. When he got there, he’d be able to more easily see who was in the car. It was neither Russian, that was for sure; and it was a female, that was also for sure; but was it Christina? It couldn’t possibly be Elin. Lars slowly approached the car. Yup, it was Christina, badly battered, but Christina all the same. She spotted Lars and opened the window a crack. 
 
    “What happened?” Lars whispered. “Where the hell is Elin?” 
 
    “You’ve got to help her, otherwise they’re going to kill Natalia,” she said hoarsely, indicating the right side of the cabin. “The last I saw of Elin, she was at the corner of the house, back there. But I haven’t laid eyes on her since.” 
 
    So once again Elin had acted on her own initiative – and of course without consulting him. The nerve of that girl! 
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    Christina merely nodded and indicated with a wave of her hand that he should go to the cabin. Well, okay, he in any case needed to have a look at the corpse that was lying there. 
 
    Crouching down, Lars made his way along the side of the cabin to the lifeless body. Yup, there he was, the stocky Russian guy, lying on his back. Lars took the pepper spray out of his chest pouch, just in case, but the man didn’t move, and as far as Lars could see, he wasn’t breathing. What had gone down here? Lars kneeled next to the lifeless man, the pepper spray at the ready, and felt for a pulse in the man’s carotid artery. Nope, no pulse, dead as a doornail. But what – or who – had killed him? At first, Lars couldn’t find any obvious injuries – that was, until he leaned over the body and saw the knife sticking out of the man’s chest cavity. Though there was little blood, the knife had apparently gone right into the man’s heart. This appeared to be Elin’s doing – Lars was pretty sure it was her knife. But then why hadn’t she removed it, instead of leaving it stuck in the body? Something was definitely amiss here. 
 
    Lars turned around toward the cabin, where he spotted a side window that would enable him to see what was going on in there. Perhaps Elin had taken care of the other Russian too, and so the crime scene was now secure – the kind of handiwork he’d come to expect from Elin. But her leaving the knife behind – that wasn’t like her. 
 
    Under the window, he now noticed, there was a stack of flowerpots – but one of them was tipped over and two were broken. Lars gingerly positioned himself next to them and peered in the window from the side. Though he had a clear view of the whole living room, at first it was hard to take in everything at one glance. A young woman was suspended in the middle of the room – stark naked and with streaks of blood on her. Judging from the size of her stomach, she was very pregnant. The Russian was in the process of walloping her with a belt, but the woman didn’t seem to be reacting – perhaps she’d passed out. Lars realized that he had to do something, because if he didn’t, this woman wasn’t long for this world – and that unborn child was clearly getting the worst of it, as the Russian wasn’t making any allowances for the woman’s pregnancy. But where the hell was Elin? He looked around the living room and finally spotted her lying in a corner on the floor, with her back to the room and apparently tied up. Fuck, so the tall guy had caught her after all. This Russian guy, Lars thought, must  detest Natalia so much that he couldn’t even think straight – because otherwise he would have realized that he’d been caught red-handed committing a crime and would have fled the scene. Or did he perhaps really believe that Elin had come here on her own? Well anyway, the small stocky guy was out of the picture, so now it was going to be Lars against the tall Russian. Lars himself was about six feet tall, and he figured that the Russian was about the same height. But the Russian was really ripped, though Lars had pretty muscular shoulders. So that meant the Russian had more bulk – he was built like a tank, with bulging muscles. But Lars was sure he could take him on. After all, he had the element of surprise going for him, plus his combat implements. He removed his knuckle-duster from his belt, put it around the fingers of his right hand, and grabbed the pepper spray with his other hand. He could really feel the adrenaline shooting through his veins now – the time for action had come. He went to the back of the cabin and checked the deck. As he’d expected, the coast was clear. He could see that the door had been forced open and that the crowbar used for this was lying on the deck. Which meant that he didn’t have to worry about how he entered the cabin; the door was only open a crack. Through it, he could hear the women being whipped and her quiet whimpering – so she wasn’t unconscious after all. Lars briefly considered taking the crowbar along with him, but he decided it was too unwieldy for close combat and felt more secure with the pepper spray and the knuckle-duster. 
 
