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About the Book

SOMETHING IS COMING

THE CHOSEN ONES are about to start their second year in senior high school. All summer they have been waiting for the demons’ next move. But the threat comes from another direction, somewhere they could never have foreseen.

It becomes more and more obvious that something is very wrong in Engelsfors. The past is woven together with the present. The living meet the dead. THE CHOSEN ONES are tied even closer together and are once again reminded that magic cannot make you happy or mend broken hearts...


About the Author

Sara B. Elfgren and Mats Strandberg first met in 2008. They quickly realised that they shared a passion for stories with young adults in the lead roles, and soon the idea to write a book together was born. The story took shape and when the idea came up to make the main characters young girls who also are witches, everything fell into place. The Circle, the first part in The Engelsfors Trilogy, was released in the UK in April 2011. Part three, The Key, will be published in 2014.

Abba musician Benny Andersson has launched a new production company with his son to adapt The Circle into a film.

Sara B. Elfgren started her career in the film industry as a screenwriter. As a script doctor, she has been involved in several Swedish film and TV-productions such as Arn, Selma and Lasse-Maja’s Detective Bureau. She has a Degree in Film Studies.

Mats Strandberg is an author and a journalist. He is a regular columnist for Sweden’s biggest evening newspaper Aftonbladet and in 2004 the organization Sveriges Tidskrifter (Sweden’s Newspapers and Magazines) awarded him the title Columnist of the Year. Mats has previously released three books, of which the third one, Half Lifes, was awarded Book of the Year 2009 by QX.


[image: image]


PART I


1

Sunlight floods in through the tall windows and picks out every dirty old stain on the white textured wallpaper. A fan on the floor is slowly turning from side to side. The room is still unbearably hot.

‘How did your summer go?’

Jakob, the shrink, is wearing shorts, and sitting back in the brown leather armchair.

Linnéa can’t resist a little probe into his thoughts. She registers his discomfort at the leather of the chair seat sticking to the backs of his thighs and then his genuine pleasure at seeing her again. She backs off instantly. Feels a bit ashamed.

‘Fine, thank you,’ she replies. It’s been horrible, she thinks.

She focuses on the framed poster behind Jakob. All pastelly geometric shapes. She can’t imagine anything blander and wonders what point Jakob wanted to make by hanging it just there.

‘Has anything special happened that you would like to talk about?’ he asks.

Define ‘special’, Linnéa thinks and glares at the blue triangle that hovers above his shaved skull.

‘Not really.’

Jakob nods and doesn’t say anything more. Ever since she realised that she is a mind-reader, Linnéa has now and then asked herself if he might not have a milder variant of her power, if he isn’t somehow able to sense what is going on in her head. He always seems to know when to be silent in a way that makes her want to talk. Mostly, she resists, but this time the words bubble up.

‘I’ve had a fight with one of my friends. Several of them, actually.’

Linnéa lets one of her flip-flops dangle. She hates sandals. But when it’s this bloody hot you have no choice.

‘So, what happened?’ Jakob’s tone is neutral.

‘I was keeping something secret. Something the others should have known, but I kept it to myself. And then, when I finally told them they got furious with me because I hadn’t let them in on it earlier. And now they don’t trust me.’

‘Can you tell me the secret?’

‘No.’

Jakob just nods. She wonders what would happen to his professional composure if she told him the truth. He wouldn’t believe her at first, obviously. But she could go on to describe how, before she learned to control her ability better, she sometimes, against her will, picked up what he was thinking. Which is how she knows that he was unfaithful to his wife last autumn. He was sleeping with a colleague. His darkest secret.

Jakob would become anxious. Always ill at ease whenever she was around. Just like the Chosen Ones.

A few days after the end-of-term assembly, they finally revealed their secrets to each other. Minoo told them the whole truth about what happened that night in the school dining area, about the black smoke that no one else could see and that came pouring out of her and Max, who had been blessed by the demons. Anna-Karin described how she had cast a spell over her mother that lasted all of the autumn term, and admitted how far she had gone with Jari. Heavy secrets, but nothing in comparison with what Linnéa had to confess. That she could read their minds. And that she had been doing it for almost a year. Without saying anything.

Since then, nothing has been the same. They have been meeting regularly all summer to practise their magic skills and, each time, Linnéa has been aware of the others avoiding her eyes. Throughout the summer holidays, Vanessa has hardly said a word to her. When Linnéa thinks about that, she feels as if a super-sharp electric whisk has been thrust through her chest, churning her heart to mush.

‘How did you react when they turned on you?’ Jakob asks.

‘I tried to defend myself. But I understood why they did, of course. I mean … like, if I had been one of them, I would’ve been so fucking angry.’

‘Why didn’t you tell them the truth before?’

‘I knew they’d freak out.’

Once more, that psychologist-style silence. Linnéa stares hard at her feet. The varnish on her toenails is black.

‘Anyway, it felt kind of good, too,’ she went on.

‘What felt good?’

‘It felt like having the upper hand.’

‘It can be tough to let other people come close, truly close to you. There are times when being alone gives one a sense of security.’

Linnéa can’t stop the laughter. It erupts with a snort.

‘What’s so funny?’ Jakob asks.

She looks up and sees his gentle smile. What does he know about being alone? Not alone, as in everyone else is busy tonight, or alone, as in your wife is away at a conference. But utterly, painfully alone, so lonely it’s as if the atoms in your body are pulling away from each other and you’re about to dissolve into one great Nothing. So lonely you have to scream just to hear that you still exist. Alone, as in nobody would care if you disappeared.

Inside Linnéa’s head, the list pops up. It has been there for as long as she can remember. It’s the list headed Who Would Care if I Died? Since Elias’s murder, there have been no obvious names left.

Jakob clearly realises that she isn’t going to reply, because he changes the subject.

‘Before the summer holidays, you told me that you had met someone you felt fond of.’

That murderously sharp, fast whisk starts up again.

‘I’m over it,’ she lies. ‘It got too complicated.’

Flipping, flopping, her sandal keeps dangling. She avoids looking at Jakob.

He asks more questions and she answers mechanically, feeding him a small truth here, a large lie there.

There’s so much she can’t tell him. Like: ‘The world is not the way you think it is. It’s full of magic. Engelsfors will be the centre of a battle that’s going to cross the boundaries between the dimensions. Good pitted against evil. I and a handful of other high-school girls are up against the demons. And another thing: I’m a witch. You see, I am chosen to vanquish evil and prevent the apocalypse. Any more questions?’

Besides, there are just as many not-magical secrets that Jakob will never hear about: ‘After Elias’s death, I started sleeping with Jonte. Sure, the same old Jonte, my ex-dealing mate. And, yes, we smoked together, but I’ve stopped now. I won’t ever do it again, promise. I’m responsible enough to have a flat of my own. You and Diana believe me, don’t you?’

