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Prologue

There was so much to be afraid of in this house. At least if you were a child. The strange food. The angry voices. Never knowing what would happen, when she would be given a beating.

But the basement was still worse.

It was cold and smelled awful.

She shrank back against the wall with her forehead on her knees, felt abandonment like a lump in her stomach. Like a wound in her heart. It hurt to be alone, detested. She was used to it by now, but it had never been this bad before.

It was dark, too. And she was hungry.

She sniffed into her knees. Felt so afraid, no matter how brave she tried to be.

She wouldn’t cry.

No matter what they did to her, she wouldn’t cry.


Chapter 1

Ambra Vinter looked down at her notebook. Ideas for articles, the phone number of someone she’d interviewed, and a reminder to herself that she needed coffee. The last part was underlined twice. She didn’t demand all that many things in life, but drinking coffee in the morning was one of them.

“Ambra, are you listening?”

I was trying not to.

But since the voice belonged to her immediate superior at Aftonbladet, news editor Grace Bekele, Ambra replied with as much diplomacy as she could. “It would be great if you could send someone else. I was on a job in Varberg last week. And I just got back from the fire in Akalla.”

Ambra attempted a pleading look. There had to be some other reporter Grace could send on this particular lousy job. A young, hungry journalist who wasn’t yet as cynical as she was, someone who would appreciate being able to leave their desk.

“Except I want you to go.” Grace made a sweeping gesture with her slender hand, and her long, pointed nails glittered. She looked like a supermodel, but it was for her dynamic leadership that she was renowned. And Ambra knew that Grace would win this battle, just as she always did.

“Where was it again?” Ambra asked. Her clothes smelled of smoke. She never got used to how quickly a fire could spread. Three minutes and there were flames everywhere. No fatalities, which was a bad angle, but good all the same. Families should never die in fires three days before Christmas.

“Norrland, like I said.”

“Norrland’s huge. Could you be more specific?” Ambra had good reason not to want to go north, lousy job or not.

“Norrbotten then. I have the place here somewhere.”

Ambra waited while Grace riffled through the papers on her overloaded desk. They were at the Breaking News desk, the very heart of the machine that was the Aftonbladet newsroom. It was two in the afternoon, and it was pitch black outside. Freezing rain and sudden gusts of wind battered the windows. The weather report was heading up the home page, of course. Unusually good or unusually bad, the weather was always on the main page online, because it was something that always sold. It was the day’s most-read article, with almost one thousand clicks a minute.

Ambra leafed forward to an empty page in her notebook and said, as obligingly as she could, “What exactly do you want me to do in Norrbotten?”

Grace picked up a few stacks of paper and almost managed to knock over a mug of stale coffee. No one had their own desk, not even the editors. Grace was one of four news editors who manned the desk, round the clock, every day of the year. The other editors, everything from Sports, Entertainment, and Crime to Foreign Affairs, Investigative, and Culture, were spread around the room like satellites orbiting a never-sleeping hub.

“The note was just here. I want to say it was Kalix,” said Grace.

Always something to be grateful for. She obediently wrote down Kalix in her notebook.

“You’ll be interviewing Elsa, ninety-two. Call up and arrange a meeting. I should have her number, too. It came in through the tip service. I had a feeling it could be something.”

“Great,” Ambra said, managing not to pull a face. The tip service was Aftonbladet’s digital space for ordinary people to submit news tips and earn 1,000 kronor if it paid off. In 99.99 percent of cases, it didn’t, but Ambra wrote down Elsa anyway and then rubbed her forehead.

“Elsa’s a person, at least?” she asked.

The question wasn’t irrelevant. Once, she was sent out to interview a certain Sixten Berg, twenty. Sixten turned out to be a white-crested cockatoo who could sing and dance along to “Hooked on a Feeling.” The interview became an amusing paragraph with a funny video clip online. Not quite what Ambra dreamed of during her journalism training.

Grace pulled out a neon yellow Post-it note. “Here. Elsa Svensson, born 1923. She had an affair with one of our prime ministers and evidently gave birth to his secret love child.”

That made Ambra look up. “Recently?” she asked skeptically.

Grace raised an elegant eyebrow. “The woman’s ninety-two, so no, not in this century. But she’s never talked to the press before and she seems to be a real Norrbotten original. Could be a good story. Long, interesting life story, exotic place, you know? And it’s perfect for Christmas. People love that kind of thing.”

“Mmm,” Ambra replied without any enthusiasm. “Which prime minister?”

“One of the dead ones. You’ll have to double-check.”

“Didn’t they all have a load of illegitimate children?” Ambra really didn’t want to do this. Give her double homicides and traffic accidents any day.

“Come on, Ambra. This one is practically made for you—it’s what you’re good at. Guaranteed to bring in a load of clicks, and I’m under orders to do more of this kind of thing; it sells like mad. Plus, the woman specifically asked for you.”

“Of course,” said Ambra. It happened sometimes. The readers wanted to meet a specific reporter.

She glanced over toward the window again. An electric Advent chandelier flickered irregularly at her. The entire media world rested on numbers of clicks, because that meant advertising revenue. And there was no ignoring the fact that, in practice, she was probably only one reshuffle away from losing her job. Her career had been on what could only be described as a downward curve for the past few years. If she didn’t play ball, she would end up on night shift. Taking the night shift was a one-way street; those who went down it never came back. They lived like nocturnal pale creatures, translated pointless articles from English, and died a spiritual death. She gave up.

“Photographer?” she asked.

Grace nodded. “Local freelancer. You can contact him once you’re there.”

“Okay.” Ambra got up. There was no point going home now. She would grab a coffee; buy an ice-cold sandwich from the staff room vending machine; call Elsa, ninety-two; and stay at the office to do some research. Hurrah.

“And you’ll send me the info you have?” she asked.

“I want a first piece as soon as you can. If it’s really good, maybe we can run a couple. Norrland Christmas, reindeer, cozy snow feeling, stuff like that.”

Ambra rocked on her heels.

“Was there something else?” Grace asked.

Ambra paused.