    Another blow with the belt, followed by a scream – it was now or never. Lars went over to the door and opened it. The Russian was about to wallop the girl again, but froze and wheeled around to face Lars, who rushed at the Russian before the guy knew what was happening, brandishing the pepper spray. But the Russian had quick reflexes and managed to shield his eyes with his right arm before Lars could press the button on the pepper spray. Lars tried to punch the Russian with his right hand, but the Russian was quicker and clobbered him in the stomach. Lars couldn’t breathe and felt like he was going to pass out. Pressing his advantage, the Russian wrested the pepper spray away from Lars and threw him to the floor. Before Lars could so much as brace himself, the huge Russian jumped on top of him. Lars felt a stabbing pain in his chest and heard a cracking sound. The Russian had his meaty paws around his neck and was trying to strangle him. Fuck, thought Lars, this guy is strong and fast – a deadly combination. Lars punched the Russian in the side with his knuckle-duster, aiming for the kidneys. The Russian flinched but continued trying to throttle Lars. Lars feverishly thought about what his options were in this situation. Two words came back to him from his training at the police academy: eyes and scrotum. But unfortunately, the guy was astride him, so the scrotum was out of the question – so Lars tried for a punch to the face. But this proved impossible, as the Russian kept turning his head back and forth. The pressure on his neck was becoming unbearable, and Lars couldn’t breathe. There was only one vulnerable place left. You couldn’t dislodge the hands of such a strong guy, though that’s what most people try to do in such situations. And yet, each hand has a pinky, and if you manage to grab them and pull them outward, the pain is unbearable and in most cases your attacker will let go. Lars grabbed hold of both pinkies and wrenched them sideways as hard as he could. The Russian screamed in pain, and let go of Lars’s neck, in order to free his pinkies. Lars could breathe again, and he inhaled deeply. But his respite was short-lived. The Russian slammed his knees into Lars’ forearms and began trying to throttle him again. Lars desperately tried to free his arms, but the guy had them pinned down, with all his weight. Lars felt the pressure on his windpipe – but this time he couldn’t really fight back. Then he saw something move right behind the Russian. Was it Natalia? It was indeed – and she had been able to get her battered body swinging back and forth. Was she trying to come to his aid? Lars saw her swing backwards and then come flying at the Russian at top speed, feet first. Lars managed to arch his torso enough to line up the Russian with Natalia’s rapidly approaching feet, whose heels caught the guy on the side of the head. Whereupon the pressure on his neck eased and Lars was able to flip the Russian off him. He quickly got up and gave the Russian a good swift kick in the side. But he just shook it off and was already on all fours. Just as Lars was about to hit the guy with his knee, he turned and pulled Lars to the floor. Lars could hardly believe it – this guy was on top of him yet again. 
 
    The Russian punched him in the face and grabbed for the belt that he’d dropped during the fight. With a swift movement, he wrapped it around Lars’s neck, and as he began to pull on it, Lars knew he was a goner. There was no way to prevent the belt from tightening around his neck. The Russian had him pinned down and he couldn’t reach any vulnerable part of his adversary’s body. He began to feel weak. Natalia couldn't help him now either; the last rolling movement on the floor had placed them out of her reach. Lars hit the Russian, but his blows grew increasingly feeble, and he wouldn’t be able to put up a fight for much longer. So was this it for him, then? Was he going to die, here in Liv’s cabin, in a fight with this criminal? He could feel the fog of unconsciousness invading him. But just when he was about to pass out, he heard a dull thud, and then something heavy landed on the floor next to him. The Russian collapsed on him and the tugging on the belt ceased. With his last bit of strength, Lars loosened the belt and air began flowing into his lungs again – and slowly he regained full consciousness. What had happened? He rolled the Russian off him, removed the belt from his neck and rubbed his throat. The crowbar lay behind him. When he turned around, he saw Christina standing behind him, wearing a jacket that was several sizes too small for her and one of whose sleeve seams had burst. Her stomach hung down in folds, and under the jacket she was stark naked, and had a bandaged thigh and blood running down her leg. Her hands hung at her sides – she was clearly at the end of her tether and sunk to her knees. Lars stood up, gasping for breath. Just as he was about to rush to Christina’s aid, he heard Elin, who, having turned around, cried out, “The Russian first, Lars. You need to tie him up before he comes to.” 
 
    Lars shook himself; first he needed to be able to think straight. Elin was right, tying up the Russian was urgent, otherwise the fight might start all over again – and he had no way of knowing how hard Christina had hit him. He took the cable ties out of his pants pocket and tied the Russian’s hands behind his back, using two ties, just to make sure. Then he tied the Russians ankles together, bent his legs and attached the Russian’s hands to his feet, so that he would be completely immobilized. Lars noticed that on the back of his head the Russian had a pretty serious wound that was bleeding profusely – so he’d probably be down for the count for quite a while. 
 
