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Feeling stressed, Tuva drums her fingers on the cafe counter. She’s still at work at the cafe at Hornstull, despite the fact that she shouldn’t be. A customer who has just sat down in the corner looks at her in irritation and she fires him a murderous gaze in reply. She memorizes his face, while making a mental note not to give that customer a heart in his cappuccino next time. Perhaps she’ll opt for an extended middle finger instead.

Not being on time always leaves her in a bad mood. And right now she is really late. She tucks her blond hair behind her ear without thinking about it. Linus was supposed to have been picked up from nursery half an hour ago. She’s immune to the forbidding expressions of the staff – she’s seen them far too many times for them to have an impact on her anymore. But her three-year-old son will be upset. And Tuva isn’t the kind of person to upset kids. Especially not Linus. She has no idea how many times she has said she’d die for him – but in reality it’s not always quite so straightforward. Although God knows she is trying. So damn hard. She takes off her apron, opens the cleaning cupboard door and slings the apron onto the precarious heap of items to be laundered. She can’t leave until relief arrives. Where the hell is he?

Martin, Linus’s dad, was away the day his son was born. Tuva didn’t blame him for that – she’d been rushed to the maternity ward by ambulance a fortnight ahead of her due date. On the other hand, she’d thought it was weird when Martin didn’t come to visit her in hospital over the subsequent days that she was there. The birth had not been without its complications. She had been too groggy to commit it all to memory – all she had were faint recollections of doctors who had come to check her vitals and those of her baby over and over again before noting that everything was fine. Just like Martin did in the short text messages he sent her during that hospital stay. He was coming, he said, but first he needed to sort out a few things. However, while her days in the maternity wing might have been fuzzy, she could remember with razor-sharp clarity the empty flat waiting for her and Linus when they came home. While she had been giving birth to and fighting for their son, Martin had taken his stuff and gone. That was apparently what he had needed to ‘sort out’. She hadn’t seen or heard from that cowardly shit since. Just as well – she would likely have murdered him if he’d shown up.

Since then, it’s been her and Linus against the world. Though the world was forever trying to come between them. Like right now. Daniel, who is supposed to be working the afternoon shift, should have been here an hour ago. But he still hasn’t turned up. She’d had to call him and wake him. At half past one in the afternoon. Was she ever that irresponsible when she was twenty-one? Probably. No wonder things didn’t work out with Martin. She checks her wristwatch.

For. Heaven’s. Sake.

She puts on her quilted jacket and hat, and then makes two double espressos. One in a porcelain cup. The other in paper.

No doubt it will be Matti who has once again had to stay late at the nursery and wait for her. Matti, the member of staff who her son has started to refer to as Dad. Each time it happens, Matti gives her that look. The one that says she ought to spend more time with her son instead of at work. Well, thank you very much for the guilty conscience. As if it isn’t bad enough having to deal with Linus’s tears over not knowing when Mum is coming.

The espresso is ready by the time Daniel saunters through the door, his hair standing on end. The bitter February chill enters the cafe with him and some of the patrons make a performance of shivering, but Daniel doesn’t seem to notice. Or perhaps he doesn’t care. Good God, how did she ever think he was even a little attractive?

‘Here,’ she says with all the iciness that can be contained in four letters, pushing the porcelain cup towards him. ‘You look as though you need it. I’m off.’

She doesn’t wait for a reply, grabbing the paper cup and rushing out into the snow, which shows no sign of melting. She isn’t paying sufficient attention and walks straight into a decrepit-looking old couple.

‘Sorry, I’m late – have to do the nursery pickup,’ she mutters hastily, without looking at them.

‘Ah well, children can be surprisingly resourceful, left to themselves.’

The voice is kind rather than reproachful.

Tuva doesn’t answer, but is relieved that there doesn’t seem to be a row brewing over her clumsiness. People can be so touchy. On several occasions, patrons have demanded not only reimbursement of their dry-cleaning costs but financial compensation after she has accidentally spilled a little coffee on them. She smiles apologetically at the couple. Tuva hears the coffee swilling around in the cup in her hand and realizes she doesn’t have time for this. She manages to blurt out yet another apology and begins to jog towards the underground station while knocking back the espresso on the go. The hot coffee burns – first her tongue and then her stomach. It tastes chemical. Almost like medicine. She needs to clean the machine. The contrast with the cold outdoors makes the coffee seem even hotter.

After picking up Linus, she’s going to bring him back to the cafe. Daniel can give him all the buns and cakes he wants. It’s only right. To hell with the macaroni and meatballs on the meal plan for the day. Tomorrow she’s going away, but tonight it’s just her and Linus.

As she reaches the stairs to the underground station her legs suddenly give way beneath her. She cries out and at the last second manages to grab the handrail to save herself. She must have tripped. She’s not in that much of a hurry. No need to arrive at the nursery black and blue.

She tries to stand up again, but it’s as if the bones inside her legs are gone. Her feet fold over. She feels dizzy. Nauseous. Almost as if she’s going to faint. The same feeling she had when they gave her all those drugs in hospital. For the birth.

