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She lay on her side, held by moss and shrubs.

Gnats buzzed around her head, her breathing was labored, and oblivion was only a few breaths away. One eye stared up at the sky, at wisps of clouds with edges glowing pink and orange.

It was the warm time of the year. When the sky never goes dark.

She’d smelled the stench of infection for several days, but that wasn’t going to kill her. Nor was it starvation, the hunger. She was full now. For the first time in a very long time.

The wound refused to heal, no matter how much she tried to clean it. The pain and the warmth had spread up her leg. The pack had adapted to her pace. For a while anyway. Three of her young left with the others, but the smallest stayed behind with her. Doomed to destruction.

She couldn’t hunt anymore, and he’d never been taught.

The young moose who were easy prey in the light season were unattainable for now. Even the small prey escaped her. Too early for berries, which in an emergency stave off the worst of the hunger. Yesterday they’d found some meat, partially hidden, with an odor that instinctively told her to flee, but it kept them going. Up on the cliffs at the forest edge, they found more. Much more. Huge chunks, more than they could eat.

So she’d lingered on with her youngest until he slowed, whimpering, taking wobbly steps till finally he could no longer stand.

She’d stayed with him until she was sure he was dead, then kept going. Not far. The cramping and trembling made that impossible. She collapsed in the moss, lying on her side.

In the warmth. In the light. In the never-ending light.






Everything had gone according to plan.

First their arrival.

Be the first in place, park the jeep and black Mercedes beside each other on a rutted clearing in the middle of the forest, used by lumber trucks and harvesters for loading and U-turns, then position the coolers to face the narrow forest road they’d just come down. The ruts beneath them, the nocturnal birdsong around them, the only thing besides absolute silence until the sound of engines announced the arrival of the Finns.

A Volvo XC90, also black, drove up. Vadim watched as Artjom and Michail took their weapons and left the Mercedes, while he and Ljuba climbed out of their jeep. He liked Ljuba, thought she liked him, too. They’d gone out for a beer together a few times, and when they asked her who she wanted to drive with, she’d chosen him. For a moment he considered telling her to wait in the car, take cover, say he had a premon-ition this might go wrong. But if he did that, what would they do afterwards?

Run away together? Live happily ever after?

That would be impossible once she knew what had happened. She’d never betray Valerij; she didn’t like him that much, he was sure of it. So he said nothing.

The Volvo stopped a few meters in front of them, the engine switched off, the doors opened and four men stepped out. All of them armed. Looked around suspiciously as they fanned out.

Everything was still.


The calm before the storm.

The Finnish leader, a large man with a buzz cut and a tribal tattoo wrapped around one eye, nodded to the smallest of the four Finns, who holstered his gun, walked behind the Volvo and opened the trunk. Vadim also backed up a few steps to unlock his jeep’s trunk.

So far everything was going according to their plan.

Time for his plan.

A bullet from a rifle with a silencer on it entered just beneath the eye of the large Finn closest to the car. The sudden explosion of bone, blood, and brain matter as the projectile made its way through the back of his head made the others react instinctively.

Everyone started shooting at the same time.

Everyone except Vadim, who threw himself behind the shelter of the jeep.

The man with the tattoo on his face roared loudly, hugged his trigger, and immediately took down Michail with four or five shots to the chest. Artjom answered with gunfire. The tattooed man was hit by two bullets, staggered back, but regained his balance and turned his weapon on Artjom, who threw himself behind the cover of the Mercedes, but it was too late. Several bullets hit his legs from the hip down. Shrieking in pain, he landed on dry gravel. The tattooed man continued bleeding, roaring, and shooting as he moved toward the Volvo, determined to make it out of here alive. But a second later he fell to his knees gurgling, let go of his weapon and pressed his hands to what was left of his neck.

Somewhere more shots were fired, more screams could be heard.

Artjom slid up into a sitting position, while trying to stop the blood that gushed from his thigh in the same rhythm as his racing heartbeat. Then another series of shots, and he went still, his gaze turning from desperation to emptiness, his lips forming some soundless word before his head slumped onto his chest.

The third Finn had thrown himself into the cover of a shallow ditch with a good view beneath the parked cars. A round of concentrated fire from his semi-automatic had hit Artjom in the back. Vadim realized that he, too, must be visible and flung himself around the jeep to hide behind one of its large wheels. When he got to the side of the car, he saw the smallest of the four Finns lying dead on the ground.

Ljuba wasn’t visible.

Another round of shots sounded from the ditch at the forest edge and bullets hit the metal on the back of the wheel, puncturing the tire. One went through the rubber and hit him in the side, just above his butt. The pain was a white-hot flash through his body. He closed his eyes, swallowed a scream, leaned his forehead against his knees and made himself as small as he could. As he slowly let the air in his lungs out again, he realized the gunfire had ceased.

It was silent. Completely silent.

No movement, no voices, no roar of pain or betrayal, no birdsong, nothing. As if the very place itself were holding its breath.

He peeked out carefully from behind the jeep.

Silent. And still.

Slowly, slowly he raised his head for a better view. The sun hung below the trees, but still above the horizon; the scene in front of him was bathed in that particular soft, warm light of the midnight sun.

He rose cautiously to his feet. A bullet was still lodged in his muscle and tissue, but it didn’t seem to have damaged any vital organs. He pressed his hand to the wound. Blood, but no more than he could stop with a compress.

“Ljuba?”