    He turned toward Christina, who had crawled over to Natalia and was stroking her legs. Lars stood up and was just about to go over to her, when Elin said, “Untie me first, Lars, and then I can help too.” 
 
    Elin’s hands and feet were tied. She had a lacerated left temple, the side of her face was completely caked with blood and her neck was very reddened – but apart from that, she seemed to be alright. 
 
    Lars nodded. In a daze, he staggered over to the kitchen counter for a sharp knife. He then freed Elin, who rubbed her wrists and immediately got up. 
 
    “Let’s free Natalia,” she said, springing over to the two women in the middle of the room. Lars followed behind. Each intake of air triggered a stab of pain in his chest cavity, and he feared he had a fractured rib. 
 
    Elin gently put her arms around Natalia, to steady her body. 
 
    “Sever the cord, Lars!” 
 
    Being relatively tall, Lars could reach Natalia’s hands, though his ribs hurt when he stretched out his arm. After Lars cut the cord, Elin grabbed hold of Natalia, and the two of them carried her over to the couch, with Christina crawling behind them. 
 
    They carefully set down Natalia, who whimpered at every movement and was a mess. Her face was swollen and smeared with blood, and she was also bleeding from the mouth. Her attacker had probably knocked out a few of her teeth. She had long striations all over her body, and she was bleeding from the wounds where she had been struck by the belt buckle, whose tongue had penetrated deeply into her flesh. Christina slowly hoisted herself onto the couch, and Elin helped her to sit next to Natalia. Lars was in awe of Christina, who was in almost as bad shape as Natalia, but whose only thought was to help her. 
 
    “Thanks. You know, Christina, you saved my life,” he whispered hoarsely. 
 
    She looked at him, with her swollen face. “Bullshit,” she said feebly, “if you two hadn’t showed up, both of us would be dead by now. I’m the one who should be thanking you. What brought you here?” 
 
    “Liv sent us. She was worried because she couldn’t reach you. But now we need to patch you up and find you something to wear.” Lars had difficulty talking, and his chest hurt with every intake of breath. 
 
    “Our things are upstairs,” Christina said, putting an arm around Natalia. 
 
    Elin came from the hallway carrying dressing material. “I found this stuff in the bathroom – there’s a medicine cabinet in there. Should we use them, or would you rather we waited for the ambulance? How long till it arrives?” Elin had washed the blood off her face and had wrapped her head in a damp towel. 
 
    “How’s your injury?” Lars asked. 
 
    “My head’s buzzing a little, but it’s not too bad,” she said, smiling cheerfully. “What’s the story with the ambulance?” 
 
    Lars checked his watch. He’d called 20 minutes ago. “Hopefully, they’ll be here within about ten minutes. I suggest that we put adhesive bandages on the flesh wounds and let the doctors do the rest. But we need something comfortable for the women to wear. Could you have a look upstairs?” 
 
    “Sure,” Elin said, smiling at him; she appeared to be in a state of near euphoria. Elin handed Lars the dressing material and ran upstairs. Lars ripped open some of the packages, covered the worst of Natalia’s wounds with pieces of gauze and then attached them with adhesive bandages. He avoided putting the bandages right on the wounds, since the doctors were for sure going to remove them immediately, which could be painful. As he was tending to an abdominal wound, he felt something move under the skin – the child in Natalia’s womb shifting position. 
 
    “Your child’s alive,” he said to Natalia, who nodded and smiled wanly, as she’d felt it as well. 
 
    “Thank god,” Christina murmured, with tears in her eyes. 
 
    Elin came back downstairs with the clothes. “Here you go, a jogging suit and a bathrobe. Plus panties and thick socks.” She gave the women the clothes and helped them to put them on. Lars watched Elin, who was still flowing with happiness. Did she know that the stocky Russian was dead? Why was she in such a jolly mood? Lars got two glasses of water from the kitchen. 
 
    Once Christina and Natalia had gotten dressed and had made themselves comfortable on the couch, glasses of water in hand, Lars took Elin aside. 
 
    “Are you on something? Why this newfound giddiness?” 
 
    Elin shook her head, smiling. “No, but I feel like a newborn babe. We’ve all come through this alive, and I’m so happy that we got here in time and could rescue the two of them. Or rather, the two and a half of them.” 
 
