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1

FOURTEEN DAYS TO GO

Niklas ate slowly, gazing at his family on the other side of the dinner table. It was only December 17th, which meant it was a little too early for his liking to put up the Christmas decorations, but he and his daughter had decided to make a start now. There were small white porcelain Father Christmases adorning the table and the room was illuminated by the warm glow of the Christmas tree lights. They had realized that a spruce might be a little tired-looking by Christmas Eve if they brought it inside now, so they had hung the string of lights above the table and were using it instead of the normal light.

His daughter was wearing a knitted jumper with flashing red and green LEDs enmeshed in it, while he had donned a bright red Christmas tie in honour of the meal. His suit was ash-grey, just as always. There were limits to this madness.

He raised the fork to his mouth loaded with another bite of grilled pineapple glazed with ginger, chilli and honey. As it happened, he didn’t believe that fruit belonged on a dinner plate, but his daughter loved pineapple. She probably preferred it to the juicy Kobe beef. Oh well, that would leave more for him.

The others at the table were just as occupied with their food as he was, which was why they didn’t seem to notice the way he was looking at them. That was fortunate – he probably looked rather daft, but he couldn’t help that. For want of a better description, he felt at ease. This was a new feeling, although in the end it hadn’t taken much to achieve it.

It hadn’t taken a dazzling career – even though he was exceedingly successful.

Nor had it required a magnificent apartment on Östermalm’s Linnégatan, although he really did appreciate the home he and his daughter shared.

All it had taken was for the three of them to sit together at the table.

The assassination attempt he had faced six months earlier – the one that had even made it into the pages of the tabloids – was consigned to the past. Of course, he still required additional protection. That would probably remain the case for at least another six months, until his employer was totally reassured, but he’d had a protective detail for so long that he thought of them as family.

Family.

That was what it was all about. His daughter was sixteen and on the way to becoming a woman, and he thought he’d done a pretty good job of teaching her about the world. Of course she sometimes said she hated him, but that was doubtless just a teenage thing. And sitting opposite him was his ex-wife. If he had been told six months earlier that the two of them would be spending time together like this he wouldn’t have believed it. Not remotely. But the cliché was true – time healed all wounds. And now here they were like the archetypal modern family, eating Christmas dinner many days too early and managing not to hate each other. They had even given each other Christmas presents.

A lump formed in his throat and he looked out of the window so that neither of the other two would see that his eyes had filled with tears. The snow was falling softly and prettily in the darkness outside. The world looked picture-perfect. And the same was true of his life at this very moment. For the first time in years, he felt no tension in his shoulders. There was no incipient headache.

A buzzing noise from the hall indicated that someone was ringing the doorbell. His daughter looked up from her plate in surprise.

‘Who’s that?’ she said. ‘It’s Saturday. You promised you wouldn’t work tonight because we were going to have Christmas dinner.’

‘I’ve no idea,’ he said truthfully, rising from his seat. ‘It couldn’t be for either of you, could it?’

His ex-wife and daughter both shook their heads.

Niklas went into the hall, heading for the front door.

‘If you’ve booked a Santa then you’re in big trouble,’ his daughter called from the kitchen.

Whoever was ringing the bell, it would be someone that the security detail in the street had admitted after a thorough security check. That they hadn’t called in advance indicated that this was not someone he needed to be prepared to face. A high-resolution screen on the inside face of the door showed him who was on the outside: a man wearing a bicycle helmet, with a red star across his chest. There was also a dusting of white snow on his shoulders. A messenger from Not Just Mail. That explained it.

‘Yes?’ Niklas said as he opened the door.

‘Niklas Stockenberg?’ the man said, slightly out of breath as he proffered a small black envelope. ‘Here you go. Message for you.’

The envelope was unmarked. Niklas frowned as he accepted it and turned it over. It didn’t say anything on the back either.

‘From whom?’ he said, looking up.

But the man was gone. He’d started running down the six flights of stairs back to the street and his bicycle as soon as he had handed over his consignment. He was probably already late for his next delivery.

Niklas closed the door and opened the envelope to find a piece of white paper within. As he pulled it out he realized it was a business card – and a luxurious one at that. There was no name on the card. Instead, there was something that looked like a number. It was a large eight with the bottom half coloured in. Beneath that there was a phone number. The card was otherwise empty.

Niklas frowned. He didn’t recognize the symbol and the phone number was unfamiliar to him, but something at the back of his mind immediately told him that he knew what it was. Told him it was a message he’d been expecting for many years but had hoped he would never see. He’d suppressed the expectation of its arrival and forced it out of his life – and he wasn’t ready for it now, either.

Then again, it might just be an advert, he thought.

There was only one way to find out. He pulled his phone from the inside pocket of his jacket and dialled the number. His hands were shaking.

An automated recording of a female voice answered after three rings.

‘Hello Niklas Stockenberg. We hope you have been satisfied with our services during this period which has now reached its end. You have … fourteen days … one hour … and … twelve minutes … left to live.’

He clutched the phone tightly, as if trying to crush the very message that it had delivered. His throat constricted. He could no longer breathe. The room began to spin and he had to place a hand on the wall to support himself and avoid falling over.

Laughter came from the kitchen; his daughter and her mother were amused by something.

Niklas fell to his knees on the hall runner. It was a good job he’d bought one that was so expensive and thick, otherwise it would have hurt his knees, he thought. He screwed his eyes shut and tried to focus his thoughts. He had known this day would come. He had known for a long time. But he had refused to think about it. He had hoped he would be spared – after all, it had all been such a long time ago.

‘Where’ve you gone, Dad?’ his daughter shouted. ‘I’m warning you: if you’re putting on a Santa Claus costume then I’ll alert the media.’