Ljuba was leaning against the rear bumper of the Finn’s car, breathing shallowly, the front of her gray T-shirt beneath her jacket soaked in blood, the gun still in her right hand. Vadim assessed the damage. The blood was running out at a steady rate, so it hadn’t nicked an artery. No air bubbles, so her lungs were probably intact. She might very well survive.

“Who shot us?” she asked, out of breath, grabbing Vadim’s jacket with a bloody hand. “Who the fuck started shooting?”

“He’s with us.”

“What? What do you mean with us? Who is he?”

“Come on.”

He gently took the gun away from her, pushed it into his pocket before standing up, leaned forward and helped her to her feet. She grimaced from the pain of exertion but managed to stand. With his arm around her waist and her arm around his shoulders, they walked out into the open area between the cars. When they reached the rise where the tattooed Finn had fallen, Vadim stopped, gently removed Ljuba’s arm, released his supportive grip from around her waist, and backed away with two large steps.

“I’m sorry …”

Ljuba’s gaze was uncomprehending at first, but she soon realized what was happening, why he’d brought her here. Seconds later a bullet pierced her temple and she was thrown to the ground.

Vadim pressed his hand to the wound on his lower back and stretched, let out a deep sigh.

In the end, everything had gone according to plan.




The city was waking up.

As she always does. Always has.

The Treaty of Fredrikshamn in 1809. One signature and Sweden lost a third of its territory, a quarter of its population. The Czar of Russia took Torneå, the largest trading center in the region, and a new border was drawn down the middle of the river. Suddenly Sweden had no city in the area. You need one, everyone agreed, but where should it be? The proposals were numerous, the discussions long. While they were trying to make up their minds, she waited patiently and grew, from a village with a few farms to a small market town, and finally she received her city charter in 1842. The year she was born.

Haparanda is named after Haaparanta, the Finnish word for Aspstrand.

Good years followed, when she grew so fast she creaked. Things always went better for her when they were going badly somewhere else. Being a neutral city near a border during a world war had its advantages. Now and then she was the only gateway open to Russia. The eye of the needle between east and west.

Material, letters, products, people.

Legal, illegal, living, valuable, dangerous.

The world’s traffic went through her, no matter what. She prospered. Thrived.

She’s a little more tired these days. She’s definitely calmer. Slowly she’s shrinking. Not in any dramatic way, simply a case of more people dying and leaving her every year than were born or moved in.

She knows her people. Shares their lives, sees and knows. Remembers and waits. She needs them all. She’s a city, exists only as long as people choose to live in her. Like a god who disappears the moment no one believes anymore.

So she welcomes the new ones and grieves for those who disappear, while quietly and patiently lying beside the river’s eternal flow.




There were plenty of parking spaces to choose from, so Hannah took the one closest to the sporting goods store, climbed out of the car and looked around while tucking her shirt into her uniform. After she left the police station she’d had a hot flash, and even though it only lasted a minute, her face still felt hot and sweat ran down her back.

The weather wasn’t helping.

The thirteenth day of sunshine and temperatures over twenty degrees Celsius, unusually warm for mid-June this far north. Weather like this also meant this shopping center next to the E4 highway—dozens of stores lined up hoping to appeal to nearby Ikea customers—was less busy than usual. Not going too well for them today, Hannah noted, as she made her way to the entrance of the sporting goods shop.

It was cooler inside the store. A few customers were scattered between the round steel racks beneath signs announcing 40–70 percent off the clothes that hung on them. Hannah raised a hand in greeting to the woman behind the cash register. Didn’t know her, but knew who she was. Tarja Burell, married to Harald, younger brother of Carin at the reception desk. Her greeting was answered with a nod toward the interior of the store. Hannah saw immediately why she was here.

A young man, she recognized him, too. Jonathan, or Jonte for short, but she couldn’t quite recall his last name at the moment, which meant he wasn’t one of the most frequent guests in their detention cells. She continued down toward the stacks of shoeboxes, in front of a wall where shoes were displayed according to their sizes. The young man took a few swaying steps toward a couple in their thirties who were doing their best to avoid him without giving him the satisfaction of chasing them away; in other words, they were pretending he wasn’t there.

“How about we have a little chat?”

Jonte turned to Hannah. If the waxy face and jerky movements hadn’t told her already what she was dealing with—a man suffering from severe withdrawal symptoms—then the enlarged pupils would have left her with little doubt. Heroin, probably. Or Subutex. Supply and therefore abuse had increased significantly in recent years.

“What?” the young man said with an affronted sniff.

“I just want to have a little talk, follow me outside.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“We’ll discuss that. Outside.”

She put her hand gently on his shoulder, and he jerked it away so violently that he almost lost his balance and had to take a step back in order not to fall.

“Get your fucking hands off me. I’m only asking for money,” the young man said with a dismissive shrug. “Begging. That’s not … that’s not a crime.”

“OK, but when you don’t get anything, what do you do then?”

“What do you mean?”

Hannah could see him making an effort to focus his shifting eyes into an indifferent expression.

“You’ve been threatening to whip them.”

“Yes, but … I haven’t followed through—”

“No, but you can’t go around threatening people, so come with me now.”

She again put her hand gently onto his shoulder and the response was the same as last time, a fierce jerk backward that seemed to come as a complete surprise to the rest of his body.

“Take your fat fingers off me.”

“OK,” Hannah said, releasing his shoulder. “Are you coming then?”

“Yes, but don’t touch me.”

Hannah took a step aside and gestured with her arm that he should go first. He slowly made his way on unsteady legs toward the exit. As they passed by a bin of store-brand underwear, he reached out and grabbed a few packs, tried to push them inside his thin jacket.