    “Well, it was a close call, and the whole thing could have gone sideways. Tell me, though, why didn’t you wait for me as we’d agreed?” He gave her a reproachful look. 
 
    “Well it took you forever – what were you doing all that time?” 
 
    “The call-taker was a disaster – kept me on the line for ten minutes.” 
 
    “I couldn’t wait any longer, Lars. The stocky Russian had vanished into the cabin, and I simply had to see what was happening with Christina. And by the way – what’s the story with that guy?” 
 
    “He’s lying out there, dead as a doornail. You stabbed him right in the heart.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Elin said, swallowing. “That wasn’t my intention, but it really was a desperate measure, in self-defense, otherwise he would have throttled me.” 
 
    She looked at him beseechingly with her green eyes, seeking his approval. 
 
    “Oh, I believe you. But you’re going to be facing an extensive police investigation. Just so you know.” 
 
    “Well actually, I’m looking forward to it,” she said grinning at him – her sunny mood was apparently unshakable. “And how about you, how are you doing? Were you hurt? That huge guy was pretty close to doing you in, it seems.” 
 
    “Seems like I’ve got a couple of broken ribs and some bruises. But that’s about it.” 
 
    They could hear sirens wailing in the distance. 
 
    “Sounds like the cops are finally here. Typical, now that the situation’s under control. Elin, I think you’d better stand by the front door – or even better on the road, so that you can waylay the cops before they step onto the property. Raise your arms over your head so that they can clearly see you and tell them that they needn’t do any SWAT-like maneuvers, as the perpetrators have been neutralized. What we really need right now is medical assistance.” 
 
    She nodded. “Will do,” she said and dashed to the front door. 
 
    Lars looked around the room. Natalia’s clothes that the Russian had ripped from her body were lying on the floor. Plus the crowbar – and next to it the Russian, who was still dead to the world. Lars placed the crowbar off to one side, as he didn’t want the cops thinking it was a weapon that could be used against them and reach for their guns. It would certainly be grimly ironic if, having overpowered the perpetrators, they ended up being killed by a trigger-happy cop. 
 
    The two women were cuddling on the couch, with their eyes closed – so for the moment, he couldn’t do anything further for them. He sank stiffly into an armchair – everything hurt, especially his ribs. And now the sixty four thousand dollar question: What the hell was he going to tell Lisa? She’d probably file for divorce lickety-split. The cease-fire had officially collapsed, and he might as well cancel the appointment with the marriage counselor right away. Lars sighed. 
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   Martin had just come home. The kids were playing upstairs. They were evidently too busy to come down and had merely shouted “Hi” from the top of the stairs. So Liv had come over to him immediately, and he saw that she’d been crying. 
 
    “There’s news from Sweden,” she said giving him a serious look. 
 
    “Is it bad?” he asked, in a distressed voice. After the phone conversations with Lars that morning, he had been wondering what was going on there; but he’d had wall to wall appointments for the rest of the day and hadn’t gotten around to calling either Liv or Lars. He’d spent the afternoon in court, and cell phones weren’t allowed there. On his way home, he’d still been thinking about the court session, and what was unfolding in Sweden today had completely slipped his mind. The whole matter had occurred to him only now. 
 
    “Well, yes and no. You should sit down, though.” 
 
    That didn’t sound too promising. Martin set down his attaché case, took off his coat, and sat down at the kitchen table. 
 
    “So tell me, what happened?” 
 
    Liv pulled up a chair next to him at the table, sat down and turned her face toward him. 
 
    “Well, the good news is that they’re all alive.” 
 
    “Good,” Martin said, waiting for more. 
 
    “But they’re also all in the hospital.” Liv began to cry. Martin put his arm around her and stroked her shoulder. 
 
    “Honey, how bad is it?” 
 
    Liv reached into her sleeve and pulled out a hanky that seemed the worse for wear. Martin rummaged around in his jacket pocket and took out a fresh package of tissues. 
 
    Liv blew her nose. 
 
    “They beat Natalia to within an inch of her life, but she’ll be alright, and the child too.” Liv sniffled and took a deep breath. “As for Christina, those scumbags tortured her, with a blowtorch, no less; can you imagine?” 
 
    “Oh no. That’s simply awful. How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She’s the one who called me. She was very weak and just gave me a very brief rundown of the salient points. She has third degree burns on her thigh, but apparently the pain’s gone. But her face is in worse shape – they slugged her there too. But she thinks it’ll heal.” 
 