He once again supported himself against the wall and stood up slowly, clearing his throat several times and trying to fill his lungs with air so that he wouldn’t tremble too much. Then he went into the kitchen.

When the two women at the table caught sight of him, they immediately stopped laughing.

‘Who was it?’ his daughter said in horror. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

His ex-wife stood up.

‘Sit down before you take a tumble,’ she said, pressing him down onto a chair.

She placed a hand to his brow.

‘It was no one,’ he said. ‘Wrong door.’

‘You’re soaked in sweat. Have you had some kind of funny turn? Are you taking any medication? Should we call an ambulance? Talk to me, Niklas.’

He turned his head and tried to smile at his daughter.

‘It’s nothing to worry about, Nathalie,’ he said. ‘I just had a dizzy spell.’

Nathalie looked askance at her mother. Niklas removed his ex’s hand from his shoulder and held it briefly.

‘Thank you Mina, but there is no need for an ambulance,’ he said. ‘It’ll soon be over.’

The snow falling outside was no longer soft or pretty. Instead, it was cold and inexorable, isolating him in a prison of winter. He couldn’t move; he couldn’t get away.

There was nowhere to escape to.

In two weeks’ time he would be dead. He, who still had so much unfinished business. He gazed at Mina, opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. Had he done all that he could for them? Had he been a good father to Nathalie? Would they miss him? What would they say at work?

Nathalie’s jumper continued to flash merrily at him in shades of red and green.

He really did not want to die.

The business card fell from his hand onto the floor and he left it there.

Niklas let out a deep sigh and stroked his chin.

The last twenty years had been good. Very good, in fact. But just as he’d told Mina: it would all soon be over.

In fourteen days, one hour and twelve minutes. Although it was probably only ten minutes by now. 
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Vincent was lying on the floor of his dressing room at the Scala Theatre in Karlstad. He had turned off the ceiling light, leaving only the lighting around the make-up mirror illuminated. The warm bulbs framing the mirror were one of the few things that resembled the stereotypical idea of being behind the scenes in a theatre. It was probably no more than the result of lifelong conditioning by Hollywood, but he thought the lightbulbs around the mirror were both beautiful and romantic.

The show had ended an hour earlier. His crew were in full swing onstage, de-rigging a flight of stairs down from the dressing rooms and green room above. The set, the props and a not insignificant quantity of lighting gear needed to be disassembled and loaded into two large lorries. They always brought in local muscle to assist with the loading work, and his tour manager Ola Fuchs was a legend in the Swedish showbiz world, but it still took almost three hours for them to finish their work. What people didn’t know was that Vincent’s two hours of glamorous entertainment required at least seven hours of decidedly unglamorous set-up and strike carried out by a large number of people. Every night.

He carefully adjusted his posture on the floor. The linoleum floor covering beneath him was incredibly hard. He glanced up at the sofa and realized he should have opted for that instead, but it was too late for that now. All he could do was to keep lying where he was.

The Scala Theatre was full of odd – and thus uncomfortable – numbers. The ceiling above the stage was five metres high. He would have preferred six. Suspended from the ceiling there were seventeen fly-bars to which the lighting and set could be attached. That wasn’t a good number either. Five and seventeen made twenty-two, which was two twos. Better. What was more, two plus two made four, which was the total number of performances he was scheduled to give at the Scala on this tour.

His costume was on a hanger. He’d worn the three-piece suit today, even though it was the final show before Christmas. Three pieces. Bloody hell. The thought hadn’t crossed his mind. The suit had meant that he’d been dripping in sweat by the time the performance was over, so he had stripped down to nothing but his T-shirt and underpants as soon as he reached the dressing room. It might make him look a little less dead if someone barged in, as opposed to lying there on the floor in his full stage attire. He smiled to himself. You learned from your mistakes.

A loud bang from somewhere beneath him made him start. It sounded like something had been broken. Vincent could make out Ola’s profanities all the way up here, but he’d learned long ago that it was better ignoring some things. Early on in his career, he’d tried to help with the set-up and strike for his shows. He’d heard about stuck-up performers who never lifted a finger and cared about nothing but their own performance, and Vincent didn’t want to be like that. But he’d quickly realized that he was just in the way. It was a better solution for everyone involved if he steered clear until they were done – and that meant he had at least another hour lying on the hard floor before the lorries were fully loaded. That was lucky for him, given that his headache had returned with full force. On the table beside him there was an empty water glass with white grains visible on the inside of the vessel. Aspirin. For some time now, he’d been sustaining himself on painkillers – preferably ones with caffeine in them. He considered taking another, but concluded it probably wouldn’t make any difference. Instead, he screwed his eyes shut and sighed as he waited for the headache to pass, or at least to dissipate a little. On previous tours, he’d usually only been tired afterwards. His thoughts had perhaps been a little sluggish. The headaches were new. They’d started after his performances around six months earlier. It hadn’t been long before they’d become a permanent feature. Sometimes they were more palpable, sometimes less so, but they were always there. Aching. Disruptive. He could no longer even remember what it was like not to have a headache.

He had refused to believe that it was a sign of ageing, since he was still a few months shy of fifty. Besides, his performances were no more strenuous now than they had been before. That left two possibilities. It was either a brain tumour or it was psychosomatic. He was sceptical about the former given the absence of any other symptoms. But if the headache was self-inflicted then what on earth was he playing at? Was he trying to tell himself something?

He wished, as he did so often, that Mina were there. She would probably have had a good answer. Following the events of the previous summer centring on Nathalie and Nova, they had only managed to see each other a handful of times. On the one hand, they’d both been busy with their respective lives – Vincent preparing for his new show and Mina working on new investigations – and on the other hand the threshold for seeing each other still felt pretty high unless it was on police business. But when they did get around to seeing each other, it was always too fleeting. It was never enough. The headache was milder whenever he was with her, while the shadow that had dwelled within him for so long stayed beneath the surface.