Any of that stuff would be a one-way ticket to another institution. Or to new foster parents. Foster parents who wouldn’t be like Ulf and Tina. Those two never tried moulding her into somebody she was not, never tried to play at being a perfect family. They understood that she hadn’t been a child for many, many years – perhaps never. If they hadn’t got it into their heads to go to Botswana and start a school, she would’ve liked to stay on with them.

‘How do you feel about starting school again?’ Jakob says and Linnéa realises that she has been silent for a long while.

‘No problem.’

‘Do you think a lot about Elias?’

It surprises her sometimes how much it still hurts to hear his name mentioned.

‘Of course I do,’ she snaps, even though she knows that Jakob didn’t intend to get at her. ‘I think of him every day. Especially today.’

‘Why just today?’

Inside Linnéa, the sense of loss beats like a pulse and she has to concentrate on not bursting into tears.

‘It’s his birthday today.’

Jakob nods and looks compassionately at her. Linnéa hates him. She doesn’t want to be one of the saddos who everyone feels sorry for. She’s damaged goods, she knows that, but detests seeing it reflected in other people’s eyes, resents the way they can’t wait to try fitting the broken bits together, get out the superglue and start mending until they think she looks whole.

She probes again and notices that Jakob feels hopeful, believes that he has connected with her and that she is about to open up, tell him more about Elias.

She takes revenge by keeping her mouth shut for the last ten minutes of their session.

I miss you so. It doesn’t pass. The pain feels less bad sometimes, that’s all.

I hate remembering the last time we met, the fight we had. The real reason was simply that I was worried about what was happening to you. Now, I understand what you were going through. I think so, anyway. You had begun to discover new, inexplicable changes in yourself, just like I had.

I thought I was losing my mind and you must have been afraid of that, too. You must have been so frightened.

If only we’d talked, told each other our secrets. Perhaps everything would have been different then. If only you’d been born anywhere except in this fucking hole. Perhaps you would still have been alive.

I know it’s pointless to think these things, but I can’t stop myself.

I draw up lists of all the tiny details that were part of you.

Like the way you always picked the pickled gherkin out of the veggie burger. I never figured out why you didn’t ask them not to add it. And your favourite authors were Poppy Z. Brite and Edgar Allan Poe and Oscar Wilde. I’ve underlined the passages you read aloud to me when you phoned me at night. You promised to take me on a journey to Japan before our thirtieth birthdays. Once, you said that if you were a girl you would’ve liked to be called Lucretia. Wherever did you get that from? You never had crushes on real-life celebs, only on fantasy people like Misa Amane, even though she’s so bugging, and Edward Scissorhands.

And you asked me not to forget you if you died before I did. Such a truly typically fucking stupid thing to say. As if I could ever forget you.

You are my brother in everything except the blood. I love you and will love you for ever.

Linnéa carefully rips out the diary page and folds it. She digs a small, deep hollow in the light soil by the rose bush next to the stone on Elias’s grave. The white shrub roses are faded already and the leaves have ugly, dried-out edges. She pushes the folded paper into the hole. Buries it. Wipes her hands on her black skirt and sits back.

She can see the rectory between the old lime trees on the far side of the churchyard. Linnéa observes the window of the room that used to be Elias’s. The panes reflect the bright blue sky. Elias loved the view over the churchyard. Imagine if he had realised that he was looking at the plot of his own grave.

The air is very still. Within the walled cemetery, the baking sun heats the gravestones. The grass is yellowing and the parched ground criss-crossed with cracks. In June, the Engelsfors Herald ran euphoric headlines about the record-breaking summer. Now, in August, the record figures are the numbers of old folk dying of dehydration and of farmers having their finances ruined.

Linnéa’s mobile pings, but she can’t even be bothered checking. Olivia, the only one in the old gang who’s still her friend, has been texting like crazy all morning. The summer holiday has passed without a sign of life from Olivia, but now that it suits her, she expects Linnéa to jump. No such luck.

She unscrews the top of the water bottle in her fabric carrier. It makes no difference how much she drinks, she’s still thirsty afterwards. All the same, the rose bush gets the last few drops.

She puts the bottle back and pulls out the three red roses from the flower bed in Storvall Park. Their heads are drooping already. She puts one rose on Elias’s grave. Then she goes along to place another one on the nearby grave, where the stone bears Rebecka’s name.

Linnéa looks back at Elias’s grave. In the beginning she had hoped to be able to pick up the thoughts of the dead. To contact them. But she hasn’t succeeded in even sensing whether they are there at all, let alone what might be going on in their minds.

Linnéa used to believe that when a person died, that was it. End of story. Now, she knows that at least souls exist.

They’re where they should be, Minoo had said when, after the end-of-term assembly, they had met up here, by the graves.

Linnéa hopes that it is true, that Elias exists somewhere else, in a better place.

She remembers meeting Max in the dining area and what he said when he was trying to make her reveal who the other Chosen Ones were.

Elias is waiting for you, Linnéa.

A tiny part of her is tempted to find out if Max, ally of the demons, is telling the truth.

You can be together again.

Now she can no longer hold back the tears. She lets them run down her cheeks as she walks away. So fucking what? Since when aren’t you allowed to cry in a churchyard?

One red rose is left in her carrier bag. It is for her mum.

Linnéa is just about to take the path leading to the Memorial Wood when she catches sight of a black shadow moving close to the ground between the gravestones.

She stops.

With a plaintive meow, Nicolaus’s familiar slips on to the path ahead of her. Cat, who has no other name, seems to have lost even more fur during the summer. Its single, green eye is fixed on her.

Linnéa has never managed to read the mind of an animal, but it is easy to grasp that Cat wants something from her. It stretches itself and meows, then pads along a narrow path leading to the oldest part of the churchyard. Now and then, it stops to make sure that Linnéa is following.

The cemetery is surrounded by a low stone wall. Cat stops in its shadow, next to a tall headstone almost a metre high and covered with mosses and pale grey lichens.

Cat meows shrilly, noisily, and gently butts its head against the stone.

‘Yes, yes,’ Linnéa says and kneels.

The ground feels surprisingly cool against her bare legs. She leans forward, scrapes some of the moss off the stone and tries to make out the crumbling letters.

NICOLAUS ELINGIUS

MEMENTO MORI

A chill makes Linnéa’s whole body shiver, as if the souls of the dead were present here after all and reaching for her through the soil.


2

Minoo has made one corner of the garden into her own, where she can sit with her books. She has placed a deckchair in the shade of a sycamore at the back of the house and as far away from it as you can get. Too bad that it isn’t far enough for her to ignore what is going on inside it.

Minoo glimpses the outline of Dad through the kitchen window. He crosses the floor with long, clumping steps. Out of sight, he roars something. He is so loud he could make the windowpanes rattle. Mum shrieks something back at him. Minoo pulls her earphones down and tries to lose herself in a Nick Drake song, but music simply makes her even more aware of the sounds she is trying to exclude.