    Liv burst out crying again. “How can people do something like that,” she said through her sobs. 
 
    “How about Lars and Elin? How are they?” 
 
    “Christina says they weren’t seriously injured, but they had to fight like lions and got hit a lot.” 
 
    Martin swallowed again – what she was saying sounded so dramatic! 
 
    “Lars wants you to call him as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll do it right now. Did Christina tell you anything else?” 
 
    "Nope.” Liv shook her head. Martin tried to hug her, but she pushed him away. “Not right now. Just call Lars, I want to know the details.” 
 
    “Okay, whatever you say.” 
 
    Martin took his phone out of his pocket and switched it on. He hadn’t turned it back on after court, and had three missed calls, all of them from Lars. Martin pressed on Lars’s number and switched to speakerphone. Lars picked up immediately 
 
    “Hi, Martin.” 
 
    “Hi, Lars, I just got home. I was in court. Liv gave me the broad outlines about what happened; she’s listening in. How are you doing? Were you injured?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m basically alright. The guy broke three of my ribs, plus I have a whole bunch of bruises, and a shiner.” 
 
    “How about Elin?” 
 
    “She got a bad cut on her temple that needed stitches. Apart from that, she’s okay – plus she’s really ebullient, despite her having killed someone today – but in self-defense of course.” 
 
    “Wow, that really was a dangerous mission, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “You can say that again, dude. All three of us came within an inch of our lives. There were two Russians. One of them overpowered Elin and tied her up. He had Natalia at his mercy and gave her a terrible beating. When I intervened, it was touch and go for a while – but the other guy was a lot stronger than me and he got the upper hand. If Christina hadn’t stepped in, I would have been killed. As far as I’m concerned, she’s a real hero. She herself was tortured, was kept in the trunk of a car for hours, stark naked and tied up, in freezing temperatures – and was still able to find the strength to fight back. She cracked the Russian over the head with a crowbar – he’s in the hospital in a coma right now and has a fractured skull.” 
 
    “Wow, you’ve really been through the ringer, haven’t you? How are Christina and the young woman doing?” 
 
    “Well not too bad, under the circumstances. Christina’s one tough gal, and I think she’ll bounce back real soon. She’s got a really bad burn, but luckily it’s not very large. Her face is in really bad shape, but the doctor says it’ll heal, and she won’t need any further treatment. Natalia’s worse off, though – the guy broke her jaw and knocked out some of her teeth. She was operated on this afternoon and the surgery went well. She’d also got a bunch of wounds – none of them life-threatening, though, and they’ll heal. But there will probably be some scarring. Luckily nothing happened to the baby, and the doctors say it’s fine. Those two gals, Christina and Natalia, have a really close connection to each other – which, considering their history, is kind of hard to understand. But I’m convinced that what they went through today will really cement the bond between them. It’ll probably take everyone involved quite a long time to get past what happened today – it was really tough, I’m telling you. Elin will have to deal with some PTSD eventually, I think. It’s not so easy to get past having killed someone. Plus, the police investigation isn’t going to make things any easier. They’re probably going to ask us to stay here until they’ve got to the bottom of all this. I’m also afraid that we’re going to have to talk to them about the whole business with Patrik and Natalia. I doubt they’ll believe us if we say that the Russians did all this just for the fun of it. There’s no way this whole thing can be kept under wraps, whether Christina likes it or not.” 
 
    “I see. But I strongly advise you to get yourselves a good lawyer.” 
 
    “Already in the works. Christina knows one and she’s already given her a call.” 
 
    “Great. But does this mean that we did the right thing by having you go there? Or should we have taken a different tack? I mean we’re terribly, terribly sorry that the two of you were in so much danger and were injured to boot.” 
 
    Lars cleared his throat. “Really, it’s no problem. Such risks go with the territory. Elin thought it was great, and she’s totally grateful to have had the opportunity to let off some steam again. Well, I only wish I could have stood up better to this guy – but thanks to Christina it all turned out well. The only fly in the ointment – and it’s a major one, believe me – is my wife. I mean, look, your idea of taking some time out worked well up to this point, but she’s going to crucify me for what went down today. I haven’t even dared call her yet. I mean, what can I say to her? She is going to go ballistic.” 
 
    Martin also had no idea what he should advise Lars to do. It was of course perfectly understandable that Lisa would take a very dim view of all this. 
 
    Liv broke in, having regained her composure. 
 