“Seriously?” Hannah asked him tiredly. “You think I left my guide dog outside?”

“What?” Jonte replied, missing her point completely. Hannah sighed, grabbed the underwear and threw it back into the bin. A curt push on his back meant she’d had enough now. The man seemed to understand and headed to the exit without further protest.

When they stepped out into stark sunlight, he paused and raised his hand to shade his sensitive eyes. Hannah gave another little push that steered him in the direction of her parked police car. Halfway there he stopped, put one hand to his stomach and folded slightly forward. Large beads of sweat broke out on his forehead.

“I’m not feeling too good.”

“That’s because you took a bunch of shit.”

Jonte didn’t answer, but Hannah saw him give what looked like a nod before continuing.

She got him into the back seat of the car, and soon they were on their way. She glanced down at her hands on the steering wheel as she turned left at the roundabout. Sure, her wedding ring was a little tighter now than it was when she first put it on her ring finger, and there wasn’t a chance she’d be able to squeeze into her wedding dress, if for some reason she’d wanted to, but her fingers weren’t fat. She wasn’t fat. She might have gotten a little rounder in her stomach over the last year, but a few weeks ago she’d put her height and weight into one of those BMI calculators online. It was only 27.

She put her left blinker on at the next roundabout, wondering if she should tell the man in the back seat that her BMI was the same as his IQ. A glance into the rearview mirror indicated that he’d be unlikely to hear her if she did; her passenger’s head was slumped against his chest as if he were asleep.

The drive continued in silence. Soon they were on the other side of the E4, heading toward the city center, which was basically deserted. Ikea customers rarely found their way to the old downtown area on the other side of the E4, which in some ways was as much a dividing line as the actual border with Finland a few hundred meters away.

She took a left at a red, two-story building, which housed the editorial staff of Haparanda’s local newspaper, which delivered only twice a week these days. Then she pulled up to an anonymous-looking brick building, which housed the Swedish Tax Agency and the Swedish Social Insurance Agency and the police station. She parked in one of the two spots in the garage and turned the car off. The garage doors closed behind her as she climbed out. She leaned into the back seat and shook some life into the young man sitting there.

With a bit of effort he was able to climb out of the car, and he started to head for the doors that led to the detention area without needing to be shown the way. Suddenly he stopped, put a hand on the hood of the car, moaning. Hannah walked over to him and saw his blank expression as he turned toward her. Without warning, projectile vomit hit her just below the chin, and she could feel the warmth of it through the fabric of her shirt as it ran down. Its stench struck her immediately.

“Goddamnit!”

She was able to step aside before the next round of vomit landed on the ground next to her, splashing only her shoes and the bottom of her pants.

The young man straightened up, took a deep breath and smiled with relief. Hannah did her best to breathe through her mouth as she pushed open the door to the booking area, where people were processed before being put into one of the jail cells, all four of which were currently empty. The woman they’d picked up last week for drug possession had been charged and transferred to Luleå, and this weekend they’d had one DUI, issued two fines—one for driving an unregistered vehicle and one for violating trailer regulations—and on Sunday morning they’d assisted the ambulance staff with an inebriated woman who’d broken her wrist, and found a run-over reindeer.

Nothing that would occupy a jail cell.

Morgan Berg was headed down the corridor with a cup of coffee in his hand, but took a step back when he caught sight of what was headed his way.

“Book him,” Hannah ordered, pushing Jonte against the wall-mounted bench opposite the small reception desk. Without waiting for either a reply or objection, she turned around, took out her key card and opened the door behind her. A short corridor, blue plastic cabinets along one wall, a few chairs here and there, another wall-mounted bench. Pipes and cables in the ceiling. It gave the visitor an impression of being in a conduit, but it was the men’s dressing room, which one had to inconveniently pass through in order to get to the much smaller women’s area. However, since there were only three female employees it wasn’t usually a problem.

Hannah went to her locker and started to peel off her clothes. Couldn’t tell if it was just the stench or if she’d actually gotten a little vomit in her mouth. She fought off the nausea. She’d always had trouble with it; when the children were little, Thomas always had to deal with it when the kids threw up. She ripped off her shirt, flung it onto the floor in disgust. Bent down and tore off her shoes and socks. Was standing in her bra and uniform pants when her phone rang. She was tempted not to answer, but then saw the screen.

An area code from Uppsala.

Where Gabriel was studying.

Not his number, but it might be a friend, or maybe he lost his phone. Something might have happened. She answered with a curt, “This is Hannah.”

“Uh, yeah hey, is this Hannah … Wester?” the voice on the other end of the call was clearly searching to find a last name before saying it.

“Yes, who is this?”

“Sorry, my name is Benny Svensén, and I’m calling from NVI.” He paused for a moment as if he were wondering if he should explain what NVI was, but apparently decided to move on. “I’d like to talk to you about the wolves. You’re in charge of that, right?”

She supposed she was.

She was the lead investigator on a case involving the illegal hunting of wolves. A German hiker called in Wednesday, upset, and reported in not-so-great English that he’d found a dead wolf. After talking for a while, they managed to pull a location out of him. Once they got there, it turned out there wasn’t just one dead wolf, but two. A bitch and her pup, barely a kilometer between them. No visible signs of damage, but it seemed unlikely that both would have died of natural causes a few hundred meters apart. Either way, they followed protocol and sent the bodies to the National Veterinary Institute, where apparently Benny Svensén had been assigned the task of reporting their findings to her.