Mum and Dad always used to deny that they argued, called it ‘discussions’ when they fought about Dad’s health or about all the time he spent at work. But this summer, at some point, they had stopped pretending.

Perhaps it would be kind of grown-up to think of their rows as normal. Whatever has been simmering under the surface for so long has finally found an outlet. But Minoo feels like a scared little kid whenever she thinks of the word ‘divorce’. Maybe it wouldn’t have felt so bad if she had had brothers or sisters. But what is at risk now is the only family she has ever known. Mum, Dad and herself.

Minoo tries to concentrate on the book in her lap. It’s a crime story by Georges Simenon that she found in Dad’s bookshelf. Its back has split, and yellowing pages sometimes drop out when she leafs through it. The book is really good. At least, she imagines so. There’s no way she can engage with the story. She feels shut out of the world in the book.

Minoo catches a glimpse of brightness in the corner of her eye. She quickly pulls off her earphones and turns round.

Gustaf is wearing a white T-shirt. It enhances his tanned skin and the golden sheen of his sun-bleached hair. Some people seem made for summer. Minoo definitely isn’t one of them.

‘Hi, Minoo,’ he says.

‘Hi,’ she replies.

She glances nervously towards the house. All quiet in there now. But for how long?

‘You look surprised,’ Gustaf is saying. ‘Did you forget we were meeting up today?’

‘Oh, no. I’d just lost track of the time.’

Inside the house, a door slams and Dad roars at top volume. Mum’s response has a lot of swearing in it. Gustaf’s face is blank, but he must have heard them. Minoo stands up so quickly the book falls on to the lawn. She leaves it there.

‘Come on,’ she says and walks off quickly.

At the end of the garden, she turns impatiently. Gustaf has picked up the book and is putting it on the deckchair. He looks at her, smiles, then hurries to catch up.

Side by side, they amble through Engelsfors. It is impossible to move at anything like a normal pace. The heat is pressing them down to the ground, as if the gravitational pull had been magnified by a factor of ten.

Minoo has never seen the point of lying around on a beach. That is, not until just this summer, when she has been thinking seriously of going to Dammsjön Lake where the rest of Engelsfors goes to cool down. But the mere thought of undressing in front of other people has always made her stay away. She can hardly bear to show her face in public. The heatwave hasn’t exactly done wonders for her skin. A particularly hyper pimple is throbbing at her temple and she tries to pull a strand of hair over it so that Gustaf won’t notice.

Just as it is hard for her to put her finger on exactly when Mum and Dad started fighting openly, it is hard for her to pinpoint when she and Gustaf became friends.

When Minoo finally dared to tell the other Chosen Ones about the black smoke, her alienation from the world of other people felt a little less paralysing. But she was not the same Minoo as before. Her friend Rebecka had died. Killed by Max, the man Minoo had loved more than anyone else. Max, who claimed that the demons had a plan for her. She had no idea what the plan might be, just as she knew nothing about the powers held inside her.

But in the middle of her confusion, Gustaf had been there for her. Early on in the summer holidays, he tried to persuade her to come along to Dammsjön Lake but, when she kept being evasive, they went for walks instead. Or else talked, read or played cards in his garden.

Gustaf is the local football star and one of the most popular boys in the school. Through the years, Minoo has heard so much praise of him, usually over-the-top variants on what a perfect guy he is. As for Minoo, the word she feels describes him best is ‘easy-going’. He makes everything seem simple. Since her life generally is the total opposite to simple, the time spent with Gustaf has become a rare zone of ease.

But when she is not with him, paranoia lurks. She wonders why he cares enough to be with her. Maybe she’s some kind of charitable project.

They stroll across Canal Bridge, then follow the swirling flow of black water past the lock gates and take a path underneath the canopies of the trees. A wasp is buzzing around Minoo and she flicks it away.

‘How are things with you? Honestly?’ Gustaf asks.

The wasp disappears among the trees. Minoo understands that he means what he had heard from inside her house. He has probably sensed all summer that something was up.

‘Look, I’m sorry, maybe you’d rather not talk about it?’

Minoo hesitates. He is her escape route and she doesn’t want to mess that up.

‘Do your parents fight like that?’

‘They did when I was little. Now they never do,’ Gustaf says and then doesn’t speak for a moment. ‘But now, I don’t think they care enough any more.’

Astonished, Minoo glances at him. She always had the impression that Gustaf’s family was like one of these sweet’n’cosy ones in rubbish American comedies, the kind where people get cross with each other because of some crazy misunderstanding. And when all is sorted in the end, cue for hugs all round as everyone agrees they’ve learned a lesson.

‘I try not to think too much about it, but I’m pretty sure they’ll get divorced as soon as I’m out of their way,’ Gustaf says. ‘I’m the last of their kids who’s still at home. I leave and that’s it. Nothing left to hold them together.’

‘Do you really believe that?’

‘You notice when two people are in love, I think. It’s like … a kind of energy between them. Do you know what I mean?’

Minoo mumbles agreement. She knows exactly what he means. She once felt an energy field between herself and Max. That is, before she found out who he actually was. That he was Rebecka’s killer.

‘There’s nothing like that between my parents,’ Gustaf continues. ‘I realised that once I had fallen in love.’

He falls silent. Minoo knows that he is thinking about Rebecka.

Her death had brought them together. Now they talk less and less about her. It is Minoo who avoids the subject. As she gets closer to Gustaf, it is more and more difficult to play along with the lie that the death of his girlfriend was suicide.

She sees a familiar shadow sweep across his face and wants to ask him how he feels. Does he still have nightmares about when he watched Rebecka die? Does he still blame himself? She wants to be the friend he deserves.

But how can she be a true friend at the same time as she keeps lying about something so important?

If only it was possible to tell him the truth. But she knows that she couldn’t, not ever.

The woodland opens up into a meadow where the summer flowers have faded and died. The old abandoned manor house stands on the far side of the meadow.

‘Did you know that building was an inn once?’ Minoo asks to change the subject.

‘No, I didn’t. When?’

‘In the nineties. Dad told me about it. A couple of Stockholm restaurant owners bought the whole thing, moved in and refurbished it. They spent serious money, apparently. And then they opened a restaurant. It got brilliant reviews but, all the same, they had to close the place down after about a year. Zero customers, you see. Dad said the talk in town was all about how they’d show the city folk that in Engelsfors there was no money to be had just for the asking. So there. As if everyone wouldn’t have gained by something actually happening here.’

Gustaf laughs.

‘Engelsfors strikes again. Typical.’

For a while, they stand looking at the house. It is a grand two-storey building made of white-painted wood. Definitely the largest and most beautiful building in the town. Not that the competition is so hot. A wide flight of stone steps leads from the overgrown garden to a veranda where two massive pillars support a large balcony on the first floor.

‘Let’s check it out,’ Gustaf says.

‘Sure.’

They start crossing the meadow. The brittle, crackling stems of dry grass reach up to Minoo’s knees and she thinks nervously about hordes of starving ticks scenting blood.