“I know it’s short notice and a long way to go, but you should be able to get home before Christmas.” Grace’s tone was stressed but friendly, and Ambra knew her boss meant well, but it wasn’t exactly her holiday plans that were the problem. Ambra had exactly one relative—her foster sister, Jill—and she and Jill hadn’t celebrated Christmas together for the past few years.

It wasn’t that it was beneath Ambra to talk to the ex-lover of a dead celebrity either. A journalist was never meant to be forced into a humiliating piece (a rule no one cared about), but Ambra had worked on Entertainment and done far worse things. No, this was about the fact that she had serious issues with going north.

“I’ll figure it out,” she said with a repressed sigh. Her private life was no one else’s business.

“I know you will.” Grace’s eyes were steady on her from across the desk.

At thirty, Grace was just two years older than Ambra. She was already an experienced news editor with one of the toughest papers in the division. And as though her relative youth and gender weren’t enough of a handicap, Grace was also black. Born in Ethiopia, she’d moved to Sweden as a child and was some kind of academic genius. Grace Bekele was legendary in the media world, and when she looked at Ambra like that, Ambra was prepared to walk over burning coals. Or go to Kalix.

“Thanks.”

“And listen, I know you want that job with the Investigative desk. I didn’t forget. I’ll put in a good word for you with Dan Persson, if I get the chance.”

Ambra didn’t know what to say; gratitude was such a difficult feeling. But that was her dream. Working for Aftonbladet’s Investigative desk, hunting down scoops and writing longer articles. Rumor had it there would soon be a vacant position there. They rarely came up, meaning there would be a lot of competition. Most likely all of her colleagues and competitors. But if she didn’t make a mess of things in the next few weeks, then maybe she stood a chance. Providing she managed not to offend the editor-in-chief too much. Maybe it was just as well she went away for a while, now that she thought about it.

“Thanks. I’ll leave tomorrow.” Her mind was already thinking through the various possible angles as she automatically checked off what she would pack and which equipment she would need.

“Hold on,” said Grace. She held up another Post-it note, an orange one this time, shaped like an arrow. “Found it. I was wrong. It’s not Kalix after all. Sorry.”

So long as it’s not Kiruna, Ambra had time to think before Grace said, “The woman lives in Kiruna. I always mix up those two. Anyway, it’s pretty much the same thing.”

She uttered the words with the nonchalance of someone who thought that Stockholm was as far north as civilization stretched. The vast expanse of Norrland was a blank sheet even for well-educated city dwellers. But Ambra knew better. After all, there were varying degrees to every hell.

Kiruna. Of course it was Kiruna.

She snatched the note from Grace’s hand and left the desk.

Why did it have to be Kiruna, of all places? A town she never wanted to visit again. A place where she had shivered, cried, and hated more than anywhere else in the universe.

Ambra passed the Web-TV studio and the Crime desk; she walked by Investigative and glanced longingly into their office, one of the few departments allowed to work with the door closed. She grabbed a mug of coffee and her laptop, managed to avoid her nemesis, Oliver Holm, and slumped onto a free couch. She started up her laptop and logged in. The mail program opened. Twenty e-mails in ten minutes. Nineteen of the messages were hate mail on an article she’d written about sexual harassment at a gym, published the day before. She scrolled through them and knew that she should forward the worst to the security department, but she didn’t have the energy. She had been working for too long now to care about anonymous misogyny. Tomorrow, she would write about illegitimate children in Kiruna instead.

She dialed Elsa Svensson’s number and sighed impatiently while she waited for an answer. She assumed it would be a while before she made it back to her apartment, her TV, and her couch.


Chapter 2

Tom Lexington threw a log onto the open fire. Although the house was well insulated, the fire provided some welcome extra warmth. Outside, it was four below zero, and the snow was coming down heavily. He would have to dig himself out if he wanted to leave the house.

Tom stared at the fire. When he focused on the flames and the crackling of the wood, he felt almost normal. He reached for another log. As he threw it onto the fire, he heard the quiet hum of his cell phone on the coffee table. He got up to see who it was. Lodestar Security Group, switchboard. Work.

He scratched his stubbled chin, knew he should answer—it could be important—but he didn’t have the energy today. Instead, he shuffled into the kitchen and then couldn’t remember why he’d gone in there. He paused, staring out the window at the snow and the trees. Waiting for the weather report on the radio. Suddenly, a loud, popping sound came from the speakers. A jingle for the next program, which was about hunting. Tom’s hands started to shake. Then his thighs. His field of vision shrank, and he struggled to breathe. It happened quickly, less than a second between hearing the noise and feeling as if he was about to collapse.

He groped for the countertop to prop himself up. His heart was pounding as though he were in combat. Suddenly, he was no longer in the house. No longer in the woods outside of Kiruna, in a winter landscape of freezing temperatures and snow. He was in the desert. In the heat. In the hellhole where they’d interrogated and tortured him. His blood was rushing through his veins so fiercely that it was as if the ground was trembling beneath him. Memories flashed before his eyes like a film. He forced himself to breathe in through his nose and out through his mouth. But it didn’t help. He was there.

He braced himself and then brought his hand down on the counter with all his might. The pain shot up his arm and into his body, and it did actually help. It hurt like hell, but the pain cut through his panic attack, and he was back in the room again.

Tom took a deep, shaking breath. The flashback had lasted only a few seconds, but he was soaked through with sweat. His legs were unsteady as he took the few steps to the pantry and grabbed a bottle of whisky. He didn’t think about how many empty bottles were already beneath the sink, just poured the whisky down his throat and then turned on the faucet. Kiruna was north of the Arctic Circle and the water in the pipes was ice-cold, but he drank it greedily. As he put down his glass, he heard his cell phone again. He went into the living room and picked up the phone from the coffee table.

Mattias Ceder, he read on the screen. Again. Mattias had been calling him all fall. Tom hadn’t answered once. He rejected the call and took the phone with him into the kitchen, where he poured another whisky. Two seconds later, it started to ring again. He peered down. Mattias Ceder, of course. The man always was a stubborn bastard. At one point in time, Mattias and Tom were best friends, brothers-in-arms. Back then, they would have given their lives for each other without a moment’s hesitation. But that was a long time ago. Plenty had changed since then. Tom studied the phone until it fell silent. It beeped to signal a message: Could you answer the damn phone sometime?