“That’s right,” Hannah confirmed, resisting the impulse to spit. “If this is about the wolf bitch and her pup we found outside Kattilasaari on Wednesday—”

“Yes, those are the ones; we have no other wolves right now.”

“How could I know that?”

“No, of course, but …”

“Forget it, what do you want?” She regretted answering the call, wanted nothing more than to strip off the rest of her clothes and climb into a shower as soon as possible. Also, she knew what he was going to say. The wolves had been poisoned. That would make it a hunting crime, and the case would most likely be closed as soon as her boss presented it to the prosecutor in Luleå. Resource intensive and low priority with a low clearance percentage. Wolves were rarely seen in this area, and there were no preserves that she knew of, but now and then they wandered in from Russia, Finland, or Norway. And if they were discovered, it didn’t take long for them to “disappear.”

“The cause of death was poisoning,” she heard Benny say, and it was as if she could see the autopsy report in front of her.

“Fine, now I know,” she said as she unbuttoned her pants and began to step out of them. “I’m a little busy here, so if you could just send me the report, please?” Leaving no room for doubt that she wanted to end the call. Or so she thought. But Benny Svensén seemed oblivious.

“There’s one more thing.”

“What?” she snapped, unable to hold back her impatience. But when she heard what he had to say, she froze, forgot that she was half naked and covered in vomit. Not sure she’d heard him right.

Couldn’t have heard him right.




“It ate a human being?” Gordon Backman Niska repeated back to Hannah with his eyes wide. His voice said he didn’t want to believe her, but he was also thinking through the consequences if it were true.

“Both of them had, according to NVI.” Hannah nodded affirmatively.

Gordon sighed heavily as he stood up smoothly from his ergonomically correct office chair, walked over to the window and stared out onto Strandvägen and the parking lot on the other side of the street. At thirty-six, he was the youngest police chief they’d ever had in Haparanda, and the slim fit of his light blue shirt said he was probably in the best shape as well. If further proof was required, certificates from three Ironman races and four Swedish Classics hung above the low bookshelf behind his desk. Hannah and Morgan waited in silence while Gordon stuffed a pouch of tobacco under his upper lip.

Sometimes Hannah tasted his tobacco when she had her tongue in his mouth. She didn’t like it.

“They’ve killed and eaten a human being,” Gordon continued, his statement one of fatigue as the implications of this started to sink in.

The attention. The headlines.

The issue of predators in general and wolves in particular divided Sweden, and the debate got fiercer with each passing year. Threats, harassment, online screeds from both sides were common. Occasional property damage and violence. No doubt the wolf haters would be in heaven if, rather than talking about a dead hunter or attacks on people in the mountains of Kazakhstan, they could point to a wolf who’d actually killed a human being in Sweden. But the resistance would also intensify, polarize further, spread to things that had nothing to do with hunting. A lot of people hunted in Gordon Backman Niska’s precinct.

“They ate someone,” Hannah replied. “We don’t know if they killed them.”

“How else would it have happened?” Gordon countered, and turned to them.

“Someone could have died out there for other reasons,” Hannah said, shrugging her shoulders. “A hiker or fisherman had a heart attack, or who knows what.”

Possible, of course, but she could hear how hollow it sounded, something Gordon confirmed with his skeptical gaze.

“That doesn’t sound very likely, does it?”

“Them killing somebody doesn’t sound very likely either,” Morgan objected in his deep, calm voice. “Besides the woman who died at Kolmården, a human hasn’t been killed by a wolf in Sweden for over two hundred years.”

Neither Hannah nor Gordon thought to ask Morgan how he knew that. They were used to the fact that he knew a lot about everything. He’d won 10,000 kronor on Who Knows the Most three times. In 2003 he competed in Who Wants to Be a Millionaire on TV4 and won the whole thing with two lifelines remaining. Everybody in Haparanda knew, but nobody—least of all Morgan—ever talked about it.

“We’re lucky, it was a Swedish wolf with a tracking device on it,” Hannah said. Gordon gave her a look that meant she should explain more fully. “The human flesh in their stomachs was there for half a day max, maybe even less, according to SVA. If the county administrative board has tracked them, we might be able to find the rest of the body.”

“How far does a wolf go in thirty-six hours?”

“Between twenty and forty-five kilometers a day,” Morgan replied.

“The female was injured,” Hannah interjected. “She couldn’t go that fast.”

“An injured female with her young,” Morgan nodded. “That changes the situation a bit. In that case she’ll go after what she can catch. Slow things …”

“How detailed is the GPS or satellite or whatever it is they’re currently using?” Gordon sighed, well aware of what his colleague was implying.

“Don’t know,” Morgan answered unexpectedly. “I can call and find out.”

“Do it. Find whoever’s in charge of tracking the wolf in question and try to get as detailed a map as you can.”

Morgan tugged on his enormous beard as if he wanted to add something, but then nodded and left the room without another word.

Gordon walked past her and over to the wall where a map of the precinct hung next to a whiteboard, which was currently covered by duty and vacation schedules. Without a doubt, Gordon had the largest office in the building. If Hannah took two steps past her own desk, she’d hit the wall.

“Where did we find the wolves?”

Hannah walked over, quickly located and pointed to a spot about thirty kilometers northwest of Haparanda, a few centimeters outside Kattilasaari. Gordon walked up behind her. Close, so close she could feel the heat of his body.

“Did you get vomited on today?”

Hannah turned to him while sniffing at the collar of her clean shirt. “Do I smell?”

“No, I just heard about it.”

“It was Jonte … coming down from something.”

“Jonte Lundin.”