‘Do you want to stay on in Engelsfors?’ she asks. ‘I mean, after leaving school?’

‘I suppose I’ll have to study first. Then … I don’t know. In some ways, I quite like the town. It is home. But there’s no future here. On the other hand, maybe that’s precisely why people ought to come back later in life. To build something new.’

‘What, like opening a restaurant?’

‘Do you think they’d come if I was the owner?’

Yes, Minoo thinks. They’d come all right. Because you’re you.

‘I guess so. You’re no city incomer.’

Close up, it is easy to see how run-down the house is. The paint is flaking off the walls and here and there patches of bare wood show. The ground-floor windows are shuttered. Minoo thinks of the work done by the previous owners. Now the old place is decaying again.

Gustaf starts climbing the steps to the veranda, but stops halfway. Listens.

‘What’s the matter?’ Minoo asks.

‘I think there’s someone in there,’ he says quietly.

He sets out along one of the wings. Minoo trails after him, nervously eyeing the first-floor windows. They swing round the gable end and step out in front of the house.

A dark green car is parked on the gravelled area near the main entrance. The passenger side door is wide open. Minoo makes out a man seated inside.

He notices them and gets out of the car in one agile movement.

The man is young, their own age, and taller than Gustaf. Wavy, ash-blonde hair frames his face. His features are near-perfect and so is his smooth skin. His looks would fit just right in one of those upmarket ads where everyone is sailing or playing golf non-stop.

‘Hi,’ Gustaf says. ‘Sorry, we thought the house was empty …’

‘You’re mistaken, obviously,’ the guy says.

He speaks with exactly the kind of ‘posh’ Stockholm accent which instantly gets under the skin of most Engelsforsers, regardless of how nice the speaker is. In this case, there isn’t a trace of niceness in his voice.

Gustaf stares at him in blank amazement.

Of course he’s baffled, Minoo thinks. Gustaf must be totally unused to people being rude to him.

‘Sure, yes, our mistake,’ Gustaf replies. ‘Are you moving in?’

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ the stranger drawls, sounding utterly fed up.

Minoo’s ears are glowing. She wants to leave. Now. No point in trying to chat, not even Gustaf’s charm will have any effect on this guy. He slams the car door shut, flattens the creases in his trousers. Then he looks up and stares intently at Minoo.

She feels as though he can see straight through her and that he isn’t impressed.

‘Come on. Let’s go,’ she mutters and grabs Gustaf’s arm to pull him along.

‘Hardly the type to improve the reputation of Stockholm folk round here,’ Gustaf says as they cross back over the meadow.

‘Too true.’

When they reach the edge of the wood, Minoo turns for a last view of the manor house. She catches a glimpse of what might have been someone moving upstairs.

‘What would you like to do now?’ Gustaf asks.

‘I don’t know.’

Her mobile pings in the pocket of her skirt. She checks it.

It’s a text from Linnéa.

‘Has anything happened?’ Gustaf asks.

‘No,’ she lies. ‘Nothing at all.’


3

Under the large trees the ground is in the shade, but it is not cool. On the contrary, the heat feels more oppressive in the forest. The air is heavy to breathe and smells of resin, needles and sun-warmed wood. And that special forest scent, too, which Anna-Karin can’t quite define in words. She inhales deeply as she walks along a narrow path through the blueberry shrub between the rough tree trunks.

Around her, the forest is completely still. But she doesn’t feel the peace of mind she has come here to find.

Anna-Karin’s safe places have always been with animals, with her grandfather and in the forest. But she only understood how much these places of refuge truly mattered after she and her mother had moved into a flat in the centre of Engelsfors.

The farm is sold. Grandpa has moved to Sunny Side care home. But the forest still belongs to her. Anna-Karin has been here practically every day of the summer holidays. Hiding away from other people who are crowding in on her, away from their eyes and from the town, its tarmac and bricks and concrete and ugliness. Here, she breathes more easily. She even dares to dream.

Yes. That is how it is, usually. But today is different.

Every single child in Engelsfors learns that ‘you must stick to the forest paths’. It is part of growing up. Maps and compasses don’t seem to function as they should and all attempts to organise orienteering on sports days were abandoned long ago. In the past, such efforts had invariably ended with search parties being mobilised. The forest seems somehow larger when you are in it than when you look at it from the outside.

Several people disappeared without trace during Anna-Karin’s childhood. Even so, this is the first time she feels the typical Engelsfors response to the forest: a sense of unease. It dawns on her that she has heard not one note of birdsong, not one buzz of an insect.

But she walks deeper into the forest, allows herself to become engulfed.

Sweat starts trickling down her temples. The slope she has been walking up is too gradual for her to have noticed it at first, but now she feels it in her legs. To her right, the sun gleams on a water-filled mining hole. The luminous surface reminds her of how thirsty she is. How could she forget about bringing something to drink?

The path becomes steeper and stonier. It feels as if someone has turned the heat up higher still. Dry leaves are rustling as she pushes branches out of the way. She tastes the salty sweat on her lips and hears her own heavy breathing.

Near the top of the hill the ground flattens and the trees are fewer. Gasping for breath, she sits down on a rotten tree stump. Her lips feel dry under the film of sweat. She is thirstier than ever and dizzy if she closes her eyes. Trying to breathe deeply and slowly doesn’t help, it just feels like breathing the same old stale air over and over again.

She opens her eyes.

The air is shimmering. Colours suddenly seem stronger, smells more distinct.

A dead tree stands in front of her. It looks like a human being who is stretching his arms towards the sky. A hole in the trunk is like a mouth. The flaking bark is the colour of ash.

That tree was not there before.

Obviously, that’s ridiculous. Trees don’t sneak up on you. Let alone dead trees.

Anna-Karin gets up. The dizziness hits her again. She must get back home. Must find some water.

But the dead tree beckons her. She leaves the path and walks towards it. Dead branches crackle under her feet. The sound is loud in the heavy silence. Drooping branches of blueberry bushes are so tinder dry they pulverise when she steps on them. She reaches out, touches the hot tree trunk, then carries on walking as if in a dream.

Behind the ghostly tree, the ground falls away abruptly, precipitously. She can see the chimneys of the closed-down factory in the distance.

There is a scattering of other lifeless trees. Tall trunks, bleached bone white by the sun.

It is not only the drought that’s killing the forest, she realises, without knowing how she knows. The forest is dying for another reason.

She turns slowly. It takes her a few seconds to discover the fox standing very still, close to the tree stump she had been sitting on. Its amber eyes coolly meet hers.

The sun on Anna-Karin’s skull feels like a burning hot weight. As she and the fox watch each other, the sweat is nearly blinding her. She doesn’t dare move, doesn’t want to alarm it.

But in the end she must rub her eyes to try to remove the stinging saltiness.

When she takes her hands away, the fox is gone.