Her team of police detectives had received a renewed vote of confidence from the top brass, which meant that Mina was generally busy working. And on those few occasions when she wasn’t, Umberto of ShowLife Productions had conspired to schedule Vincent’s tour dates so that they clashed with Mina’s leave with almost sadistic precision. It was as if her boss and his management were in cahoots to keep Vincent and Mina apart.

Then there was that other thing, too. The riddle in his study at home that he didn’t dare mention to her, the one that made it no easier to meet up. Now that he came to think about it, it might be the source of this headache. He had, at any rate, devoted more and more thought to it during the autumn – without managing to solve it. All he knew was that he was well-advised to take the threat it posed seriously.

Whoever had sent the first message to him six months ago was clearly a person of great patience. Vincent didn’t want to trouble Mina with that. He would have to sort it out by himself.

Nevertheless, he hoped at the end of each performance to find her there waiting for him in the wings, just like the very first time they had met in Gävle. Of course, she never was. She had her life, he had his. And the fact remained: they saw far too little of each other.

However, since the end of the summer he’d been able to spend far more time with his family than before. He’d been on crutches thanks to a broken foot, which had meant he’d been unable to appear onstage for months. Instead, and for the first time ever, he’d been at home every evening – and every day for that matter – just the way his wife Maria had always wanted. Still, it had turned out after just a few days that she wanted that rather less than she had thought. Even the kids had started to wonder suspiciously why he was constantly at home.

And the shadow within him had begun to stir.

So no one had been happier than his family when he resumed touring. Since then, he had been working double time, often doing two performances a day. The trick was to keep busy, not to dwell on things it was pointless to think about.

He gazed up at the ceiling. Could brain cells burn out? Was it actually possible for him to damage his brain through overuse? Probably not. But he was going to look it up anyway, because in that moment as he lay on the floor in the Scala Theatre in Karlstad, that was how it felt. He sighed, closed his eyes and added the headache to the long list of things he wanted to talk to Mina about.
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Akai walked determinedly along the metro station platform. He had long since learned that provided you looked like you knew what you were doing, no one would ask any questions. The bright yellow hi-vis vest he was wearing was also doing its job. To the weary eyes of passengers at this time of night, the vest paradoxically made him invisible. He was just one of the people who worked on the metro. Pay no attention to him … That he was there to work was of course true, in a way. It was just that it wasn’t in the way the people around him assumed.

He reached the end of the platform and opened a small barrier while taking care not to show his face to the ceiling-mounted CCTV camera. Just a regular service technician on his way to do a job. Nothing more. But it was lucky that the rattle of the spray canisters in his bag couldn’t be caught on camera.

The barrier led in turn to a staircase that descended from the platform and into the tunnel. He didn’t really like being in the tunnels – it was far too dangerous. The new trains were much quieter than the old ones, which meant that the risk of accidents had increased for those artists who continued to enter the tunnels.

Anyway, he had long since moved on in his own artistic expression. Graffiti was for amateurs. His work focused on poster art and stencilling. A retro nineties look. Sure, it wasn’t the same since the identity of his idol Banksy had supposedly been revealed, but Akai thought he was taking it to a new, cutting-edge level. His previous exhibitions in Stockholm’s old town had confirmed that theory. It was almost shocking what people were willing to pay for his works without even knowing who he was. Akai was merely his nom de plume – just like Banksy, he had no intention of telling people his actual name. His identity was to remain a mystery to the art world.

Once he had proceeded a few metres into the tunnel, he switched on his headlamp. The tunnel had been built wide enough to enable work crews to move about without risking being too close to the tracks. He knew the technical room was not far ahead. It was the room where his friend’s girlfriend, a metro technician, often worked. Akai had promised his friend that he would give her a birthday present by decorating the entire room. The plan was to surprise her in the morning when she entered the room and wasn’t confronted with the usual concrete. Instead, she’d be entering a forest. Trees and shrubs would be covering every single wall, and in their midst there would be a troll family in the style of John Bauer. It was going to be amazing.

He passed an earlier painting of his in the tunnel. It depicted several of his own friends. Someone had daubed Sussi was here across the face of one of his friends. Bloody vandals.

The gravel crunched beneath his feet. The door to the technical room swam out of the gloom, captured by the lamplight. He side-stepped a large heap of gravel and then came to a halt. Something was off. He turned back towards the heap of gravel. It was so big it almost reached waist height. There was nothing strange about there being gravel down in the tunnels – there was all sorts of stuff down there. But there was something white protruding from the mass in several places. The white was reminiscent of something he’d seen in a movie, although he couldn’t quite place it. He brushed some gravel aside before taking a quick step backwards when he saw what it was.

Bones.

Someone must have put them there as a sick joke. That was the only explanation. But what animal had bones that big? When he tugged at one of the bones to extract it, the gravel began to shift and the stones on top cascaded away to reveal more. A skull smiled grimly at him in the glow of his headlamp.

A human skull.

Akai had no idea whether he screamed or ran first, but he definitely did both.  
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THIRTEEN DAYS LEFT

Mina stared at the sandwich on the plate in front of her in fascination. She really had made progress. In the past, a sealed yoghurt would probably have been her only feasible breakfast option. Now here she was, eating a sandwich that could have been exposed to just about anything. And she had enjoyed dinner at Niklas’s the night before, even if it had been unpleasant when he’d become so dazed. But Nathalie had reassured her that it was not a common occurrence and he had recovered quickly. Mina hoped he would take her advice seriously and see a doctor this morning.