“That’s right. Lundin.” She turned her attention to the map again. “We found them here.”

“Thirty-six hours, we’ll say thirty kilometers per day, that’s a forty-five-kilometer radius.” Gordon read the scale of the map, took a ruler and a pencil from the desk, measured, drew a circle, and studied his work. “That’s a hell of a lot of forest. We’re going to need more people.”

“Maybe we should wait to see what Morgan finds out first. If those tracking devices aren’t accurate enough, we’ll never find him.”

“Was it a man? Do we know that?”

Hannah thought back to her conversation with Benny Svensén. He’d said “human,” but there’d been no mention of gender. “No, sorry, they didn’t say.”

“Have we had any missing person reports?”

Hannah shook her head. Gordon sighed again and with one last look at the map he went back to his desk and sat down.

“OK, we’ll wait on Morgan and then decide what to do.”

The meeting was clearly over. Hannah nodded, walked toward the door, but stopped just as she was about to step into the corridor.

“I know you know this, but we should really keep this between the three of us until we’re sure what we’re dealing with.”

Gordon’s dark eyes held a seriousness she rarely saw in him. He was usually close to laughter, easygoing, though he took his job seriously enough to maintain his authority. Hannah nodded again, left his office, and walked down the corridor. It occurred to her that this had been a real shitty day so far.




Ten people.

Gordon couldn’t remember ever having this many people in the second-floor conference room. They could all fit around the long, blond wood conference table, but Morgan still chose to lean against a wall of floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stuffed with old books whose brown and black leather spines, worn by time and use, made the room feel more like an archive than the modern conference room it actually was. The books dominated the space. The books and an enormous police emblem that hung on the short wall surrounded by rows of yellowing photos of former police chiefs, who everyone had their backs to now, all eyes on Gordon, who was standing in front of a lowered white screen at the room’s other end. The projector was buzzing on the ceiling and projecting a map with a thin blue line that zigzagged through northern Sweden until it ceased just outside Haparanda.

“What are we looking at?” asked Roger Hammar, the station’s tallest and skinniest employee who despite—or because of—his gangly appearance and deep bass voice was known to everyone as Lurch, a reference lost on anyone under forty. Instead of answering, Gordon turned to one of the four people in the room who was not a police officer and nodded briefly.

Jens, a young, energetic man from the county administrative board in Luleå, who, when Morgan asked him to email them the map, suggested he bring it in person and explain it to them instead.

Morgan clarified calmly that they would probably be able to figure out how the map worked perfectly well on their own, but Jens insisted. Said he was already in the car. Morgan supposed there wasn’t usually much excitement at the county administrative board in Luleå.

“You found two dead wolves here last week,” Jens said, straightening in his seat while directing a laser pointer at the map. Gordon heard Hannah sigh from her spot by the window beside P-O, who was ten years younger than Hannah, but whose chalky white hair, lean face, and skin that seemed to have loosened a bit made him look ready to retire any day now. Gordon glanced over at Hannah, who was rolling her eyes; they were obviously thinking the same thing as that little red dot appeared next to Kattilasaari. How hard would it have been for Jens to walk over and point to the map? How ridiculous was that laser pointer?

“As you know, one of them had been tagged with a transmitter, so we know the path she took.” The red dot started to follow the blue line. “She was part of a larger pack coming up from the south, wandering here, east of Storuman, up between Arvidsjaur and Arjeplog, on toward an area just outside Jokkmokk where she left the pack, headed southeast, probably would have continued into Finland, but she died here.” The dot was back at the place outside Kattilasaari again. “She stops moving at 4:33 a.m., and you wanted to know where she was a day and a half before then.” He let his little pointer land at a spot to the north of Vitvattnet. “At that time she was here. She walked forty-one kilometers over those last thirty-six hours.” Jens turned off the laser pointer and sank back down into the chair, apparently satisfied with his contribution. The room was unexpectedly quiet, until Lurch spoke again.

“OK, but why are we looking at this? Why are we tracking a dead wolf?”

A legitimate question, given that Gordon had brought them here without any explanation, convinced that the fewer people who knew, the better.

But the time had come.

Six police officers and four civilians.

He’d called Kalix for reinforcements, but when they couldn’t provide any he’d called in Adrian, his brother, who knew how to keep quiet, and Morgan invited his neighbors, a couple in their sixties whom he knew well and could vouch for, to volunteer. And then there was Jens from the county administrative board. When Morgan told him that Jens had insisted on coming here personally, Gordon suspected he must be the type who tried to make himself seem more interesting than he was.

His use of the laser point hadn’t done much to change that impression. There was surely a Twitter account somewhere on which this information should not be shared, so Gordon locked eyes with him.

“Until we know exactly what happened, absolutely nothing of what I’m about to say can leave this room,” he began, and saw nods in response from around the room; it was hard to mistake the seriousness of his tone. “The wolves we found had consumed parts of a human being.”

“Which parts?” Jens asked.

Gordon gave him a look that said, Why the fuck would you say that?

“Does it matter?” he asked rhetorically, and turned back to the others. “We have to find the rest.”




Ten minutes had passed since they’d seen another car. Cruise control was set to a steady 80 km/h. The road stretched out straight ahead of them into green. As soon as the snow was gone, spring quickly turned everything a vibrant summer green. Even the ditches were full of flowers in bloom. For Hannah, they were merely anonymous, tiny flashes of color: white, purple, and blue. Thomas would surely know what they were called, maybe Gordon as well. She’d never asked.