He took a big gulp, poured more whisky, swirled the glass.

It was years since he’d last talked to Mattias. When they were young men, they could talk about everything, but that was before Mattias betrayed him.

Tom looked down into the sink. It was full of mugs, plates, and cutlery that he hadn’t had the energy to load into the dishwasher. The woman who cleaned would be here tomorrow, so he let it be, well aware that he never used to be the kind of man who let other people clear up his mess.

He grabbed the glass, the bottle, and the cell phone and went back into the living room. It wasn’t the first time he had struggled with PTSD—he’d been a soldier in one way or another ever since he was eighteen. He had been in combat, seen his comrades die, been injured. That kind of thing left its mark, and he’d suffered from both anxiety and flashbacks before, after particularly difficult experiences. But nothing like this. These memories appeared as though from nowhere. An unexpected sound, light, or smell, practically anything could set them off, and then suddenly it was as though he were there, back in captivity. The whole thing was entirely out of his hands. If things were different, maybe he could have talked to Mattias about it. Mattias was a soldier, too, had been in tight situations, knew how it could be. The type of thing civilians would never understand.

Tom emptied his glass. His head was spinning slightly. He grabbed his phone and wrote to Mattias: Go to hell.

It felt good to send that, actually. He stared at the screen to see whether he would get an answer, but nothing came. If Mattias called again, he might answer, he decided. He was drunk now, could feel it, knew that his judgment was clouded, that he shouldn’t call anyone, not while he was crashing like this. But he dialed the number anyway. Not Mattias. Someone else. He tumbled onto the sofa and listened to the ring.

“Hello?” Ellinor answered.

“Hi, it’s me,” he slurred.

“Tom.” She sounded sad as she said his name.

“I just wanted to hear your voice,” he said, attempting to speak as normally as he could.

“You need to stop this. You’re just torturing yourself. You shouldn’t be calling me.”

“I know.” He should take a shower. Shave, pull himself together. Not keep calling his ex, week in, week out. “But I miss you,” he said.

“I need to hang up.” Tom heard a faint sound in the background.

“Is he there?”

“Bye, Tom. Take care.” Ellinor hung up.

Tom stared straight ahead. Calling Ellinor was a mistake, he had known that in advance. But how was he meant to go on without her? He really didn’t know. All his years of military training had been about just that. Being able to force yourself to do the impossible. Forcing your body to continue, even when it wanted to give up, even when things seemed hopeless and despite devastating losses. It was about not thinking of anything but the task at hand.

He lay down with his head on the armrest and stared up at the ceiling, felt memories of his captivity begin to wash over him again. While he was being held prisoner, his thoughts of Ellinor kept him going. Memories of her smile, the longing to be with her again.

Calling her was idiotic. He was drunk and not thinking straight. But coming up here was still the right thing to do. Kiruna was where Ellinor was, and he wanted to be close to her. He would do anything to win her back. Anything.


Chapter 3

It really was freezing in Kiruna, Ambra thought as she moved, shivering, between the airplane and the terminal building. The wind tore at her jacket, and she half ran behind her fellow passengers. They had passed the Arctic Circle long before they landed, and up here in the north of the country, the sun had set on December 10 and wasn’t expected to rise above the horizon again until January. Right now, in the middle of the day, the light seemed more like dusk, but in just a few hours’ time, it would be completely dark.

She had only hand luggage with her, and so she hurried through the arrivals hall, toward the exit and the bus. The feeling of unease grew with each step. The snow was piled up in yard-high banks, the ground covered, too, and she slipped in her too-thin boots. A pack of eager huskies howled behind a steel mesh fence. Still shivering, she climbed on board, bought a ticket to Kiruna, and sat down by a window. Snow, snow, snow. The unease was practically physical now. The bus started up.

She was ten when she’d arrived in Kiruna for the first time. It was just a few days before Christmas then, too, which might be why everything felt especially tough now. A stressed social worker with pale, curly hair and darting eyes had spoken to her, explained that Ambra couldn’t stay with the family she was currently living with. She remembered how she’d clutched her teddy in her arms. She knew she was too old for a soft toy, but he had been her only security.

“What’s your teddy called?” the social welfare secretary asked, with that artificial tone adults always used.

“Just Teddy,” Ambra whispered.

“You and Teddy are going to live with another family now. You’ll have to ride the bus yourself, but you’re so big now, Ambra, it’ll be just fine. It’ll be an adventure,” she said with false cheer.

Ambra boarded that bus with her teddy and a small box containing her mother’s and father’s possessions.

“Someone coming to meet you?” the bus driver had asked. Ambra nodded, didn’t dare say that she didn’t know.

The bus driver was kind, offered her strong, minty throat tablets and talked to her all the way there. But once they arrived, her worries grew. It was the first time she had ever seen so much snow. She was wearing all the warm clothes she had, but she was still freezing. She kept close to the bus driver as he helped the other passengers lift their bags from the luggage compartment. What if no one came to meet her? What would she do then?

“Are you the foster kid?” she heard a cold voice say behind her.

Even before she turned around, she knew it wouldn’t be good.

“Were you getting off here?”

Ambra jumped and returned to the present.

The bus driver was giving her an encouraging look in the rearview mirror. They were at her stop.

Ambra got up, grabbed her bag, and hurried off the bus. She trudged forward and managed to make it to her hotel, the Scandic Ferrum, without falling flat on her face. As she entered the warmth of the lobby, she stamped the snow from her feet and was greeted by a young receptionist. She checked in and headed up to her room on the second floor. It was icy cold inside, and she pulled a fleece sweater from her bag, placed her laptop beneath one arm, and went back down to reception.

“It’s really cold in my room,” she said.

“We’ve been having trouble with the heating,” the receptionist explained. “We’re working to fix it, but I’m afraid I don’t have any other rooms available.”

Ambra decided to work in the hotel restaurant. She sat down at one of the tables with her computer in front of her. The place was full of lunch guests—completely normal people, she assumed, but they still gave her the creeps. Her eyes scanned the room over and over again, and she kept checking the entrance, afraid that someone from her past might appear, however unlikely that was.