    “Hi, Lars, Liv here. Martin told me about your problem, but scout’s honor, no one else knows about it – we haven’t breathed a word to anyone. If you don’t mind me putting in my two cents, I think you really do have to give her a call, like right now. And you need to tell her the naked truth, without pulling any punches. And tell her how important being a detective is to you and that you simply don’t want to give it up – dangerous missions included. She’ll simply have to make a choice. If she really loves you, then she’ll learn to live with the inherent hazards. And if she doesn’t, well, then it’s moot, you’ll lose her anyway.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Lars said, “Is that your take on it too, Martin?” 
 
    “Yeah, Lars, I think Liv’s right. It’s the only way – you know, the best defense is a good offense.” 
 
    “Okay thanks, to both of you, for being so honest with me. I think I’ll do it. But I definitely need a good strong glass of whiskey to give me courage – and of course there’s not a drop of alcohol to be had in this whole damned hospital.” 
 
    “Best of luck, Lars. We’ll be keeping our fingers crossed.” 
 
    They said goodbye to each other. 
 
    Liv looked at Martin. “What have we done? How could we have let Lars and Elin get mixed up in this?” 
 
    Martin shook his head. “Honey, we did the right thing, we had no other choice. Because otherwise Christina and Natalia would have been killed. And then we really would have had good reason to flagellate ourselves. And Lars and Elin have pulled it off again. Luckily neither of them was seriously injured, and they’ll make a full recovery.” 
 
    “True. Except...all of this is even worse than what we went through last year. Torture, brutal beatings, and a life and death struggle – why did it have to come to this?” 
 
    “Well it seems to me that this Natalia person simply got mixed up with the wrong people, and you have to tread very carefully in such situations. Once you get involved with people like that, it’s almost impossible to extricate yourself. Assuming, of course, that this Natalia person is as nice as Christina says she is. For her sake, I sure hope so.” 
 
    “I have great confidence in her, you know, and I doubt that she could be so mistaken about someone.” 
 
    “Yeah, but, honestly, didn’t she have even the glimmer of an idea of what Patrik was up to?” 
 
    “Oh come on, that’s totally different – husbands are a tough nut to crack,” she said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Martin had to laugh, in spite of himself. “I admit defeat, I’m powerless before such compelling feminine logic. Come here, you sexy thing.” 
 
    He stood up and pulled her up, so that he could embrace her. She snuggled up to him, her head resting on his shoulder. Martin knew what was going on inside her at the moment. Something bad had gone down yet again at the Småland cabin – the very dwelling that was such an integral part of the bond between Liv and her grandmother. Liv’s kidnapping last year, today a life and death struggle. It would be a long time, if ever, before she could get these images out of her head. Up till today, Liv had been reluctant to go to the cabin – and with all that had happened, he realized that she’d probably never want to set foot there again. It would probably be best to sell the place, grandma or no grandma. That decision was totally up to Liv, of course, but he was definitely going to suggest it to her. Only not today. She needed time to process all this. 
 
    He pressed her to him, and then asked her, “Do we have anything to eat? I’m famished.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Epilogue 
 
    
    March 2017 
 
      
 
   She held out her plate to the woman at the food counter for a second helping. Ladling the food onto her plate, the woman winked at her, for she knew that Natalia could use the sustenance. On Thursdays they served the classic Swedish dish for this day of the week – pea soup with bacon bits, and pancakes with jam for dessert. 
 
    Natalia carefully carried her tray from the counter to her table and slowly lowered herself into a chair; moving was problematic in this, her third trimester. As usual, she ate with Melly and Kicki, who she’d become friends with. Friends came in very handy in prison, and Melly and Kicki were really special. Melly was small and powerfully built, with tattoos all over her body, including her face – colorful tattoos with every imaginable motif. All the inmates claimed to be “totally innocent,” except for Melly, who made no bones about the fact that she’d deliberately offed her boyfriend by knifing him. This earned her the respect of the other inmates, none of whom dared mess with her. Kicki, on the other hand, was tall and slim, had only one tiny tattoo on her upper arm, and was currently the only inmate who had her kid with her. He was now three months only, and she’d been incarcerated for six months here at Färingsö, the women’s correctional facility located west of Stockholm. So Kicki was a good person for Natalia to talk to, as she was due in two weeks. When the time came, she would immediately be taken to a nearby hospital – for which the day-release form was already filled out and signed. Afterwards, she and the baby would be returning to her cell at Färingsö prison, where the child would be living under the same conditions as her. As Natalia’s lawyer had explained to her, Swedish prisons do not have separate cell blocks for women with children. Children are allowed to remain with their mothers for as long as the mother wishes, and provided that the Department of Child Protective Services and the prison administration adjudge this arrangement to be in the child’s best interests. In most such cases, children remain with their mothers for only a few months, and for up to two years at the most. Natalia had already agreed with Christina that she would take the child after it was weaned, whereupon Christina would become the child’s foster mother pro temp. They had decided to do the formal adoption later on, as the child was automatically granted Swedish citizenship by virtue of Patrik being its father. This status of her child would also support Natalia’s citizenship application after she was released from prison. 
 