Without really seeing, she stared out at the sparse forest outside the car window. The spruces were dark and gloomy and surrounded by the much more numerous newly leafed and ethereally green deciduous trees. Now and then a break in form, a clear-felled area, a rolling field, or a meadow, and she’d catch a glimpse of the mountains on the horizon. Never poking above the treeline, they too rose up green, giving the impression of a wave rolling forward, a soft wave with nothing solid or hard about it.

A swell of forest. Everywhere, only forest.

The view gave her a sense of tranquility and calm. Easy to imagine distant birdsong mingling with the slight rustle of wind in the trees. Imagine and long for it.

As soon as they left Haparanda, Jens had started talking about his job, how he ended up there, his ideas for changing and improving his department, the reaction he got to them, how it might sound boring, but truly it was very exciting. Not as exciting as this is, of course, but still. If it turned out a wolf really had killed a man, it would inevitably affect the county administrative board’s future resolutions on hunting. As for him, he had never seen a corpse, but he supposed most people his age hadn’t.

Hannah was fourteen when she saw a dead person for the first time, but she didn’t say that.

No one said anything.

The polite follow-up questions and monosyllabic answers from her and Gordon had ceased long ago; the last fifteen minutes were just a monologue from the back seat. Something Jens apparently realized with only a few minutes left to their destination.

“My girlfriend thinks I talk too much,” he said, almost apologetically.

“Your girlfriend is right,” Hannah stated.

Jens nodded at the not-so-subtle dig and fell silent. Hannah saw Gordon glance at her with an amused smile. It was a bit of an ordeal to have Jens in the car, but he was more useful than they’d expected. He’d downloaded the map to their phones, made sure that they were connected to the same satellites used to track the animals, which would now tell them if they deviated more than a few meters from the path. Neither Hannah nor Gordon really understood how it worked, but the important thing was that it did.

Morgan was taking his neighbors to the site outside Kattilasaari where the wolves were found, and they were going to follow the route to the northwest. Lurch, P-O, and Ludwig from the station had taken Gordon’s brother with them to the spot where the animals crossed 398 between Rutajärvi and Lappträsket. They’d split up there. Two would head southeast and hopefully meet Morgan and his neighbors after about ten kilometers. The other two would follow the tracks to the northwest to meet Gordon, Hannah, and Jens at about the same distance. The idea was that the four groups would cover about ten kilometers each, and if everything went according to plan, they should find the body within two or three hours.

They entered Vitvattnet from the south and parked outside the red railway station. Like so many other small towns in Sweden, this village had flourished when the railroad reached it, and like so many others it had depopulated, shrunk, and lost its relevance when the railroad disappeared. Once it also had a post office, a church, cafes, shops, a gas station, and its own school. Today, only a convenience store and two gas pumps remained.

Hannah got out of the car. It wasn’t the first time she’d been in Vitvattnet, but like all the other times, she didn’t see a single living soul. Work, school, errands, entertainment, everything was done elsewhere. Gordon walked over to her and handed her a bottle of mosquito spray. It was still early in the season and there were no mosquitoes that Hannah could see in this parking lot, but in among the trees, between the shady shrubs, things would be different.

Jens took out his iPad, and they crossed the railway tracks and headed into the woods on the other side.

“Now we’re on their route,” Jens said, stopping after walking maybe a few hundred meters straight north. A dot on the screen in the middle of the thin blue line. “We’ll go there,” he continued, pointing into the trees to the southeast.

And they started to hike.

Jens walked with his neck bent, his eyes on the screen. Hannah and Gordon were on either side of him, scanning the ground, over roots and fallen branches, most of it covered with soft green moss, lingonberry, and blueberry shrubs. Hannah was thinking about Thomas. Why hadn’t she called him when they needed more people? He liked this type of thing: hunting, fishing, being out in nature. Once in a while when the children were smaller, she’d go with him, drumming up a bit of fake enthusiasm. Didn’t want her reluctance to be outdoors to infect the kids. She’d pretend to enjoy sitting among the mosquitoes—which always bit her, never Thomas—in a hunting blind somewhere or on some frozen lake, drinking lukewarm coffee out of a plastic mug and eating dry sandwiches.

That was all a long time ago.

They kept walking, eyes to the ground, didn’t say much. Now and then Jens adjusted their course. The treetops blocked most of the direct sunlight, but nevertheless it was very warm in the almost windless forest. Hannah unbuttoned the top two buttons of her uniform shirt as her eyes swept back and forth across the speckled green of the forest floor. They crossed the road toward Bodträsk and entered into the trees on the other side. Hannah waved away some monstrous flies buzzing around her, the freshness from her shower at the station long since vanished. Sweaty and breathless, she glanced over at the other two. Jens was focused on his screen. Gordon seemed completely unaffected.

It wasn’t quite an hour later—according to Jens, they’d gone about four kilometers—when a few huge black crows flew off as they approached, and Hannah knew immediately they’d found what they were looking for.

“Stay here,” she said to Jens as she and Gordon continued forward.

Buried wasn’t the right word, the body was only partially hidden under spruce, moss, and twigs. A few smaller stones had been laid on top to keep the arrangement in place. The person was lying on their back with one arm sticking out from beneath the shrub. The hand was missing all its fingers except the thumb, and large pieces of the exposed body had been torn away. At first glance the injuries seemed to have come from the wolves. Further up toward the shoulder and neck and on the side of the body, which wasn’t totally covered, there were more minor wounds from the hacking of bird beaks. Thick flies buzzed around the corpse. A sweet, heavy odor filled their nostrils as they got closer. They weren’t supposed to touch anything, because there was no doubt that the person they’d found was dead and the technicians would want the site to be as uncontaminated as possible, but Gordon went ahead and carefully removed the shrubs and branches covering the face.