Dinner with her daughter and ex-husband … Life really did take the most inscrutable of paths sometimes. She would have been lying if she had claimed her way through life had been straightforward. Instead, she and Nathalie had performed a dance more akin to the cha-cha-cha – taking two steps forward and one step back. Yet it had still meant that they had slowly progressed to where they were now. A point where they could eat dinner together as a family – all three of them.

Mina took a bite from her open sandwich, savouring the combination of butter, cheese and pepper on the dark, almost treacly slice of bread, fully aware that she might as well be eating a slice of cake for all the nutritional goodness it offered her. Then again, it was Christmas.

She wondered how Vincent would be celebrating. With his family, of course. But would it be a big Christmas with all the extended family, or would it be a more leisurely occasion? She felt a pang of something but dismissed the idea that it might be jealousy. She missed him. They had only been in touch on a handful of occasions since he had saved Nathalie’s life in the summer. There were several reasons for that. For one thing, neither of them was much good at small talk. For another, Mina had been in the thick of it as she slowly worked to foster her fragile relationship with her own daughter. Peder’s death had also left a void – a necessary distance mandated by grief.

She felt her eyes sting as she thought about her late colleague.

Then there was the trifling issue that she had no idea what they meant to one another. She thought about Vincent more often than she was prepared to admit to herself, but he had a family. And a very jealous wife. Mina didn’t want to cause a furore.

Instead she’d buried herself in her work, and that had been her excuse for not seeing him.

In an attempt to stop thinking about it, she forced herself to focus on the breakfast show chattering away on her TV. The singer-songwriter Niklas Strömstedt was in the studio to perform his Christmas classic ‘Light a candle’. Triad? Wasn’t that the name of the band he’d been in when he’d penned the single? She desperately tried to recall who the other two men had been, but was only able to summon the images of Orup and Anders Glenmark, who had been in another band with Strömstedt. The opening bars began to play against a backdrop of lit candles, and she felt herself reluctantly being drawn into something resembling the Christmas spirit. She actually hated Christmas. Her childhood Christmases had been anything but peaceful. By the time she’d moved in with her grandmother, they had calmed down, but they’d been very simple affairs.

Mina got up to pour herself more coffee. She glanced at her phone on the table as she sat down on the sofa again. Maybe she ought at least to text Vincent a Christmas greeting? The only question was what he’d read into it … Then again, it was surely pretty difficult to interpret ‘Merry Christmas’ as anything but that? Merry Christmas was Merry Christmas: the imparting of the desire for a good Christmas, shared between friends.

She reached for her phone and began to tap away. Then she deleted. Then she wrote more. Then she deleted. Yet more text. She added a smiley after Merry Christmas, but then changed her mind right away. Vincent was not a man you sent smileys to. She removed the happy face but left Merry Christmas in place. Then she hit send.

She was already regretting her text message by the time Niklas Strömstedt brought his song to a close. 
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It had been snowing for more than a week. The garden and trees surrounding Vincent’s house in Tyresö were covered in what looked like a thick layer of cotton wool. When he had been little, he had loved snow, but his enthusiasm had dissipated with age. Perhaps that was something to do with the snow shovel currently in his hands. Snow wasn’t as much fun when it was up to you to deal with it.

What was more, he was still aching all over after travelling overnight aboard the nightliner – as they referred to the tour bus with berths on board – from Karlstad. He hadn’t fallen asleep until the bus had arrived in Stockholm at four o’clock in the morning and come to a halt by the Barnhusbron bridge, alongside the other tour buses that had also arrived in the city during the night. Vincent had managed to get three hours’ sleep while the bus was stationary before he’d taken a taxi home, still drowsy.

Vincent glanced towards the kitchen window, through which he could see his family eating breakfast. He’d promised to clear the path before Aston and Rebecka left for school. He thrust the shovel into the snow, lifted as much of it as he could, and threw it onto the lawn hidden somewhere beneath the whiteness. A small, snowless rectangle opened up before him, the gravel path peeking through. It was a start, at least. But it also served to highlight just how far he had to go.

He stood up straight and put his hands to his back. His breath showed white in the air in front of him. The cold really had arrived. Snow didn’t usually come until January, when it came at all. This far south, it was usually no more than slush. But this time around they were forecasting the coldest, snowiest winter for years. His garden was already under seven or eight inches of snow, and they’d only just entered the second half of December. As he stood there, fresh snow began to powder his neat rectangle.

Sisyphus.

He was Sisyphus.

With a sigh, he returned to the front door and propped the shovel against the wall of the house. The kids would just have to trudge through it to the road when it was time to go to school. Before he had time to open the door, Aston came tumbling out of it, clad in his snowsuit.

‘More snow!’ he yelled. ‘I love snow!’

Aston threw himself onto his back and began to make snow angels, seemingly completely unaffected by the cold.

‘Dad, can we build a snow fort this afternoon? Or an igloo? Please?!’

In his mind’s eye, Vincent pictured the snow forts he had played in as a young boy. Well, the ones he had played beside, given that most of these ‘forts’ had been no more than a narrow passage through a shovelled pile of snow in the yard. He shivered. He’d never been able to bring himself to crawl through those passages, although he understood the temptation. There was something exciting about building your own world like that. Admittedly, everyone built their own world to some extent – at least mentally – since everyone’s realities were different, but …

‘Dad?’ said Aston, who was now standing in front of him. ‘Have you got snow in your brain or something?’

Vincent blinked. He opened his mouth to say something or other about a fort needing a lot more snow just as Maria appeared in the doorway.

‘We’ll have no snow forts here,’ she said firmly, folding her arms. ‘They can cave in. They’re absolute deathtraps. And why on earth are you shovelling snow in leather gloves and a Hugo Boss coat? Why can’t you wear practical winter gear like a normal person?’