Anna-Karin steps out of the lift in the Sunny Side home. The soles of her shoes make sucking noises against the lino flooring in the corridor. Her grandpa is sitting in a wheelchair near the window in the day room. He is so thin. Every time she sees him, he seems to have shrunk a little more.

An old lady with old-lady-style permed curls is snoozing in an armchair. She is the only other person in the room. Grandpa spots Anna-Karin and recognises her. He smiles at her, his eyes are bright. He is having a good day. Anna-Karin’s heart swells with love for him, almost bursting her ribcage.

She hands him the crossword magazine she bought for him in Leffe’s kiosk.

‘What, no hug today?’ he says and puts the magazine down on the little table-top attached to his wheelchair.

‘You wouldn’t want to. I’m covered in sweat.’

‘Silly girl! Come here.’

Grandpa used not to go in for hugs. But he is changing in so many ways. Anna-Karin puts her arms gently around the old man’s frail body.

‘Have you eaten anything today, Grandpa?’ she asks once they let go of each other.

‘I don’t get hungry now that I’m not allowed to move about. All I do is sit or lie down.’

Guilt instantly overwhelms her. She will never forgive herself. It had been her fault that the barn went on fire. It had led to Grandpa’s injuries.

‘Besides, it’s far too bloody hot.’

‘But you’re drinking properly, right?’ she adds, eyeing the half-empty glass of apple juice on the side table.

‘Yes, yes, of course.’ He waves away her question.

Anna-Karin makes a mental note that she must quiz the staff. Is Grandpa really getting enough to drink? Earlier this summer, he was so badly dehydrated they had to put him on a drip.

‘What have you been up to today, Anna-Karin? Have you been in the forest?’

‘Yes, I have …’

She hesitates. Every time she visits him in Sunny Side, he asks her to describe every detail, all the scents, sounds and small changes that she has observed in nature. But she is not sure that it would be right to tell him what she has seen today in the forest. She doesn’t want to worry him.

‘What’s troubling you, my dear?’

She makes up her mind. She will tell Grandpa about the ominous silence and the dieback in the forest. After all, if there’s anything that makes Grandpa perk up, it is feeling useful. Feeling needed by someone who is keen to find out what he has to say.

As Anna-Karin describes the forest, Grandpa’s face is expressionless but she realises how tense he is from the way he sits.

When she begins to speak about that dead tree, he takes her hand.

‘You had left the path,’ he says. ‘And that you mustn’t do.’

‘Just a tiny bit.’

‘A step is enough in the forest. It will take you. Something is going on in there. Stick to the path, Anna-Karin.’

She looks at him, full of concern. He has taught her to respect nature, but never tried to frighten her.

‘What do you mean?’ she asks.

But he doesn’t reply. He is looking towards the corridor. Åke, one of his oldest friends, comes in, waving happily. Anna-Karin notes the confusion in her grandpa’s eyes.

‘Oh, there’s Åke,’ she says.

Grandpa clears his throat.

‘Ah, yes. Hello, Åke. Good to see you.’

Anna-Karin smiles at the visitor.

‘Dear girl, you’re becoming more and more like your mother every time I see you,’ Åke tells her.

Anna-Karin forces herself to keep smiling.

A ping from the pocket of her tracksuit top. She fumbles for her mobile.

A text from Minoo.
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Ida goes outside to stand on the terrace at the back of the house. The wooden decking is soft against the soles of her feet. She leans against the railing and breathes in deeply. The air is heavy with sweetish perfume.

The Holmström family’s garden looks suspiciously green and flourishing. The city council issued a hosepipe ban, but at night Ida’s father runs the sprinklers all the same. It had worried her mother who mumbled about the neighbours noticing, but in the end she decided to look the other way. When all is said and done, why should she allow her select, specially ordered and jolly expensive roses be sacrificed just because Engelsfors council is too incompetent to provide enough water?

Right now, Mum is kneeling by one of the flowering shrubs with a basket full of gardening tools next to her. She attacks the weeds with focused fury.

‘Mum-my!’ Lotta shouts. She is bouncing up and down, down and up, on the huge trampoline further away in the garden. ‘Mum-my, we are hung-ry!’

‘There’s milk and cereals in the kitchen,’ Mum shouts back as she tugs at a tough root system in the border.

‘We don’t want milk! We want bang-cakes!’ Rasmus screams. He is bouncing too, next to his big sister.

Mum sighs, pulls off her gardening gloves and dumps them in the basket.

‘You want “bang-cakes”, do you? Oh, all right then,’ she says.

The kids, eight and six respectively, howl with delight.

‘We love Mummy! We love Mummy!’ they shout in time as they bounce, blonde hair flying around their heads.

‘My little sweethearts!’ Mum is laughing as she gets up.

Ida tries to suppress her irritation. It is childish and silly, she realises that, but the feeling is strong. When she was little, no way did Mum run around frying ‘bang-cakes’ on demand. Besides, Ida thinks, at their age I could speak properly.

‘Aren’t you off to the lake yet?’ Mum asks on her way into the house.

‘You know I’m waiting for you.’

‘But, darling, I’m so busy today.’

Mum pulls off her sandals, walks through the open French windows to the terrace and then, on light bare feet, across the white-stained floorboards. Ida follows her to the kitchen.

‘But we were going for a practice drive,’ Ida says.

‘We talked about it but didn’t actually make any plans.’

She pulls a white bowl out of one of the white-painted cupboards and puts it down on the white marble worktop. The words HOPE and LOVE, against a white background, hang on the wall above the worktop. Mum owns an interior-decorating boutique in Borlänge and has turned their home into a three-dimensional sales catalogue.

‘We did so.’

Ida realises that she is whining and sounds just like Lotta and Rasmus.

‘We’ll have to do it some other day,’ Mum says and takes eggs and milk from the fridge.

‘But we hardly ever go for drives. Julia and Felicia will get their licences before me.’

‘Of course they won’t. Neither of them is as disciplined as you are. Nor has your will to win.’ Mum turns, looks at Ida and smiles. ‘You’re like me when I was your age.’

Ida can’t be cross any more. Julia and Felicia moan and groan about their mothers all the time, but Carina Holmström is one of Ida’s role models. Her mother is always the best-looking and the most beautifully dressed, without being one of those embarrassing yummy-mummy types who put on far too young clothes and try to be best mates with their kids.

‘Isn’t Erik waiting for you?’ Mum asks.

‘Sure.’

‘So why are you staying in here then?’

She turns on the radio and ‘Hello to the Summer’ booms from the wall-mounted loudspeakers. Mum starts whisking pancake batter at the same frenzied pace as her weed pulling earlier.

Ida goes outside to pick her bike up from the garage. Wheeling it through the garden, she passes her little brother and sister.

‘Trampolining can make you incontinent,’ she tells them.

‘What’s that?’ Lotta asks.

‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

Vanessa is woken when Melvin starts screaming somewhere in the flat.