    “Crappy Thursday grub,” Melly said, pushing the plate of food away. 
 
    Melly was always complaining about the food, whereas Natalia quite liked it; such healthy and hearty casseroles were common fare in Russia and were also good for you. But anyway, she was finding just about any food to her liking just now and was hungry all the time. 
 
    “Can I finish yours?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure, knock yourself out,” Melly answered. “But I want the pancakes,” she said, grinning. 
 
    Kicki’s little girl started crying. 
 
    “What’s up with her?” Natalia asked. 
 
    Kicki lifted up the girl and sniffed her behind. 
 
    “I need to change her diaper, it’s soiled again.” 
 
    “Oh come on, can’t you wait until I’m finished eating so that I can do it?” 
 
    Natalia tended to jump on any opportunity to take care of Kicki’s baby, as she wanted to learn how to change diapers so that she wouldn’t be a total beginner when her own child arrived. She was expecting a boy, and she and Christina had already settled on a name for him – Patrik, of course. She was pleased as punch about this. 
 
    She’d completely recovered from her injuries. Her jaw was all better. Her face had cycled through every color of the rainbow, from blue to green to yellow and she now had a good, healthy complexion. As for the scar on her cheek, she simply hid it with concealer. The wounds on her body had healed, and she could live with the few scars that remained. All that was still missing were the five teeth she’d lost, but the dentist had advised her to do the implants after the baby was born, as the procedure would require a number of visits. 
 
    Natalia was eating her pea soup, and Melly’s too, and now turned to her pancakes. She adored pancakes with jam and proceeded to slather them accordingly. And with a dollop of cream on top, it was the perfect dessert. 
 
    She’d been convicted of three counts of fraud and being an accessory to murder and had been sentenced to eight years. Her lawyer advised her to only plead guilty to the charge involving Patrik, but Natalia had wanted to have a clean slate, and for her past life to be over and done with so that she could move forward – something she felt she couldn’t do if she only copped to a portion of the charges against her. The DA and judge had taken this into consideration in setting her sentence, and with time off for good behavior she’d be out on parole in two years. But Melly and Kicki, who’d gotten life, wouldn’t be so lucky – although most such sentences are reduced. 
 
    “Coming?” Kicki said, as she got up from her chair. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Natalia followed Kicki back to her cell, where they changed the diaper together. Kicki told her how to go about changing the diaper and showed her how to get almost all the feces to stay in the diaper. The baby’s mood instantly turned sunny and she was very playful with the two women. 
 
    Then Natalia went back to her cell, which was small and simply furnished, as one would expect in a prison. But this was fine with Natalia, who was in any case accustomed to making do with little. 
 
    Christina would be visiting her this coming Saturday and came at least once a week. Natalia looked forward to these occasions like a child waiting for Santa to arrive. For her, Christina was like her Babushka – not as old of course, but with the same warm-heartedness. She had the feeling that her life was now coming full circle and that she’d returned to her native soil. Christina was her new home – they’d decided to live together when Natalia was released, and of course with Patrik Jr. This was in fact her fondest wish. 
 
    She was thrilled that Christina had gotten better so quickly and was now looking really good. But she also realized that the effects of the events on that fateful December day would haunt Christina for the rest of her days. Christina didn’t want to talk about it and was always soft-pedaling it – though she had admitted to Natalia that she was seeing a therapist once a week in order to put all that trauma behind her. 
 