Of course she was right. Both about the clothing and the fort. Then again, he didn’t own a down jacket nor one of those knitted hats with a bobble on top that everyone else seemed to wear, and there were ways to build snow forts that ensured they didn’t collapse. You just had to think hexagonally, like Buckminster Fuller, or work with blocks in an arc that distributed the weight evenly. If only there were more snow … Then he spotted Maria’s look and cleared his throat.

‘Your mother’s right,’ he said. ‘And if we were going to build an igloo we’d need ice.’

‘Great!’ Aston said, lying back down in the snow. ‘We can make that in the freezer!’

‘Well, the freezer’s capacity is two hundred and seventy-eight litres,’ Vincent said. ‘Across seven shelves. The exterior dimensions of an igloo need to …’

Vincent heard his wife clear her throat loudly behind him.

‘The freezer isn’t big enough,’ he said. ‘By the by, where’s your backpack?’

Maria sighed and went back inside to retrieve the missing bag. Aston sat up and tried to shape a snowball. Vincent knew who it was meant for.

‘Right, I suppose I’d better pop inside to get the car keys so that we can get going,’ he said, turning around quickly.

The wallop of snow struck him before he’d even made it across the threshold. Behind him, Aston was howling with laughter.

Maria was standing in the hallway putting a change of clothes into Aston’s bag.

‘By the way,’ Vincent said, ‘I’ve been trying to reach your sister to sync arrangements for the kids ahead of Christmas, but her phone seems to be off. In fact, it seems to have been off for days. Do you know if she’s away or something?’

Maria forced a pair of long johns into the backpack with brusque movements.

‘I haven’t spoken to Ulrika in ages,’ she said acidly. ‘You’ll just have to keep tabs on your ex-wife by yourself.’

‘That’s what I’m trying to do,’ Vincent said. ‘It’s just not like her.’

As he went into the kitchen to retrieve his car keys he pulled out his phone to call Ulrika again.

It was the same as before – no connection.

He texted her instead, asking her to get in touch as soon as she could. After all, there were only a few days left until Christmas.

He also saw that Mina had texted him a brief Merry Christmas. He wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that. The message was like a challenge – as if she were asking him to define their relationship. They were currently at a tipping point in respect of each other, and it could go either way. If his response was just as succinct then he would be confirming that as of now they had no more than a superficial, cordial relationship. If he countered with something more personal then he would be making it clear once and for all that he wanted to be more than just colleagues. And that would open a Pandora’s box of questions about what he wanted them to be.

Merry Christmas.

Damn it.

After giving the matter further consideration, he slipped the phone into his pocket instead. He would have to reply later when he had had more time to think.

‘Dad! Are you coming or what?’ Aston shouted from outside. ‘I’ll be late!’

‘Coming!’ he called out.

For half a second, he wondered whether to call Ulrika’s work and ask if she was ill or otherwise indisposed. But Maria would probably have something to say about his thoughtfulness towards her sister. Ulrika would call when she could.

He swept the car keys off the side and before heading back outside he double-checked that his study door was locked. He had taken to locking it a month or so ago, out of concern for his family. If any of them happened to see what he had in there then it would not only lead to questions that he couldn’t answer, but it would probably also leave them frightened. Almost as frightened as he was.
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‘And they’re sure the bones are human?’

Mina forced herself to breathe, taking calm, deep inhalations. There were few places she wouldn’t have preferred to be than the one she found herself in: the dark, dirty tunnels that made up Stockholm’s metro system. Besides, it was icy cold. She normally liked the cold, but even she had her limits. Their breath turned into white smoke and she hugged herself to try and warm up a little.

‘Yes, forensics were absolutely certain. One of them is an osteologist,’ Adam said, stifling a yawn. ‘A bone scientist. She knows her stuff. I doubt we’d be down here at the crack of dawn like this otherwise. Normally I’m barely even awake at this hour.’

She could tell from his voice that he too was not a fan of claustrophobic tunnels.

‘And we’re sure they’ve stopped the trains on this stretch of the line?’ she said, carefully placing one foot in front of the other in the beam of light cast by her torch.

Something streaked past her feet. She didn’t manage to see what it was and was unable to suppress a shriek.

She gritted her teeth and forced herself to carry on, even though her heart was pounding so hard in her ribs that it felt as if it might leap out of her body altogether. Some distance away, she saw more light and the movement of people. This helped her to shut out the horrors lurking in the darkness and made her focus on the task ahead of her.

‘Good morning Mina. And Adam too,’ said the head of forensics, nodding curtly to them. ‘Not that this is a particularly good morning.’

He pointed towards what she realized had previously been a heap of gravel. The officers had now brushed away most of it, leaving behind a neat stack of bones.

‘They’re definitely human bones. Based on a quick visual inspection, they seem to be from the same body, but we won’t be able to confirm that until the forensic anthropologist has laid them out on the table to check.’

Mina contemplated the bones while rubbing her cold arms. The heap almost looked like an altar. The bones were neatly arranged, symmetrically positioned with the skull atop them all. It felt somehow ritualistic, but she took care not to become too attached to that impression. It was dangerous to start making assumptions this early on in the investigation. Quite honestly, she was somewhat surprised that this one had landed in the team’s in-tray. Old bones weren’t usually their department, but she assumed that the circumstances in which they had been found elevated this into something out of the ordinary.

‘Any identification?’ she asked, taking a small step to one side so that Adam could get through.

They took care not to step too close to or otherwise contaminate the crime scene. Even though she knew better, she couldn’t resist the impulse to look around. The lighting rigs illuminated much of the space. She felt the panic rising again. There was rubbish all over the place, and in the shadows she could make out things moving. Rats, she assumed, and she shuddered.

This wasn’t her first time down here: as a new recruit, she’d come down into the tunnels on several occasions in pursuit of suspects. She knew there were people who lived down here too, in a shadowy existence separated from the world and hidden from reality. She couldn’t even begin to imagine what that was like.