She sits up and the headache does a somersault inside her cranium. The shuttered Viennese blinds leave the room in semi-darkness.

She stands on shaky legs and catches sight of herself in the full-length mirror that is leaning against the wall.

Her eyes are bloodshot. Her face is smeared with a mixture of sweat and what is left of her make-up, and when she runs her tongue over her teeth they’re coated with something that feels like felt. The dark roots look worse than ever now that her hair is all greasy and messed up. And on top of it all, her right big toe is inexplicably painful.

Vanessa picks up her dressing gown from the chair in front of the desk and turns the radio on. An intense dance hit fills the space. Fragments of memories from the night before are flickering past. They played Truth or Dare and she kissed Evelina. Michelle stood in Jonte’s kitchen and wept over Mehmet. Vanessa and Wille had sex on the ping-pong table. And then she remembers why her toe hurts. She stumbled over the vacuum cleaner in the hall when she came home last night.

Vanessa pulls her fingers through her hair, ties it up in a ponytail. A deep breath before she opens the door to the kitchen.

Mum and Nicke are sitting at the table with their mugs of coffee. Vanessa’s baby brother Melvin is lying on the floor without a stitch on. As always after his tantrums, his face is bright red. Frasse, the German shepherd, lies next to Melvin. The dog’s tongue is practically touching the floor.

‘Good morning,’ Vanessa says.

Nicke looks up from the Engelsfors Herald and drinks a mouthful of coffee. She suspects him of hiding a superior grin behind the mug.

‘If it’s still morning,’ he says.

Vanessa glances at the clock. Not even half past ten yet.

‘You do look tired,’ Nicke tells her.

‘It’s too hot to sleep.’

He puts his mug down. Definitely sneering. Had he heard her stumble on the vacuum cleaner? And then she realises what’s up. Nicke was on night shift last night. He must have come home just a few hours ago.

Ever since Vanessa moved back home, she and Nicke have tried to tolerate each other after a fashion. Unspoken hatred separates them like a minefield, but they step with caution, each watching out for the other’s move. Vanessa pretends to accept Mum’s rules of engagement and Nicke pretends to believe that she is sticking to the rules. But Vanessa knows that he is just waiting to catch her in the wrong. Like the cop he is.

Melvin cries a little, as he wants to remind everyone that he exists.

‘What’s up with Melvin?’ Vanessa asks.

‘He simply won’t get dressed,’ Mum says with a sigh and fingers the tattoo on her upper arm. A snake swallowing its tail. ‘I gave up in the end. Look, I see his point. When it’s this hot I’d like to run around naked, too.’

‘Suits me,’ Nicke grins.

Mum giggles. Vanessa rolls her eyes heavenwards.

‘What are you up to today?’ Mum asks.

‘Off to Dammsjön Lake. With Michelle and Evelina.’

‘Isn’t Wille coming?’ Nicke asks innocently.

‘Yes, he’s coming along as well,’ Vanessa replies with a pretty smile. And thinks, Die, die, die, you fucking loser. ‘Right. I’m going for a shower.’

After a long, cool shower, she brushes her teeth and then slaps ice-cold water on her face. Swallows a couple of paracetamols. Back in her room, she has already started sweating again but after putting on make-up she at least looks a little more like a human being.

She checks her mobile. Text from Wille to say they’re on their way. She puts on her turquoise bikini, then a loose top and cut-off jeans. Then packs her beach bag with a bath towel, a pillow and a book.

She fills her water bottle in the kitchen.

‘I’m off now,’ she says.

‘What, aren’t you going to have breakfast?’ Mum asks.

‘No time. But Michelle will bring picnic stuff.’

‘Sure you don’t want me to come along? Wouldn’t it be great to bring your mother?’

This totally naff joke has been repeated all summer but Mum never seems to tire of it. Vanessa has had enough and more. But she has no time to reply. Her beach bag falls over and the book ends up on the kitchen floor.

‘Oops,’ Melvin says and laughs.

‘What are you reading?’

Vanessa quickly holds the book up before stuffing it back into her bag.

‘The Stand? Oh, my God, Nessa. Why read Stephen King? Isn’t there death and misery enough in this world?’

‘I took it from your bookshelf!’

‘It’s actually your book, Jannike,’ Nicke says, sounding amused.

Mum shakes her head.

‘Reading that kind of book you fill your head with a lot of rubbish. It ruins your mind. I really ought to weed them out of the bookshelf. I don’t even want to have them in the house.’

Vanessa sighs. Mum has been like this ever since she took that latest course and found the meaning of life. Again. This time, her instructor is Helena Malmgren. Elias’s mother stopped being a vicar and has turned herself into a self-help guru instead.

‘Every one of us is responsible for the energies that are let into our lives,’ Mum goes on. ‘It is really true that you can choose to affirm either the positive or the negative energies in the universe. Keep thinking positively and most problems will solve themselves. But if you only have negative thoughts, well, no surprise that nothing works out for you.’

Vanessa loses her temper. She is so fed up with this crap.

‘Oh, come off it. If people are ill or have a hard time, is that supposed to be their fault? Is that what you’re saying?

Are African children starving because they have negative energies? Or maybe the universe operates to different rules depending on which part of the world you live in?’

Mum looks annoyed.

‘That’s not at all what I meant.’ Her usual way out of trouble.

Vanessa bends down and tickles Melvin’s soft baby-belly until he gurgles with laughter.

‘Bye,’ she says and leaves.

‘All my best to Wille!’ Nicke shouts after her.

At the number 5 bus stop, Wille’s car is waiting with the engine turning over. Vanessa jumps in at the passenger side and slams the door.

‘Hi, hun,’ Wille says and kisses her cheek before starting.

‘Such a weird night, last night,’ Michelle comments from the back.

‘I remember … like, nothing,’ Evelina says and giggles.

‘You do, it’s just that you won’t admit it.’ Vanessa catches Evelina’s eye in the mirror and licks her lips suggestively.

They laugh and Vanessa leans against the backrest. She puts her hand out of the car window and feels the rushing air push against the palm of her hand.

‘Please drive past the Sun Grill. I haven’t eaten a thing. No time,’ she says to Wille.

‘Sure. But we’ll have to pick up Jonte and Lucky first.’

‘How are you going to pack them in? Lucky alone is at least three ordinary people.’

‘The girls will have to sit on the guys’ laps.’

Michelle and Evelina protest loudly.

‘Hey, look in the glove compartment,’ Wille tells her.

Vanessa spots a hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. She opens the glove compartment and finds a small white teddy bear inside. The bear is clinging to a large silk-covered heart with the text ‘To the Best Girlfriend in the World’.

‘Thank you,’ Vanessa says.

She is really touched. The teddy is so silly and so sweet at the same time.

‘Oh, my God! It’s soooo cute,’ Evelina shrieks.

‘I never get any sort of present from Mehmet,’ Michelle says.

Out on the main road, Wille ups the speed.

‘I love you,’ he says and looks at Vanessa.