Their names were Esaias and Rakel Sventin, the people who became her new foster parents. Esaias was tall and strict, Rakel pale and silent with her hair in a thick plait down her back. They had five sons, four older boys from Esaias’s first marriage, and one between them, a year older than Ambra. Esaias ruled the family with an iron fist.

“Sit back there,” he said to her when he eventually picked her up from the bus. He pointed to an old car, and Ambra climbed in. She didn’t have any choice. Esaias Sventin reached for her, pulled Teddy from her arms, threw him into a trash can, and then closed the car door.

Someone dropped a tray, and Ambra was dragged back to the lunch restaurant. She glanced around, her heart pounding, and she shuddered when a tall, thin man came into the restaurant. A wave of repulsion, almost fear, washed over her before she realized that, of course, it wasn’t Esaias, just someone who looked vaguely similar to him. But her body remembered.

She sipped her coffee and placed a hand on her cell phone. I’m a grown adult, she repeated to herself. It was her constant mantra. Every second, defenseless children were suffering all over the world. Far too many of them lived a life much worse than what she herself had had to endure. If only she could leave Kiruna, she would feel peaceful and happy.

Her cell phone screen flashed. News was arriving all day. She skimmed through the latest, shared a link on Twitter, uploaded a photo to Instagram. She was a modern-day reporter, the kind they always talked about at editorial meetings and reshuffles, the kind who should be “out among the readers.” Many of her coworkers grumbled, some thought themselves too good to be writing on social media, but it actually suited her perfectly, and her online platform was probably one of the main reasons she still had her job. So she made an effort to be noticed digitally.

“You wouldn’t be Ambra Vinter?”

She looked up at the man standing by her table. Young, slim, and very handsome. Thick winter coat and heavy boots. A huge Nikon camera on a wide strap over one shoulder. A bag of lenses on the other.

“You’re the freelancer,” she said.

“Tareq Tahir,” he confirmed. They shook hands, and he sat down opposite her. Ambra studied him furtively as he put his camera on the table. Tareq had to be twenty, maybe twenty-one. Plenty of photographers were young; the best always got into the field early. He had thick eyelashes, dark brown eyes. A manly, sexy mouth. Sensitive, strong fingers that fiddled with his camera.

Tareq flashed a white smile at the waitress, who hurried over to their table to ask if he wanted anything. Ambra had been forced to go up to the counter to order her lunch, coffee, and refill. Not one waitress was interested in coming over to serve her. But then again, she didn’t look like she was in a boy band either.

“So, how’s it going?” Tareq asked once the waitress dashed away. “Have you got hold of her?”

Ambra worriedly shook her head. She had a problem. She’d spoken to Elsa Svensson the day before. The ninety-two-year-old had an unexpectedly clear and lively voice, and she seemed more than happy to talk, said she was looking forward to their meeting. But as Ambra was boarding the airplane, she’d received a message saying that Elsa wanted to push back their meeting.

“I tried calling her several times, but she didn’t answer.”

“What do you want to do?” Tareq asked.

Ambra knew Elsa’s address and had considered just heading over there, but that kind of thing could lead to a recoil effect. People were tricky like that. Not everyone appreciated journalists turning up at their house and asking to come in. Strictly speaking, she didn’t even know if Elsa was home. The old lady might have packed up and left Kiruna. It happened. People who promised to talk often changed their minds at the last minute. They had every right to, but that didn’t stop it from being annoying as hell.

“Do you know her?” she asked.

Tareq gave her an amused look. “You mean everyone knows everyone in Kiruna? It’s not actually that small.”

That wasn’t what she meant; it was just a desperate question, a way of trying to solve the problem of their missing interview subject.

She knew exactly what Kiruna was like. Of course not everyone knew everyone. In fact, the inhabitants were fairly good at letting everyone go about their business undisturbed. A foster child could, for example, come to school with bruises, untreated ear infections, and fractured bones without anyone seeming to notice. She was being unfair, of course. Kiruna wasn’t the only place like that. It was that way almost everywhere, because they lived in a crappy world.

Ambra scratched her hairline. The hat she was wearing was itchy, but it was so damn cold that she kept it on.

“Are you from here?” she asked Tareq, though she suspected she knew the answer; he had virtually no dialect.

“Nope, born and raised in Stockholm. I moved up with my mom after high school. She met a guy from Kiruna and fell in love with both him and the area. I’m just visiting her. I’ll be back in Stockholm after New Year’s. I’m starting a photography course.”

“But you already work for Aftonbladet?”

“I got lucky and found a load of freelance work.”

She interpreted that as meaning Tareq was pretty damn good. Judging by his appearance, he had roots somewhere in the Middle East. Iraq, she would guess. If his parents were immigrants, then he probably hadn’t had anyone to give him a leg up in the business, which meant that getting photography work for a major national paper must have been a near-impossible task. But he’d managed it.

“You did a few jobs for Entertainment, right?” she asked, remembering what Grace had said. “How did you like it there?” she asked as neutrally as she could. In her opinion, Entertainment was a damn sewer. They reported on society events, news at the edge of journalism. They couldn’t ask critical questions and were treated badly by everyone—the celebrities, their own bosses. It was awful. Unless you enjoyed chasing reality TV stars and monitoring Instagram accounts.

Tareq’s fingers stroked the smooth lines of his camera. Short, clean nails; dark strands of hair; masculine hands. And then that gentle, polite voice. He was incredibly nice. And attractive.

“You were there too?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she replied without elaborating. It had been her worst year as a reporter. All she could hope was that she would never have to lie in a bush waiting for some unfaithful celebrity to leave their lover’s apartment again.

“So bad.” He laughed with an empathetic look in his warm eyes. “I thought it was fine. But maybe not what I want to do for the long run,” he added.

Handsome, nice, and diplomatic. Tareq would go far. Ambra felt a sudden, inappropriate urge to pull off her hat and plump up her hair.

The waitress came back with Tareq’s order. He clutched the condensation-covered glass of orange soda.