The forensic officer had begun talking again and she forced herself to focus on him and ignore the things moving in the dark corners that the floodlights did not reach.

‘We haven’t found any form of identification. No clothing. No ID. There might be DNA on some of the rubbish that we can tie to a possible killer. We’ll collect everything there is in a wide radius around the remains and send it for analysis. However, I think if we find anything it’ll be from the “artist” who called it in. Anyway, the teeth are still inside the skull, so that should help in identifying the body. And there’s a severe fracture to one of the femurs. It’s broken in several places and then healed again.’

‘Broken femur …’ Mina said thoughtfully. ‘How long did you say you think they’ve been down here?’

‘Hard to say. It’s up to Milda to tell us, but I suppose at least a few months? The bones don’t look fresh. But that’s me shooting from the hip. Like I said, it’s Milda’s call,’ the officer said.

Mina looked at Adam to see whether he would make the same connection as she had. He furrowed his brow as he gazed at the bones, then his gaze lightened and he turned towards her.

‘You think it’s …’

‘Yes, I do,’ Mina said. ‘I’ll call Julia right away.’

They contemplated the heap of bones in silence. If these remains belonged to the person they thought, then it was about to unleash a media storm. And it would raise all sorts of new questions. 
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Ruben woke up in a cold sweat. He’d been dreaming and he’d seen Peder’s face. That happened a lot these days. Peder’s skin had been grey and most of the back of his head had been missing – but that hadn’t been the awful part about the dream. The awful thing had been the gaze – the eyes staring meaningfully at Ruben, eyes that had seen straight inside him. That was what had woken him up. Peder didn’t have to say anything because Ruben already knew what the message was.

It could all be over at any moment.

That was Peder’s lesson for him. There were two paths in life, and both were horrendous. On the one hand, it might end before Ruben was ready for it. On the other, if it didn’t end he would grow old. Older with each passing day. He took a deep breath and ran his hands across his face. Fuck getting old – it was almost worse than the alternative.

Someone moved in the dark and the bedding next to him rustled. Bloody hell. She was still there. That was the problem with bringing home someone young. At least the ones over thirty realized it was better for both of them to wake up in their respective homes, alone, and never see each other again. The young ones hadn’t been around the block as many times and still thought it was a nice idea to stay and cuddle in the morning. They had romantic notions of eating breakfast together and other crap like that. The truth was that it was never a good idea to see each other in the light of day afterwards.

Especially not when that light revealed how old he was.

He looked at the clock on his phone and swore silently. He had somehow managed to switch off the alarm last night. He would be late for work. What was more, Julia had been trying to reach him – something about a discovery the night before. At the same time as Ruben had been reeling in his catch outside the nightclub, something had apparently happened in a metro tunnel. Oh well. The others could man the fort without him.

His left calf suddenly spasmed and he had to bite his lip not to scream with pain. He pulled his leg towards him to massage it, taking care not to wake the sleeping woman by his side. He kneaded the muscle. It was rock hard. The cramps had started a while back. If he drank too little water the night before he would have cramps in the morning due to lack of fluid. But if he drank plenty of water then he had to get up to take a slash at least two or three times during the night, like some old codger.

Old, old, old.

His daughter Astrid probably wouldn’t have a dad alive by the time she reached her teens.

He sighed deeply. He was pathetic. He knew it. Not only because he didn’t want to age, but because he’d also resumed his past predatory behaviour in relation to the opposite sex. His psychologist, Amanda, had looked like she wanted to give him a slap when he’d told her. But what was he supposed to do? Amanda was still young – she didn’t understand.

He reached towards the bedside table and grabbed the two capsules lying there. They were so-called dietary supplements he’d found online that were meant to aid both his virility and his testosterone production. It was probably all bullshit, but he’d paid for a year’s subscription anyway just to be sure. Six hundred kronor a month. He swallowed the capsules and then lifted the covers to look at the person next to him. She was lying on her side with her bare hip just an inch or two away from him. He’d bumped into her outside his old watering hole on Stureplan, which he’d started frequenting again. He’d been on his way home after an unsuccessful night, when he’d seen her smoking outside. He’d gone up to her and asked her whether she liked uniforms, and unlike inside the bar it had worked, no matter how stupidly corny it was.

He placed his hand on her smooth hip and felt the vibrant warmth of her skin. He was fairly certain her name was Emmy. Or was it Emily? Definitely something with a Y.

He carried on stroking her hip and she moved drowsily towards him. Julia could wait, and Amanda could say what she liked. Life was too short. And as Peder had so clearly shown him night after night: you never knew when it might be over. 
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Vincent was in his study. With the passing of the years the bookcase behind him had come to serve less as storage for books and more as a display case. Ever since it had become common knowledge that the Master Mentalist had helped to solve the mystery involving Jane two and a half years earlier, enthusiastic admirers had been sending him puzzles, rebuses and riddles to solve. They seemed to assume that unravelling mysterious enigmas were his favourite occupation. Of course, it was not widely known how close he had come to death on that occasion.

And they weren’t entirely barking up the wrong tree … He did like them. When he had time. Many of them were simple. A common variant was to send a fan letter cut up into several parts, though others were more ambitious in their efforts. There was one anonymous sender who liked to send the most obscure puzzles and riddles that Vincent had ever encountered. They weren’t home-made – in fact, they appeared to come from all corners of the world. His correspondent clearly knew their onions. Vincent knew they were from the same person thanks to the handwritten messages that were always enclosed, which often featured a riddle.