‘And I love you,’ she replies.

She twists her engagement ring and feels that what she’s said is really the truth.

This is such non-stop exercise, Ida thinks as she opens the tube of sunscreen and squeezes out a large dollop into her hand.

It feels like you have acres and acres of skin when you rub it in. If you go in for a swim you’ve got to repeat the whole process from the beginning. Besides, this repulsive heat will make you sweat it all off in five minutes even if you don’t go near the water.

Ida is longing for rain, a cloudy sky, the slightest little breath of wind. Sounds hang suspended in the still air. The children’s shouting and splashing at the water’s edge. Julia and Felicia’s chatter. Robin and Erik’s rubbish hip hop from a cracked loudspeaker.

Ida finds a sunblock lip salve and smears it across her lips. The whitish, elastic substance reminds her of ectoplasm, the stuff she apparently dribbles when she gets possessed. The thought is irritating, so she rejects it and lies down on the beach towel. She tries to relax but her body is slippery and messy from all the cream. And now Erik is moving in, pushing his sweaty thigh against hers.

‘Christ, can’t you stop sticking to me like some kind of wart?’ she says.

Julia and Felicia stop talking and Ida doesn’t need to see them to know that they are exchanging nervous glances.

‘Is it your period, or what?’ Erik mutters but at least he moves away a little.

Julia and Felicia start talking to each other again. Saying things like how today is the last day of the summer holidays and how inhuman it is to have to go to school when it’s this hot. Julia starts on a story about meeting the principal, Adriana Lopez, in that hocus-pocus shop in the City Mall.

Ida tries not to hear. She doesn’t want to think about the principal and that horrid scar on her chest. Sitting up, she reaches for her water bottle and unscrews the top with sticky hands. The water is tepid and tastes of plastic. It’s disgusting, disgusting, everything is so totally disgusting.

She peers at the others. Julia is holding forth, now and then tugging at the T-shirt to cover her bikini. Felicia pretends to listen, but she is completely focused on Robin who doesn’t notice a thing. Must be the only one who hasn’t figured out that Felicia is crazy about him.

‘I wonder who of the mental cases are going to off themselves this year,’ Robin says suddenly. The others cackle at this, Felicia louder than anyone else.

Ida avoids having to laugh along with them by swallowing another mouthful of the dregs in the water bottle. She certainly doesn’t want to think about the so-called suicides by Elias and Rebecka. Why does everything and everyone have to remind her about the Chosen Ones and all the shit that happened last year?

‘There can’t be that many left by now,’ Felicia says to Robin.

But his attention is directed elsewhere. He thumps Erik’s chest.

Erik snorts and sits up.

‘What now?’

Then he sees what Robin sees and goes quiet.

Ida doesn’t even have to look to know that it’s Vanessa Dahl. If only Ida had been more alert she would have registered from hundreds of metres away the hyped-up mini-tornado that is Vanessa’s energy. Ida knows it only too well from their training sessions in magic.

She turns around. Vanessa has brought her entire following of pathetic no-hopers.

‘I bet she slept with every one of them,’ Felicia says. ‘That fatso, too.’

Ida and Julia giggle. But the guys stay silent. Fixed on Vanessa, who bends over, in her minuscule bikini bottoms, to spread the beach towel. Her tan is perfect in the way Ida’s pigmentation will never allow.

‘Check out those roots,’ Ida comments.

Vanessa’s pale blonde mass of hair ends in several centimetres of dark brown hair close to her head. Ida touches a naturally pale blonde strand of hair that has worked free from her own ponytail. It reassures her. Vanessa turns and for one brief moment, Ida feels sure that she will say something, like ‘Hi’.

But instead Vanessa silently lies down on the towel. That’s a relief. Of course, there is no longer any reason for the five Chosen Ones to try to hide that they know each other. The demons already know who they are. But should it get around in Engelsfors that Ida and Vanessa had something in common … well, regrettably, Ida would have to kill herself.

Vanessa’s boyfriend, the drug-pusher one, lies down next to Vanessa. It takes about, say, half a second before they start snogging.

Ida glances at Erik. She would dearly like to scream at him to stop ogling Vanessa, but doesn’t want to seem to care one way or the other.

Instead she puts her head to the side and stares at his thick dark hair until he senses her eyes on him.

‘What is it?’ he asks crossly.

Clearly, he isn’t the slightest bit ashamed of being fixated on Vanessa. Ida keeps her voice as calm as she can.

‘How weird that I haven’t noticed it before,’ she says.

‘What?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ Ida mumbles and looks away.

‘Come out with it, for fuck’s sake.’

Ida looks at him full on. Smiles.

‘You know, it’s just that when you’re sitting here in the sun, it’s obvious that you’ll go bald ever so early.’

Robin howls with laughter. Julia and Felicia giggle hysterically.

‘No way,’ Erik says and his eyes darken.

‘Oh, don’t fret. It will be years before it really shows. It’s just that in this light …’

Robin gives Erik’s scalp a hard rub.

‘Let’s see if it comes off,’ he says. Erik slaps his hand away and eyeballs Ida furiously.

She raises her eyebrows.

‘What’s wrong with you? You asked, after all. I’m just telling you the facts.’

In her beach bag, the mobile pings and, at that instant, a signal rings out from somewhere else on the beach. She notes that Vanessa is checking her phone.

A sinking feeling somewhere inside Ida. This isn’t a coincidence.

She pulls her mobile out. The display is streaked with white suncream from her fingers.

A text message from Minoo. She opens it and reads, sensing that Vanessa, still on her towel, is watching her.

Ida deletes the text. Then stands, straightens her bikini and walks towards the water.

‘You going for a swim?’ Felicia calls out after her.

‘What do you think?’ Ida replies without stopping.

She navigates between the shouting kids and their overprotective parents, who are at least as noisy.

The water feels warm against her calves. She keeps going, then dives and swims until she finds one of the chilly currents running through the lake. She stays there. All the time, one sentence echoes through her body.

I don’t want to be part of this. I don’t want to be part of this. I don’t want to be part of this.

But she knows that she will do as she has been told.

Like the others, she will turn up in the cemetery tonight. Not because she gives a damn about some old gravestone bearing Nicolaus’s name, but because she must keep her promise to the Book of Patterns.
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Anna-Karin’s mother made supper. Deep-frozen meatballs heated in the microwave and tinned fruit salad with mayonnaise dressing. They eat in front of the TV set, as usual. Mum would have liked to do this even when they lived on the farm. It was Grandpa who insisted that they should sit together around the kitchen table.

Anna-Karin and her mum don’t speak to each other, not once. The telly is on about a millionaire who pretends to be poor. Later on, the millionaire reveals who he is and gives away loads of money to truly poor people who become so pleased and grateful, they are crying with happiness. The programme makes Anna-Karin feel a little nauseous. Or maybe it’s just that salady thing. Once again, she has eaten too much and it wasn’t even tasty.