“Fanta is my vice,” he said, smiling at the waitress who looked as though she wanted to start a family with him.

After the waitress reluctantly left them, Ambra glanced down at her cell for roughly the tenth time. She was itching with restlessness. To put it bluntly, she was costing the paper money up here if she didn’t produce anything. She was already trying to come up with alternative pieces in her head. Something about snow, maybe? Or the plans to move the entire town away from the mine shaft?

Tareq gulped down his soda and pushed the glass away. He got up and grabbed his camera and lens bag. “I just wanted to come in and say hi. Is it okay if I go out awhile? I have some things I can be doing while we wait. Just let me know as soon as you hear anything.”

Ambra nodded, watched him leave with long, quick steps, and then allowed her gaze to sweep across the restaurant. The Scandic Ferrum was in the middle of town, and it seemed to function as some kind of gathering point. Businessmen and women shivering in thin jackets at one table. Mothers in practical winter clothing, feeding their babies purées and fruit at another. A group of firefighters over by the counter.

She studied them for a while before she checked her phone. Sent the latest message to Grace and waited impatiently to see whether a bubble containing three dots might appear, an indication that a reply was on the way. She wanted to know what she should do if Elsa Svensson didn’t turn up.

Nothing.

She opened Instagram instead, wondered whether she should call Jill, but then her cell phone flashed and vibrated in her hand. Grace had finally replied: Heard any more?

Ambra replied with quick, practiced movements: Nope. Should I wait?

She almost hoped that Grace would tell her to go home. But no: Yeah, wait. Did Tareq turn up?

Yup.

Grace ended with: Keep me updated.

Ambra put down her phone. She drummed her fingers on the table in frustration. She’d drunk far too much coffee and was feeling shaky and slightly ill. She glanced up at the counter again. The firefighters were gone. A solitary man was left, buying a coffee. He was wearing a thick, unbuttoned winter coat, a plaid shirt, and a T-shirt beneath it.

While Ambra thought about what to do next, she studied the man. There was something about him she couldn’t quite put her finger on. He was silent, standing tall like a mountain. Broad shoulders. Long-haired and bearded, too. He looked like a tough guy, a real Norrland cliché; all that was missing was the snowmobile and the gun. Ambra turned away. She’d always had trouble with the beefed-up, macho type.

The man came toward her table with a mug of coffee, and she cast another quick glance at him. FBI, it said on the T-shirt beneath his shirt. She squinted at the text beneath it. Female Body Inspector. Jesus, that was tasteless. She pulled a disgusted face and couldn’t stop herself from muttering, “Nice shirt,” just as he walked by.

“What?” The man stopped. His voice was dull and hoarse, and he looked at Ambra as if she had just appeared from thin air, as if he was so deep in thought that he hadn’t even realized he was around other people.

She could make out zero sense of humor in what had to be the darkest eyes she had ever seen. Every warning bell she had was ringing.

“Did you say something?” he asked, and his eyes narrowed on her. They were bloodshot, and his beard looked unkempt. Then there was the chauvinist slogan. It was a joke, she knew that, but she had written so many articles about trafficking, child prostitution, and honor killings. About young women treated as objects, or worse. About perfectly ordinary men who murdered their girlfriends or wives in a jealous rage, simply because they thought they owned them and their bodies. His T-shirt was disgusting, even if it was meant to be humorous.

She knew she should apologize, stay quiet, ignore him. “You’re not funny, if that’s what you thought,” she said instead.

The man froze, and she tensed. Just take it easy, Ambra. He looks dangerous. The man continued to stare at her, as if he didn’t understand what she meant. A shiver passed through her. It looked like he was about to say something, but then he shook his head and moved on.

Ambra slumped back in her chair. The blood started running through her veins again. She didn’t dare turn around and look for him. There was something in his eyes, something in the way he held himself that told her he wasn’t someone she should provoke. The hairs on the back of her neck were on end, and she assumed he was sitting somewhere behind her. Christ, she hated this town.


Chapter 4

Tom glanced over to the woman who’d just snapped at him. He’d been so lost in thought that he hadn’t heard what she said, just noticed she was angry. From where he was now sitting, he could study her from behind, and with his back to the wall he had the best possible view of the restaurant. His eyes quickly swept the room before he looked at the woman again. All he could see, beneath the layers of clothing, the scarf, and hat, were a few dark curls. He’d automatically noticed her pale skin when she snapped at him, her dark brows and almost glowing green eyes.

She wasn’t from Kiruna, that much was clear from both her clothing and her attitude. And from something more difficult to define, in the way she held herself and the way she moved. Kiruna natives were rarely in a hurry, and they moved at a different tempo, never with that intense efficiency. She was a big-city girl, he was almost sure of that. Typing away on her computer, constantly checking her phone. Every now and then, she would scan the room and take a quick sip of her coffee. Everything she did was quick, as though she were surrounded by some kind of high-voltage energy.

Tom took a drink. They had good coffee here at the hotel, and he liked how big the restaurant was. Ever since his time as a prisoner, he struggled with feeling confined. The hotel was one of the central meeting places in Kiruna. A lunch and coffee spot during the day, a bar at night; sooner or later, the majority of Kiruna residents came here.

He scanned the room again. It was automatic, taking in his surroundings. Making a note of who was waiting for someone, who
might represent a threat. He did it without thinking. Read faces to see whether they meant anyone harm, checked hands for weapons. Men and women alike.

The restaurant was pretty busy, just two days before Christmas. On weekdays the hotel held conferences, but now the guests were mostly tourists and vacationers. Kiruna was a popular destination. People went dogsledding, tried to hunt down the Northern Lights, went skiing. Or else they took a night trip on snowmobiles, across the frozen Torne River, stopping for coffee by a roaring fire. The huge car manufacturers sent people north to test-drive their new models in wintry conditions, and many car ads had been filmed in and around Kiruna. And then there was Esrange, the rocket range and research center, not far away. Scientists, both Swedish and international, were drawn to it. But the dark-haired woman with the intense eyes was neither a test driver nor a space scientist; Tom was sure of that.