At present, however, it was a different kind of puzzle that was occupying his concentration. Specifically, the one that he had pinned to the wall above his desk. It was the same kind of mind map that Mina had set up at home in her apartment when they had worked together that first time. A collage of clues that might, with a little luck, explain a connection or show a pattern that had been hitherto hidden. Vincent’s wall, however, did not consist of pictures and notes. Instead, it was covered in physical objects ordered chronologically with a note on a Post-it beneath each one.

This was the reason why no one in the family was allowed into his study. It would be bad if they came to believe he’d lost his mind, and even worse if the penny dropped what the timeline meant. For Vincent, the conclusion to be drawn from the wall was clear: someone wanted to cause him harm.

He didn’t want to think of that person as his enemy. His nemesis? No, that sounded even worse. His shadow, perhaps? Well, why not? Each time he had received something new in the post, the shadow within had come to life. It was as if it no longer dwelled within him but had instead manifested itself in the real world and was now terrorizing him.

What was more, shadows took the same form as the person casting them, albeit a distorted one. And whoever had sent him the objects on the wall seemed to know exactly how he ticked. It was as if they were being sent by a nightmarish version of himself. He nodded. The Shadow was an apt name.

At the far left-hand end of the timeline was the old, laminated newspaper cutting from Hallandsposten – the one showing Vincent as a boy with the magic box in which his mother had died in the background.

MAGIC ENDS IN TRAGEDY!

He had lost count of how many times he’d read that headline. Two and a half years ago, someone had sent the article to Ruben, making Vincent the prime suspect in the investigation into the murders of Tuva, Agnes and Bobby – crimes that it had transpired his missing sister was responsible for. At first, he had thought Jane had sent the article, since part of her plan had been to pin the blame for the murders on Vincent. But it hadn’t been her. The article had, however, forced Vincent’s past back to the surface. It was a past that he had spent a great deal of time not daring to think about. The police had, with the utmost difficulty, managed to keep it out of the public domain.

Underneath the article were the Tetris-style pieces of puzzle taped together that he had started to receive shortly after his sister’s death. These puzzles consisted of different anagrams of newspaper headlines and came together intricately to form the word GUILTY. He had thought they had been sent by Nova, in an attempt to distract from the goings on at Epicura. Nova – who had based her teachings on the chronic pain that she suffered from and who had almost caused Nathalie’s demise. But following a confrontation with Nova immediately prior to her own death, he had realized they must have been sent by the same person who had sent the clipping to Ruben.

His Shadow.

Next to the taped-together puzzle pieces was the Christmas card that had come with the final Tetris puzzle and which also contained an alarming inscription. In the four months since he had received it, he still hadn’t managed to solve the riddle.

It seems that you don’t learn. I’m tired of waiting.

And remember that there is no one to blame but you.

You could have chosen a different path. But you didn’t. So we have reached your omega. The beginning of your end.

PS If you’re wondering why you’ve received the puzzle now, it’s because omega is, as you know, the 24th letter of the Greek alphabet. 24 divided by two – you and I – makes 12, which gives us 24/12. Christmas Eve. Wishing you an early Merry Christmas.

When Vincent had received the message about his omega – his implied end – he had immediately set about searching for what would be his alpha, his beginning. If he could find what had started it all then he might have a better understanding of what was going to end. Then he might be able to protect himself.

It hadn’t been long before he had found it. It had once again been in the old newspaper article. In the photograph itself. His Shadow had followed the contours of the magic box with a pencil, with the lines forming an A. The sign for alpha.

What was going to end had begun there.

On the farm in Kvibille.

With his mother.

Back when he had stopped being Vincent Boman and become Vincent Walder.

Yet instead of the end threatened by the message, he had begun to receive gifts in the post. Christmas presents – even though it wasn’t Christmas. The first had arrived in the summer, just after the end of the Epicura case. The parcel had contained a vinyl single titled ‘Alpha Omega’ by an unfamiliar rap group, Renegades.

The EP was on the wall to the right of the newspaper article, held up with adhesive pads at each corner. Underneath it was a note with the information he had found about the release, which wasn’t much. The song had come out in 1987 on Coolaid Records and the EP had a red label. But the group only seemed to have made that one song, and the lyrics didn’t mean anything to him either. So he had left it at that.

The following month in September, he had received another Christmas present – a new record. This time it had been a Led Zeppelin album called ‘Alpha & Omega’. It turned out to be a rarity – a live bootleg recording of four LPs that was more or less impossible to get hold of these days. He had taken the records out of the sleeve and stuck the empty sleeve onto the wall.

In addition to the title, it had another thing in common with the previous record. It too had been released in 1987.

Vincent knew what the figures stood for. His sister had reminded him of that when she had led him to page 873 of a book. The eighth of July, three o’clock. Mum’s last summer. When he had been seven years old and performed his magic show on the blanket in their garden.

87 was the eighth of July.

Mum’s birthday.

On the farm in Kvibille.

Again.

To the right of the records was the Christmas present for October. On that occasion the parcel had contained a toy car – a replica of a German Opel Omega military police car. No Alpha this time. But the Opel Omega had first gone into production in 1987. Not to mention that the toy was in 1:87 scale.

Mum.

The magic box.

The illusion.

GUILTY.

By November, his gift giver had dropped the alpha–omega connection almost entirely in favour of a fairly over-explicit present. He’d been given a magic set. More specifically, a Great Houdini Magic Starter Set in good but used condition. Vincent hadn’t even needed to Google that – the item had provided enough information.

Harry Houdini was the handcuff king and famous for being able to escape from a water-filled tank – the same kind of tank that Vincent and Mina had almost met their ends in at Jane and Kenneth’s mink farm. The Houdini reference was also a blatant allusion to his mother and the box she had never been able to escape. Even before he had turned over the worn box to read the reverse, he’d guessed what the printed copy would say. It came as no surprise when he saw that the magic set with Houdini’s name on it had been made in 1987.