“It’s a male,” he noted after he’d taken enough away.

“And unless those wolves were very unique indeed, they didn’t kill him.” Hannah nodded to the makeshift grave. “Looks like we got a murder.”

“Yeah, and maybe that’s for the best,” Gordon said, taking a few steps back. “We have to call it in, get people here. You know exactly where we are, right?” Gordon turned to Jens, who was still standing where they’d told him to. He nodded, pale and quiet. “Give me the coordinates,” Gordon said as he took out his phone.

Hannah looked around. They’d crossed a small road a few hundred meters back. It should continue on not too far to her right. She left the site and set off through the forest.

After a minute, she stepped out onto a narrow forest road. Not really much more than two tire tracks rolling forward and a place to pull over onto the shoulder of the ditch for oncoming traffic now and then. Hannah wiped the sweat from her forehead and glanced back at the forest she’d just exited. If the man wasn’t murdered where they found him, if the body was brought there to bury it, they would have parked where she was standing, give or take a few meters. Without really knowing what she was looking for, she slowly began to make her way forward.

Traces of blood? Something lost? Tire prints, maybe.

Not much hope of that. The road was dry and hard after weeks of no rain. She continued a few steps along the ditch and stopped abruptly, bent down.

Shards. Different colors.

Transparent white, red, and yellow.

She resisted the impulse to pick them up, but was pretty sure they came from a car. Headlights, brake lights, and blinkers. Which indicated damage to both front and back.

And two cars.

Hannah made her way into the ditch. Her knees protested a little as she squatted by a large rock protruding from the forest side of the ditch. Dark blue along one edge. A scrape of paint. Impossible to say how long it had been there, but its proximity to the shattered glass led her to assume that it was left there at the same time.

She stood up again, looked around as if the empty road could tell her more about what happened here. From inside the forest, the wind brought fragments of Gordon’s conversation with Command in Luleå. Sometimes she was too quick to draw conclusions, she was aware of that, but she was pretty sure of one thing.

Nobody came out here to dispose of a body.

Two cars crashed, someone died in the crash and the person in the other car made a hurried decision to dispose of the body. Dragged it into the forest, covered it up to keep it out of sight from the road before moving on.

Hannah stopped. Both vehicles were gone.

So there must have been at least two people in the other car. Or maybe not. A person could drive their own car, then go back and move the victim’s. Far-fetched, but not impossible, you could act without being seen and disturbed for hours out here on these lonely roads.

Hannah was forced to admit that the only thing she could be sure of was that a man died, and someone or some people did what they could to make sure no one found the body. And it might have worked, too, if two wolves hadn’t been poisoned just thirty kilometers from here.




Katja waited.

She was good at waiting.

She’d spent much of her childhood doing just that. It had been impressed upon her that patience was the key to success. When other people wanted time to pass by quickly, she knew they struggled not to think of anything at all. Tried to empty their minds completely, retreating into themselves.

Not her. She got bored too fast for that.

So she wandered around the strange apartment. Two rooms and a kitchen on the seventh floor of eleven on the outskirts of St. Petersburg. She’d already been in the tiny bedroom, sat on the twin bed with its crocheted bedspread and two ornamental pillows, curiously studied the few things in the bedside table, which told her this apartment was the home of a religious woman who needed glasses for reading and had no active sex life.

On the bureau by the window there was a photo of a man she recognized.

Stanislav Kuznetsov.

There were also a few simple make-up items in front of a dressing mirror. Without thinking about it, she moved the items around so that the containers were arranged first by size, then organized by shape (round, square), then the three lipsticks put in order from lightest to darkest, all the time staring out the window toward the other eleven-story buildings that surrounded a courtyard with too few trees and too little green to tempt anyone unless you had small children to take to the soulless and run-down playground.

Underwear, socks, tank tops, handkerchiefs, scarves, and kerchiefs in the two drawers in the bureau. Katja spent a few minutes folding them and putting them in neat piles before opening the wardrobe.

Dresses, blouses, and skirts.

Not much of anything. She quickly rearranged the hangers so that various types of garment hung together, from left to right: blouses, skirts, dresses. With one last look at the insipid art on the dark green walls, she left the bedroom and went into the living room.

A three-seat sofa, definitely from the Nineties, a stained coffee table standing in front of it. Under the table a drab, green shag rug. A sagging armchair. Everything arranged around a TV on the wall, surrounded by a dark bookshelf with about as many photo albums as books, more framed photos of what she took to be family members and relatives.

Katja randomly took down an album and sank into the armchair. The contents were from the late Seventies, she guessed, because the boy, who had to be Stanislav, seemed to be six or seven years old. He and his older sister were in most of the photographs, sometimes with a man Katja assumed was their father, who she knew had died in a car accident eight years ago. In one photo he stood in the doorway of a small cottage somewhere in the countryside squinting under the sun, shading his eyes with his hand and smiling widely.

Without warning, an image of the man she’d called her father for years popped into her head. He too was standing in a doorway, but no smile, and definitely no sun.

Immediately, she pushed away the thought, closed the album, got up and put it back on the shelf before heading over to the window.

The heavy traffic on Afonskaja ulitsa was a distant roar. Before leaving the living room she put her finger in a flowerpot on the windowsill and found it needed watering, then she went into the bathroom. Gray waterproof wallpaper and a plastic floor in a slightly lighter shade. Six white tiles in a rectangle above the sink. A deep but short iron bathtub with ornate iron claws, and a shower curtain with angels on it.