He found his gaze being constantly drawn to her, and he didn’t know why. She was so hostile and thorny that somehow her presence forced its way through the haze he was stuck in, and now he couldn’t ignore her. Judging from her back, she was currently hammering away at the keyboard. Did that mean she was a writer? No, they weren’t usually so ill-disposed. The few writers Tom knew were pretty quiet; they spent most of their time daydreaming. There was no real reason for him to care. It was just that he couldn’t work out why she was so angry. Her fury seemed to be aimed at him in particular. Like he had done something, personally, to her. But he had a good eye for faces, and he was sure they had never met before.

He saw her check her phone again, and then it struck him: She was a journalist. Not a local reporter, but from one of the big-city papers. It all fit. But why was she here? What could be so important that a reporter from the capital—he was almost certain she was from Stockholm—would travel all the way up here a few days before Christmas?

Maybe she had relatives in Kiruna and was just getting some work done between family gatherings? Stockholm journalists often had roots in smaller towns or villages, Tom knew. He’d met so many journalists over the years. Educated and instructed them in safety. Flash points and the edges of war zones were always crawling with reporters, crazy thrill seekers. He’d argued with many of them, because journalists argued constantly. Been annoyed at them and their meddlesome belief that they were the only ones really standing up for democracy. Been interviewed and misquoted. Seen them leave people high and dry in pursuit of high reader numbers. Twist the facts and start crusades. No, he didn’t like journalists.

Tom looked down at the table. He could still feel the aftereffects of that morning’s panic attack. This was one of his bad days. It was incredible that it could vary like that, completely without logic. He never knew when the panic would well up, when a sound might make him overreact. The firecrackers the kids were running around with didn’t make it any better. It was still a week until New Year’s, and firecrackers were forbidden, but they were still going off everywhere.

A few days earlier he had found himself jumping into a snowdrift, entirely involuntarily, when one went off behind him. His heart was racing, he had tunnel vision, and it was only when he came to his senses that he realized he had thrown himself onto a child, as though to protect it with his body, and that the child was now beneath him, its hysterical mother to one side, pounding him on the back. The kid howled, the mother shouted, and Tom mumbled an apology and hurried away.

The journalist got up. She was talking on her cell phone and took a moment to stretch, to roll her neck and shoulders. She pulled a face, as though the movement was painful. She had long legs, but otherwise none of her body was visible beneath all her layers. Not that he was checking her out. It was just something he noticed. While she talked, her eyes were constantly on her computer, like a hawk.

And then everything changed.

Tom forgot the journalist and everything else.

Because she came into the restaurant, and he almost stopped breathing.

Ellinor.

Jesus, it was really her.

Did he come here to the hotel because, sooner or later, everyone came here, and he knew maybe Ellinor would too? Honestly, he didn’t even know anymore. His brain wasn’t working like normal. Sometimes, he wondered whether he was going crazy. But he was in Kiruna because of Ellinor, hoping that despite everything she still needed him, that she missed him the way he missed her.

He followed her movements at the counter. She was blond and straight-backed. Healthy and happy, a sporty woman who loved skiing and swimming, who loved children and animals—the entire world, apparently, other than him, Tom Lexington.

She placed her order and then glanced around the room. Her eyes scanned over the guests.

Tom was perfectly still.

And then she spotted him.

She froze midmovement. Tom simply stared. Ellinor stared back. All other sounds disappeared. It was as if a corridor formed between them. Tom held his breath, didn’t dare move. Please, don’t go was all he could think.

He had made so many mistakes where Ellinor was concerned.

If she stays, I’ll take it as a sign. Please, don’t go.

Give me one more chance.

She paused.

He continued to hold his breath as the memories washed over him.

He’d first met Ellinor Bergman in Kiruna when he was twenty-one. Ellinor was eighteen, with soft blond hair and a mouth that was almost always smiling. They met in a bar. She was at a table with a couple of friends, and he was at another with his.

“Do you live here?” he asked when they bumped into one another by the bar.

“Yeah. You?”

“I’m studying to become an officer. I’m here on an exercise with my old battalion.”

“Ranger?” She smiled.

Tom nodded. Might have expected her to seem impressed. Most girls were when you told them you were a ranger and an officer.

“My dad’s in the military,” she explained.

“What do you do?”

“I’m in school. Today’s my eighteenth birthday. We’re out celebrating.”

“So maybe I can buy you a birthday drink?” Tom said, feeling incredibly worldly.

She let him.

They talked all evening. Ellinor got both drunk and flirtatious, and Tom tried to keep up, though he had never been the flirting type.

They didn’t sleep together that evening. He knew right away that Ellinor was more than just a quick lay, and so he wanted things to move slowly. Plus, she still lived at home. He chased her over the weeks that followed. Took her to the movies and to dinner. It didn’t take long before he was in love. And it wasn’t surprising at all: Ellinor was easy to spend time with. Happy and positive, easygoing and bright natured. A kind, uncomplicated girl. And pretty, too.

They had sex for the first time at her house one evening, when her parents were away. He wasn’t a virgin, and nor was she. It was good, and he knew she was The One. Nothing felt complicated with Ellinor. When he had to study, she found things to do on her own. She had plenty of friends, had lots of activities, and was full of energy. His studies and his education sent him across the country, but he would travel back to Kiruna to be with her as often as he could.

“I don’t want to live in Kiruna forever,” Ellinor said when she graduated high school.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “So where do you want to live?”

“In Stockholm. With you.”

And so when Tom graduated, they moved to Stockholm together. They bought a flat and felt like adults. Ellinor went to college and worked extra from time to time. Tom worked a lot. Weeks could pass and they would barely see each other.

They had their downs, of course, but what couple doesn’t? Once they had been together four years, they bought engagement rings.

“It feels so right, Tom,” she said as he pushed the ring onto her finger. For him, it was a sign that they would be together forever.

Life went on. Ellinor got a job as a teacher at an inner-city school, took different courses and enrolled in further education, changed jobs. Tom worked hard. The years passed, and though he spent a lot of time abroad on secret operations, they were like any other big-city couple. Or so he thought.

Until one June day earlier that year when Ellinor was standing with her head against the door frame into the kitchen, which they had just renovated. She looked at him and sighed. “Tom, we need to talk.”