Since then, Vincent hadn’t received any more parcels, and he didn’t want to receive any either. His Shadow had written some six months ago about the days that were now approaching.

Omega … 24th letter of the Greek alphabet … 24 divided by two – you and I – makes 12 … 24/12 … Christmas Eve … Wishing you an early Merry Christmas.

You and I.

Christmas Eve.

Today was the eighteenth. That left only six days until Christmas Eve. Whatever this person was after, it would begin then. His omega. And he still didn’t know what that meant.

Vincent gazed at the presents on the wall again.

Coolaid Records. The expert that he and Mina had visited to learn about cults had told them that the members of the Peoples Temple in Jonestown had committed mass suicide by drinking spiked Kool-Aid-branded grape juice. Not unlike Nova’s followers at Östra Real upper secondary school.

A bootleg album that was practically impossible to obtain. So someone knew that he was a collector of vinyl, even if the genre wasn’t a favourite of his.

The police car. He assumed it to be a reference to Mina.

A magic set for children. So the Shadow knew that he had loved magic as a child and that he had almost drowned in Houdini’s water tank as an adult, alongside Mina.

The connection was clear. Whoever was behind all this, it wasn’t just someone who was deeply familiar with Vincent’s background, it was someone who also had detailed information about his work with the police.

He really did need to discuss this with Mina. He should have done so long ago, but something had held him back ever since he had received the ominous message and the Tetris puzzle six months ago. A small voice somewhere inside him was whispering that he might deserve what was coming to him. That the Shadow was right and he was somehow guilty.

The only question was: of what? 
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‘How did you get on in the tunnels?’

The sympathetic tone adopted by Milda’s assistant Loke bothered Mina at first, but then she shrugged. She simply had to accept that her … particular kind of behaviour was something people talked about.

‘I can rise above the fear when I’m on duty,’ she said briefly.

Loke seemed to understand where she was coming from.

‘It’s kind of like what we do when we’re at work here,’ he said. ‘We take a step back – although not so far that we forget there’s a human being on the table in front of us. But far enough that we can do what we’ve got to do without being overwhelmed by emotion.’

‘Got it in one,’ Mina said, smiling at him.

This was the longest conversation she had ever had with Milda’s ordinarily taciturn assistant.

‘She won’t be long. I could hear that she was on the phone to her ex-husband,’ Loke said apologetically, as he carefully laid out a number of tools on a sterilized steel tray.

‘Don’t worry. I can wait,’ Mina said, observing Loke’s long, slender fingers with fascination as they arranged the contents of the tray with military precision.

Silence echoed around the white room and she desperately searched for a way to break it.

‘So what’s the next step on the career path? Do you become a medical examiner?’

She swore silently. She sounded like a high school careers advisor faced with a sulky teenager. A smile flitted across Loke’s face as he carefully set down a scalpel.

‘I suppose that would be the usual way of things,’ he said.

Mina noted with interest that he seemed to be placing instrument after instrument on the tray without the slightest metallic sound whatsoever.

‘But there’s a big obstacle to my career ambitions. I’m satisfied.’

He shrugged. Mina gazed at him with greater interest than before. That was a word she rarely heard: satisfied.

‘I’m happy with things the way they are, and so it would only upset a well-functioning equilibrium if something in the equation changed. I’m happy in my work, I don’t need to strive for enhanced status or better finances … well, I suppose you might have heard gossip about me being set up for life following an inheritance. A wealthy medical examiner’s assistant. A rare beast, I suppose. Hence the gossip. I’ve got what I want in life. Few people are blessed with that. Being satisfied. So I see it as a gift that I can appreciate that. Ambition would only upset those in my immediate circles.’

Mina didn’t reply. She was busy taking in what Loke had said, not to mention the fact that he had uttered several sentences in a row to her using amusingly highfalutin language. It was also some of the best wisdom imparted to her in a long time. What he had said made her consider how satisfied she was. In life. With her existence.

‘The bones are in astoundingly fine condition,’ Loke said, surveying the skeleton in front of them.

Mina searched for a suitable reply but came up short. Loke carried on speaking as he pointed at the bones.

‘Look at this. They’re perfectly clean. There are no biological remains whatsoever. All the flesh is gone. That’s extremely unusual. And another thing that’s strange …’

‘Hello! Sorry I’m late! I just had … an issue that needed sorting out. But I’m here now! And I heard a whisper that you’ve got a theory on who this might be? That’s quick work.’

Milda entered and took Loke’s place by the tray of implements. Loke discreetly slipped away. Mina pointed at the bones spread out on the metal surface in front of them.

‘There. The fractured femur. We’ve got a high-profile individual who has been missing for four months. Jon Langseth. He took a fairly well-known tumble and broke his leg while climbing Mount Everest a couple of years back.’

‘Oh yes, I remember that. Wasn’t the whole thing mired in controversy since there was a sherpa who died in the efforts to bring him down off the mountain?’

‘Yes, exactly. And all that came up again when there was coverage of his disappearance. So when I saw the broken leg down in the tunnel, I made the connection right away. I may be wrong. Plenty of people break their legs. But maybe it’s worth starting from there?’

Milda nodded.

‘I hear what you’re saying. I’ll start by getting in touch with the forensic odontologist and have them come and capture images of the teeth, and then we can see if they match his dental records. In the meantime, I’ll examine the bones and see whether there’s anything else I can find.’

‘That sounds good. You know where to find me.’

‘Otherwise I’ll only have you back down here knocking on my door,’ Milda said with a laugh that failed to reach her eyes.

She looked tired, and Mina was on the brink of asking her whether everything was all right when she stopped herself. Milda was always having trouble with her private life. Before closing the door behind her, she glimpsed Milda leaning heavily against the table for a few seconds. Then she shook herself and reached for a pair of disposable gloves. 
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