‘Thanks for the supper,’ Anna-Karin says and gets up.

‘Sure,’ Mum says absently and lights a cigarette.

Her eyes stay fixed on the TV screen.

Anna-Karin goes to her room, turns on the computer. With Pepper purring in her lap, she starts chasing information about forest death but nothing fits with what she has seen. Instead she drifts away on the Internet, looking up veterinary schools in places far away from Engelsfors. But what matters is doing well enough this high-school year. And the next one. And hope the apocalypse doesn’t get in the way.

She looks at her watch. Time, she realises, to set out for Nicolaus’s place. She has told him that she wants a lift to the cemetery, but actually she wants to find out how he reacted to Linnéa’s find.

The telly is still on when Anna-Karin pads through the living room. Mum is lying on her side and snoring a little. Anna-Karin tiptoes over to the sofa, picks up the ashtray and takes it to the kitchen to soak the fag ends under the tap.

As Anna-Karin leaves their block, she takes a look at the house across the road, the shut-down library. They have been refurbishing it all summer. The large windows are covered in brown paper, but light is seeping out through the gaps.

Anna-Karin wonders who is going to set up shop there and is feeling sorry for the owners already. They’ll do well if they can hang on for a year.

She starts walking through the centre of town.

It is Monday night and not a soul is about, as usual. Here and there, the blue light of a TV lights up a window. The August moon is like a fat, bright yellow cheese. The outside air is still warm and Anna-Karin longs for the end of this seemingly endless summer.

She crosses Storvall Square and turns into Gnejsgatan, where she stops in front of the three-storey building covered in green-painted render.

The front door slides open after just a slight push. Anna-Karin walks up to the only door on the ground floor and presses the doorbell.

‘Good evening, Anna-Karin,’ Nicolaus says when he opens the door.

She hasn’t seen him for a week and since then, he has tanned a little. His ice-blue eyes seem to glitter more brightly than usual. He is neatly dressed in trousers and shirt, but his grey-streaked hair is long and tousled.

He is quite good-looking.

If only Mum would fall for someone like him, Anna-Karin thinks.

‘Sorry … am I too early?’ she asks.

‘You’re always welcome here,’ Nicolaus says as he ushers her in.

When she enters the living room the first thing she notices is the fern. Apart from the old town map and the beautiful silver crucifix on the wall, Nicolaus’s flat is completely bare. No rugs, no curtains, nothing to cover up the worn coffee table and no books in the bookshelf. But a fern in a white plastic pot has been placed on the windowsill. It’s heartbreaking to think of Nicolaus going out to get something to brighten his lonely flat.

‘That’s a nice fern,’ she says.

Nicolaus’s face lights up.

‘Isn’t it? I felt something green was called for. You know, in the middle of this drought.’

Anna-Karin nearly says something about the dieback in the forest, but doesn’t. Nicolaus is surely under enough stress already.

‘You look preoccupied,’ he says.

‘Mostly because I wonder how you would respond. I mean, to this gravestone thing.’

Nicolaus’s smile seems slightly forced.

‘It has its morbid sides, I must admit.’

The doorbell rings and Nicolaus answers the door.

Minoo’s voice comes floating in from the stairwell.

‘Hi, Nicolaus.’

She looks surprised at finding Anna-Karin in the living room.

‘Are you, too …?’

Anna-Karin ends her sentence for her.

‘Here to cadge a lift? Yes, I am.’

They exchange a glance. The same reason has brought them here. Anna-Karin asks herself if Nicolaus realises.

Vanessa opens the windows wide even though she knows it’s pointless. Outside, the air is as warm and muggy as in Jonte’s living room. Not improved, of course, by Jonte, Lucky and Wille trying to break some record for being stoned.

But Wille has promised Vanessa that now she’s going back to school, he’ll lay off smoking most of the time and find himself a job. Vanessa has made up her mind to believe him.

Back on the sofa next to Wille, she relaxes. But she must set out for the cemetery soon. Mum thinks that she’s staying the night with Evelina, who naturally agreed straight away to provide an alibi because it would allow Vanessa to be with Wille. Meanwhile, Wille has been told that she has to stay at home. Tomorrow morning, at breakfast, she will have to tell Mum that she came home in the middle of the night because she and Evelina had fallen out about something. In fact, Vanessa is preparing to lie to her mother, her boyfriend and her best friend, all in the same evening. Since she became one of the Chosen Ones, she has had to lie more than ever before in her life. It’s getting hard to keep track of all the fibs.

‘Wow … it’s so fucking nice.’ Lucky is moaning with pleasure as he stuffs his face with lemon curd biscuits.

Crumbs spray from his lips in a fine shower. Lucky’s insatiable hunger after smoking weed reminds Vanessa of what it used to be like when the Chosen Ones had been practising magic and simply had to gobble food and sweets afterwards.

‘Nessa, have a beer at least,’ Wille says, enveloping her in a cloud of sweet smoke. ‘It makes me tense when you just sit around.’

‘Don’t be uptight,’ Lucky says and jabs her arm. ‘You’re missing out on having a good time. You should’ve come along to Götis last Saturday. Totally sick night.’

‘I can live with missing one night at Götis.’

‘Just as well. I mean, it’s not like you’ve much choice.’

He looks very full of himself because, for once, he has the upper hand. After the end of the school year, Vanessa and Evelina had managed to get banned from Götvändaren, the only hotel and hanging-out venue in town. A broken toilet and extensive water damage were part of the picture. The owners would definitely have charged them if they hadn’t been underage and shouldn’t have been admitted to the nightclub in the first place.

‘You should’ve seen Wille—’ Lucky goes on, but Jonte interrupts him.

‘Shut it.’

It silences Lucky instantly. He starts fiddling with a new joint.

‘Nessa …’ Wille says, putting his head to the side in an attempt to look cute and succeeding very nicely. ‘Why don’t you want to party with us?’

‘Because tonight, I turn into a superhero with a secret mission,’ she tells him gravely. ‘Sooo sorry.’

Wille just laughs, oblivious to any subtexts.

Vanessa catches Jonte watching her with his dark, intensive eyes. At times, she feels that he knows too much about what is going on. Or, at least, that he’s somehow more aware than he should be.

The ugly cuckoo clock starts calling the hour. Vanessa has to leave.

‘You’re so lovely,’ Wille says. ‘Out-of-this-world lovely. You know that, don’t you? The best fiancée a man could hope for. The best in the entire world. Too good for me.’

Vanessa looks at him. Maybe his unruly blonde hair needs a cut, but Vanessa fancies the way he looks. She kisses him before getting up from the sofa, a lingering kiss.

‘I’m off home now,’ she says and turns to Jonte. ‘OK if I borrow your bike?’

He nods, tugs at his cap. Jonte can’t refuse her anything. Vanessa knows too much about him. Things that he wants to stay secret and fears that she will give away to Wille. Like: Jonte has slept with Linn
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