At first, he barely noticed her strange tone; his thoughts were elsewhere. He looked up from his paper and asked, “Can we do it later? Work’s been pretty intense.”

She crossed her arms.

“Work’s always intense. I want to talk. Now.” It seemed as if she was psyching herself up, and he sensed catastrophe. “I slept with someone else.”

The shock felt like a physical blow. “Who?” he asked as he fought back the feeling of unreality.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters a lot to me. Is it serious?”

“That I slept with someone else? Yeah, it’s pretty serious.”

And then she started to cry. Tom felt remarkably shut off. Work really was incredibly intense at that moment. His company, Lodestar Security Group, was expanding at record speed. They specialized in complicated transactions, and one of their clients in Baghdad had just lost staff in a suicide attack. “I don’t know what to say,” he said impotently.

“You aren’t angry? Don’t you feel anything? Nothing?”

“I love you, Ellinor. What more can I say?”

She shook her head. “So don’t say anything. It was never your strong point. I want to leave you, Tom. This isn’t working anymore.”

“What isn’t working? Tell me. Please. I’ll do anything.”

“But it doesn’t matter now.”

He couldn’t understand how it had happened. It really did come out of the blue for him. At that point, his strongest feeling was still one of unreality. “I know I’ve been working a lot.”

“It’s not just that. I’ve made up my mind.”

“Please, Ellinor. You can wait, can’t you? We can talk?”

“I don’t know if there’s any point.”

His cell phone started to ring. It was from Iraq. “I need to take this,” he said automatically.

She gave him a look but said nothing, just let him go.

He worked like a machine for two days straight. Ellinor sent him a message to say she was going to her parents’ house to think. Ellinor’s parents liked him, he liked them, and Tom thought it was a good idea; maybe they could talk to her. But it was actually the last time he and Ellinor spoke in months. Would he have acted differently if he had known what would happen?

The very next day, Tom got a call from a friend that led to his going to Chad, which led to an armed operation, a helicopter crash in the desert, and being taken prisoner. Back home, everyone thought he was dead. The trip, which should have taken only a few days, which should have been a diversion from the crisis Ellinor and he were going through, changed everything. It was four months before he finally returned to Sweden, in October. By then, Ellinor had already rented out their apartment, moved back to Kiruna, and moved on.

What a fucking expression.

Moved on.

They hadn’t seen one another since that day in June, he realized, as they continued to stare at each other across the hotel restaurant.

He’d called her the minute he was free and back home in Sweden. She was glad he was alive. But he hadn’t wanted her to visit him in the hospital, and then she hadn’t come down to Stockholm at all, said it would be better if they didn’t see each other.

But now Ellinor took her tea from the counter and started to slowly, almost hesitantly, walk toward him. Tom barely dared breathe. He searched her face for a sign of … anything. She looked like she always did. It had to mean something that she was here, that she was on her way over to his table, that they were finally going to see each other.

If Ellinor would just give him one more chance, he would fix everything he had destroyed, become the man she wanted, the man she deserved. Seeing her again … He almost held his breath.

She reached his table, cocked her head, studied his chest, and said, “That shirt, Tom. I would never have thought that of you.” She raised an eyebrow, and at first he had no idea what she was talking about. Then he connected the dots and looked down. Apparently he was wearing a plaid shirt, though he had no memory of having put it on. And beneath that, a black T-shirt that he’d pulled on without giving it a second thought. Upside down, he read the white text on what he had assumed was one of his usual black T-shirts. FBI, it said in huge letters. Female Body Inspector beneath it.

Ahh. That explained a lot. Both Ellinor’s amazed look and the prickly journalist’s response. He quickly glanced over to her table, but she seemed to be absorbed by her laptop.

“It’s not mine,” he explained, though they shouldn’t be talking about T-shirts. “The woman who cleans and does the washing for me has a son. It must be his. I guess she washed our things together.”

Ellinor studied him.

“You look tired,” she eventually said. She was still on her feet. He wished she would sit down, drink her tea opposite him like she used to, say she had changed her mind, that she hadn’t moved on at all.

But she remained standing, continued to inspect him. “And you’ve lost weight,” she added.

Tom ran a hand over his forehead. “I’m okay,” he lied.

“You’re drinking too much.”

He gave her a bewildered look. How could she know that?

She smiled again, that soft smile which Tom had practically etched into the inside of his skull when his jailers did unbearable things to him. “Can’t keep anything a secret around here,” she said with an apologetic shrug. “One of the girls who works at the liquor store is in my book group. You’ve met her. She said you came in and bought a load of liquor, repeatedly. You never had a problem with alcohol before.”

“No,” he agreed. But that was, of course, before those months in which he had been abused on a daily basis by men who hated him and everything he stood for. Back home, he had been given scripts for all kinds of pills, but that was where he drew the line, the psychopharmaceuticals. He self-medicated with alcohol instead. Very smart.

“You have to stop calling me,” she said quietly.

It was so embarrassing, that he had been reduced to someone who called his ex when he was drunk. But that was also the problem. He didn’t see her as his ex.

“What do you see in him?” The words came from nowhere, and he regretted them immediately.

Her shoulders slumped. “Tom …”

“Sorry. Can you sit down for a while?”

She glanced around, then slinked into one of the chairs and put her cup down on the table.

“I’m so sorry, I know it’s my fault you feel this way.”

“It’s not your fault.” Or not just yours anyway.

“You know what I mean.” She blew on her tea.

“You ended things before I left. You couldn’t have known what would happen.”

“I thought you were dead. That’s what they told us.”

“So you moved back up here?”

“Yeah.”

“How long had you been seeing him, before you told me?” Days? Weeks? Months? He had no idea. Did he even want to know? She’d ended things, he’d left, and while he languished in Chad, she’d built a new life for herself.

Ellinor’s fingers moved along the edge of the cup. “What does it matter?”

“It doesn’t, I guess.”

“I’m sorry. The last thing I wanted was to hurt you. And it was awful to think you’d died. Especially after …” She trailed off and stared down at her tea.

“After you broke my heart?” Tom attempted to sound lighthearted but suspected he failed miserably.