For a moment she was back in the great hall.

The twelve bathtubs in a row with their four-degree water.

She turned to the bathroom cabinet above the sink. Before opening it, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror door. Her black hair in a short bob, the well-defined eyebrows above brown eyes, the high cheekbones, the straight nose, the full lips. No make-up, as always, unless the job demanded it. She knew she was considered beautiful, and it made it easier, simpler to get close. Men in particular were susceptible, but over the years she’d found that everyone, regardless of gender, was more open and welcoming to beautiful people.

The contents of the bathroom cabinet were a mess. She closed the lid on the toilet, started removing them and putting them on there. Bandages, toothpaste, floss, nasal spray, deodorant, skin cream, nail scissors, foot file, hairpins, clip earrings, bath salts, tissues, medicines (some prescription, some not). Still nothing to indicate that the woman whose bathroom cabinet she was emptying had any sex life to speak of. She did, however, have a yeast infection to judge by one of the tubes that now lay on the toilet seat.

When the cupboard was empty, Katja wiped it off with a few wet pieces of toilet paper before replacing everything according to a system where the articles were divided into four main groups: medicines, body care, hair care, other.

Satisfied with how she’d spent the last twenty minutes, she went out into the small kitchen. She could eat something, she realized, and opened the fridge, took out butter, cheese, eggs, and a beer. While the eggs were boiling on the stove, she opened the light green cupboard doors in search of bread, plates, and cutlery. Found what she was looking for and set the little kitchen table by the window. The newspaper that Kuznetsov wrote for was lying in a wicker basket on the floor, and she picked it up and placed it next to the small dish she’d put out for herself. When the eggs were ready, she rinsed them in cold water and put the pan on a hot pad.

Then she sat down to eat, while she read. Realized it would be nice with some music and started to look for a radio or something like it. Couldn’t find one, but that was probably just as well. If there was music coming from inside the apartment when they arrived, they might realize something was up. But she didn’t think they’d be here for a few hours.

So she waited.

She was good at waiting.




The rest of the afternoon had flown by.

Hannah returned to where they’d found the body just as Gordon was wrapping up his call.

“What did Luleå say?”

“Serious crimes is taking over.”

Not exactly unexpected. A buried body was considered murder until proven otherwise, and murders were sent to Luleå.

“Who’s there?”

“Erixon.”

Erixon with an x and Alexander as a first name, so people called him X. Hannah knew him. Knew and liked him. He’d been the lead investigator on several other matters over the years. Most recently when they fished a body out of the Kukkolaforsen last spring.

She told Gordon what she’d found down by the road, and that she suspected two vehicles were involved, one of which was blue. Gordon listened and nodded before asking her to pick up their car in Vitvattnet.

“Take him with you,” he said, nodding to Jens, who was standing idle and superfluous at a nearby uprooted tree.

“Do I have to?”

“Yes.”

“Come on,” she waved, and they left the same way they’d come, while Gordon started calling the others to tell them to cancel their search and return to town.

Forty-five minutes later, Hannah parked not far away from where they’d found the body. Jens would have to wait in the car while she and Gordon blocked off the road and the area around the grave in the woods. The technicians were still an hour away, probably more—the downside to being in a small town was having most of your resources at least a hundred and fifty kilometers away—so Gordon asked her to drive Jens back and pick up something for them to eat. On her way to the car, she started to feel heat in her face and around her neck, could feel the heat spreading through her body as every pore opened and sweat poured out. Without looking in the mirror, she knew she must be bright red and sweaty as she sat down next to Jens and started the car. She put the AC on full blast, while resisting the impulse to lower the windows.

The second time today.

It was bad enough when she’d been getting these once a week, was this how it was going to be from now on? It felt like doing a workout a couple times a day but with none of the upsides. Just the sweat and beet-red face.

“Can I turn up the temperature?” Jens asked after they’d driven a few kilometers.

“No, you can’t.”

“It’s kinda cold.”

“When your body decides to fuck with you on a daily basis, then you can decide the temperature in the car, OK?”

Jens nodded with complete incomprehension, made some attempt to talk to her about the events of the past few hours, but her monosyllabic grunts in response were even less inviting than on the way out, so he remained silent. It wasn’t until they turned into the parking lot outside the police station and he stepped out that he opened his mouth again.

“Maybe you can let me know how things go.”

“Why?”

“I’m just curious, I feel involved.”

“Sure,” Hannah lied effortlessly in order to end this conversation more quickly. “Morgan has your contact information, we’ll keep you updated. Drive carefully.” She waved, pleased to see him off for the last time, and drove down to the Coop grocery store. She actually preferred ICA Maxi, but the Coop was closer. Went to the shelves of ready-made food to choose dinner. Gordon would want something healthy. So, shrimp salad for him. Everything that looked good to her needed reheating, so she settled on a chicken wrap. A small baguette for Gordon, two bottles of Coke and a bag of nacho chips completed her shopping.

Several cars were parked outside the roadblocks when she returned. The technicians were there, Gordon had told them what they knew, the doctor they’d brought with them declared the body dead and now they were all doing their jobs. Now superfluous, Gordon and Hannah sat down on a stone outside the roadblocks to eat, watching as their colleagues worked. They didn’t say much. The stillness was bone deep. The sun was still high in the sky, the insects were buzzing in the heat and occasionally fragments of a brief and quiet conversation between the men working inside the barriers floated their way.

When they had finished eating, Hannah
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