    Natalia’s friend Lyudmila had visited her a few weeks ago, and they’d burst into tears as they fell into each others’ arms. Lyudmila had wanted to know all the details, and they’d put their heads together to piece together the puzzle of how Stanislov had managed to track her down. Stanislov and a buddy had waylaid Lyudmila’s friend’s brother Gábor and made him talk. But of course Gábor could only tell them what he knew – which was that Natalia had left Budapest, that she was pregnant with Patrik’s child and that she intended to have the baby. Gábor felt terrible about having betrayed Natalia – but they’d threatened to cut off his balls if he didn’t talk. Luckily, they’d been satisfied with getting this much out of him and had let him go. Afterwards, Stanislov had apparently put two and two together. He knew that Natalia had run out of people she could turn to – and that she was going to need help if she was going to have the baby. Then, Stanislov or a buddy of his had hacked into Christina’s phone data, a list of which the police had found in his Audi. And when he saw that Christina had received numerous calls from Budapest, he realized what was up and had proceeded to kidnap Christina. 
 
    Natalia fervently hoped that Stanislov, who was still in a coma, would never wake up. Christina had really clobbered him, and she was eternally grateful for that too. And even if Stanislov did wake up, he’d be tried for three counts of murder, kidnapping, aggravated assault, and attempted murder. He would surely get life, but most such sentences are reduced to 18 years after ten years have been served – which would mean that Natalia would once again have to be watching her back all the time. And she was sure that Stanislov would seek revenge, even after all those years. So hopefully he’d never, ever wake up from that coma. 
 
    Natalia was the only one to be convicted of a crime. The charges of aggravated assault against Christina and manslaughter against Elin had been dropped, as the police and the DA ended up accepting that they had acted in self defense – although establishing this had required a number of interrogation sessions. Natalia felt this was as it should be and was happy about this outcome. She would have felt horribly guilty if one of the people who’d come to her aid ended up getting into serious trouble for doing so. 
 
    Natalia reached over to her night table and picked up the book that Christina had brought her last week. The cabin in Småland had been a crime scene for quite some time, and so had been cordoned off by the police. When the cordon was removed, the owner had decided to sell the cabin and had cleared it out. The book that Natalia had begun reading back then had ended up in Christina’s possession, and now Natalia could resume reading it. She was now on the third generation of strong, independent female characters from Gränslandet : en kärleksroman (“The Frontier: a love story”), and the book gave her courage. Like those women, she would never give up and would do everything within her power to make a success of her new life. And she wasn’t alone – she had Christina by her side. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Thanks to the reader 
 
      
 
    I am thrilled that you have chosen my book. 
 
      
 
    I am even more thrilled that you have read it to the end. I especially hope that you liked it. If so, I would like to ask you for a small favour: take a few moments of your time and rate my book on Amazon. 
 
      
 
    If you didn’t like something about the book, please tell me directly! Your feedback is extremely important to me – this way I get the chance to consider the preferences of my readers. 
 
      
 
    contact@christertholin.one 
 
    www.christertholin.one 
 
      
 
    My heartfelt thanks 
 
    Christer Tholin 
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    The author is originally from Schleswig-Holstein in     Germany and has lived for many years with his family in Stockholm / Sweden, where he works as an independent management consultant. 
 
    He is a great fan of Swedish crime literature and had been planning for a long time to make his own contribution. That has already come to fruition with his first book, “VANISHED?” which is also the first book of the “Stockholm Sleuth Series” introducing Elin and Lars. “SECRETS?” is their second case. 
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    VANISHED? 
 
    Stockholm Sleuth Series, Book 1 
 
    By Christer Tholin 
 
    2016, Stockholm 
 
      
 
    She: a very hot 30 something Swedish woman. He: a native of Berlin, on vacation in rural Sweden, seeking solace for his broken heart. They meet. He finds her irresistible. But before their relationship can get off the ground, she vanishes mysteriously, having apparently been abducted. So Martin sets out to rescue Liv from her captors, with the aid of two Swedish detectives in a race against time – and across Sweden. In so doing, Martin and his intrepid detective duo put their very lives on the line. 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B071KYQ2XZ/ 
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    secrets? 
 
    Stockholm Sleuth Series, Book 2 
 
    By Christer Tholin 
 
    2017, Stockholm 
 
      
 
    In the crime novella SECRETS?, fledgling private investigator Elin Bohlander takes on what looks like an easy assignment — at first: to determine if her client’s boyfriend is having an affair with another woman. To do this, Elin follows him to a secluded cabin in the woods, where she soon discovers that what’s actually transpiring is stranger than anyone thought. Having ventured too far, she’s stumbled upon a hornet’s nest and put her life at risk. But it’s too late. Can Elin win the unequal fight against a gang of brutal child molesters? 
 
      
 
    https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B075VWXGHN/ 
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