Ellinor looked pained. “Sorry,” she said. “That was never my intention. But things were bad between us for so long. You have to agree about that.”

Tom didn’t agree at all. To him, everything had been fine, and the fact that she was unhappy had come like a lightning bolt from the heavens. “Are you really happy with him?” It felt completely impossible. How could she be happy with someone else?

“Yes, I am. I’m happy. With Nilas.”

Nilas. What kind of name was that?”

“You really don’t look so great. Shouldn’t you talk to someone?”

“I have. A psychologist.”

Her face lit up. “That’s great. That’s good to hear.”

He pulled a face. He didn’t like psychologists.

The breakdown had happened on one of his first days back at work. He’d been taken straight to the hospital on his return to Sweden; he was undernourished and infected. The day after he left the hospital, he went into the office. All he wanted was to work. It was raining, and the leaves were yellow. The first two days were fine. But on the third day, he was in a meeting. A Swedish businessman had been kidnapped in Pakistan. They were discussing whether to take on the task of trying to rescue him. It was nothing unusual. That type of request was very common, and it was one of their fields of expertise. They were talking about weapons and various strategies when he suddenly felt ill. At first, he thought it was a stomach bug, that he must have eaten something bad. But then his body started to shake.

He had never experienced anything like it.

At the same time, he also started sweating, and he thought that it would be too damn ironic if he died of a heart attack right then, after everything he had survived.

“Tom?” one of his colleagues asked worriedly.

The question sounded as if it were reaching him through water.

Afterward, he could remember only fragments of loud voices, phone calls, and a trip to the hospital in an ambulance. An overworked ER doctor ran an EKG, took tests, and listened to his chest.

“It’s a panic attack, nothing to worry about,” the doctor announced, and then hurried away, probably to see someone who was actually sick.

Since Lodestar had incredibly expensive private health insurance, the head of HR insisted that Tom talk to a psychologist as a follow-up.

“Acute stress disorder, panic attacks, and probably undiagnosed PTSD,” the psychologist said, studying him over her steel-rimmed glasses.

“Not so bad,” he said with an artificial laugh.

“I’d say it’s fairly serious.”

“But it’ll pass?”

The psychologist studied him awhile. “That depends.”

“On what?”

“On you.” Typical psychologist.

“So what should I do?”

She wrote something in her notepad. “What do you want?” she asked. It was as though she couldn’t give advice.

“I want to be cured. I thought that was obvious.”

“Of course. But what do you plan to do once you feel better? What do you want?”

And Tom sat there in that expensive psychologist’s clinic, thinking that all he wanted was to have Ellinor back.

The very next week, he decided to take a time-out from work, from Stockholm, from everything, and left for Kiruna. But Ellinor was stubborn. She didn’t want to see him, didn’t see any point in it. Though now she was here. That had to be a sign.

“I miss you,” he said now.

Ellinor stirred her tea more quickly. “Tom …” She looked away, bit her lip.

“Can’t you give me another chance?” he asked. If he could just get Ellinor back, everything would be fine. He was sure of it.

“I have to go now.” She got up, clutched her purse. He looked at her fingers. She wasn’t wearing her ring. Of course. Her eyes followed his gaze. “When they told us you were dead, I had to go through your things. Our things. I sent your ring to your mom. It was awful for her, thinking you’d died. Do you want my ring back, by the way? You paid for it.”

“No, it’s yours,” he managed.

She seemed to hesitate, as though she didn’t know how to say good-bye. Don’t go, he wanted to say. Stay. Don’t leave me.

“Take care, Tom,” she said.

He watched her leave, stayed at his table, drained of all the energy he thought he had managed to scrape together.

What was he going to do?

He glanced over to the table where the prickly journalist was sitting, but she must have left while he talked to Ellinor. Her computer was gone. The only sign of her was a white cup with a faint lipstick mark.


Chapter 5

Ambra stamped her feet against the cold and peered in through a store window while she thought. Should she call Grace to say that this job was going down the drain? Grace probably had at least ten other reporters out in the field right now. Hundreds of national and international news reports to read and prioritize, hour in and hour out. One lone reporter, way north of the Arctic Circle, who couldn’t get hold of a low-priority interview subject was hardly very important.

She wanted to get back to Stockholm and the office. Wanted to be where the action was, loved the pulse and the energy of the newsroom and hated this dump of a town. Imagine if something huge happened right now, and she missed it because she was here?

There was a time, just a few years ago, when she got to report on important things, to write articles that made a difference. That was before they got the new editor-in-chief. After that, everything went downhill. She and Dan Persson didn’t click at all. Just thinking about it made her stomach ache. She wanted nothing other than to work for Aftonbladet, it was that simple. She knew a lot of people thought she was confident, but she really wasn’t. She didn’t want to lose her job. Couldn’t. Because if she couldn’t be a reporter, she genuinely didn’t know what she would do.

She started to walk as she blew hot air between her palms and her gloves, trying to warm up her hands. She passed a tourist shop. The place was crowded with people, offering snowmobile rides, trips to see the Northern Lights, dogsledding, and ice fishing. She stopped. The window was full of Sami Christmas decorations, souvenirs, and fluffy hats. Packages wrapped in red ribbon gave the place a cozy holiday feeling. Her eyes fell on a pair of earmuffs. They were the world’s lamest accessory, but when she was a kid she had wanted a pair so much she practically hadn’t been able to think of anything else. Not that she ever got any. She hadn’t gotten any Christmas presents at all.

She turned away. She’d promised herself not to care about the approaching holiday—it was just a few days she needed to get through—but she could feel her mood worsening the closer the damned day came. A young girl was coming toward her with a man, presumably the girl’s father. They were chatting, the man holding the girl’s hand tight, listening, nodding, stroking her hair. Ambra swallowed, looked away.

As she quickly crossed the road, her cell phone rang.

Praise God and Hallelujah, finally! She quickly accepted the call as she plugged in her headset. She pushed the headphones into her ears.

“Hello, this is Elsa,” she heard on the other end of the line.

“Hi! How are you?”

“Good, thanks.” And then it sounded as though Elsa giggled.

Ambra
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