Linus.

I’m coming.

She tries to pull herself up with the support of the handrail, but her arms are now several kilometres long. The bannister floats high above her head and she no longer has any idea how it works. Dark patches are dancing in the periphery of her vision. The world is spinning in giddy revolutions and a small voice inside her tells her she’s falling down the stairs. She can’t feel it at all.

The first thing Tuva notices when she comes to is that her joints hurt. She’s lying in an uncomfortable position. She licks her lips and clears her throat. Her mouth is completely dry. There’s an unfamiliar taste lingering. It takes a few seconds to regain full consciousness and then she realizes that she isn’t lying down, she’s on her knees, leaning forward slightly. Walls are pressing against her from all sides. Even from above – she can feel the pressure against her neck.

It’s as if she’s inside a box with no room to move.

It hurts too much to be a dream. But it can’t be for real either. It can’t be. And yet … The smell of wood is far too real. Light seeps in through short, narrow cracks, creating rectangles on her bare arms and legs. Her bare … Where are her clothes? It’s not just her coat that’s gone, but her hoodie too. And her jeans. Someone has undressed her. She’s sitting there in her vest and knickers, and this can’t be happening.

She licks her lips again. That chemical taste is still there. There must have been something in the coffee. Someone put something in it without her noticing. And she was too stressed to notice. She drank the lot.

Her skin begins to prickle as adrenaline floods her body. She needs to get out. She screams and pushes against the sides of the box as hard as she can. The wood is springy, but there isn’t enough give for it to crack or for the box to open. She can’t kick since she’s on her knees – she has to make do with pounding the walls with the palms of her hands, yet they are far too close for her to achieve any force in her blows. The light on one side of her is suddenly blocked out. Someone is outside the box.

‘Let me out!’ she yells. ‘What are you playing at?’

No one replies. But she can feel the presence. Hear breathing. She cries out again, but the silence remains just as dense, just as threatening. The prickling feeling spreads all over her skin. She strikes the wooden walls with renewed force, but the cramped space refuses to lend her the strength she needs.

‘What do you want?’ she screams, blinking her eyes as tears fill them. ‘Let me out! Please! That way we can talk. I need to pick up Linus!’

She glances down at her arm. The glass on her wristwatch is smashed and the hands have stopped at three o’clock on the dot. Matti must have called and tried to get hold of her by now. Perhaps he’s started to wonder where she’s got to, perhaps he’s come looking and he’ll find her in the box any moment now … Perhaps she’s often even later than this for the nursery pickup.

No one is searching for her.

Because no one has missed her yet.

No one knows she’s been kidnapped.

Kidnapped. The meaning of the word sinks in and it becomes difficult to breathe. A metallic sound is audible near the box – it makes her shudder.

‘Hello?’ she calls out.

Through one of the lower cracks on her left-hand side, something sharp and silver is stuck in. It resembles the tip of a sword. The metal blade continues to slowly penetrate the box. She tries to move her thigh out of the way but it’s too tight. She has nowhere to go. The tip of the sword reaches her thigh and is pushed hard against her skin. It hurts, although it isn’t quite as sharp as it looks.

‘Ouch, what are you doing?’ she shouts. ‘Stop it!’

The sword blade continues to press against her thigh until it punctures the skin and a drop of blood appears. The movement is tentative. As if the person outside is engaging in trial and error. Tuva screams again but can barely hear her own words. Then, without any warning, the pressure stops and the blade is pulled back a centimetre or two.

There’s the sound of an engine starting. The sword blade begins vibrating and moving forward again, and this time it doesn’t stop when it reaches her leg. Tuva screams as it cuts into her thigh muscle. The sword continues into the tissue as her screams are drowned out by the engine. The pain is incredible. Explosions of colour drench her field of vision as her nerve endings are set on fire. The world is disappearing – all that exists is pain. The sword reaches the femur and the vibrations of the blade are propagated throughout her skeleton, making her entire body vibrate. Tuva involuntarily throws up, covering herself and the bloodied sword in vomit. The blade eventually glides over the bone inside her leg and continues on its way out through the muscle on the other side. The point of the sword looks bordering on obscene as it presses out through the skin. Blood immediately begins to pulse from the new hole, tracing the rounded contour of the leg and collecting beneath her in a puddle. And the sword doesn’t stop. It continues moving through her thigh on the way towards her other leg. She still can’t move.

‘Please stop. Please,’ she begs through tears. ‘I have to pick up Linus. I’m late. He’s alone.’

When the sword enters her other leg, Tuva is ready for the pain. But it is impossible to be ready. She lets out a loud cry and wishes she could lose consciousness, go mad, anything not to feel any more. It takes a few seconds. An eternity. She can no longer see. The blade eventually ends up running through both her legs and out a crack on the other side of the box. The sword finally stops vibrating.

But the sound of the engine is still there.

Something stings her on the back of her shoulder and the part of Tuva that is her sense of reason dies. She can feel it in purely physical terms – how part of her brain collapses. Because there are also cracks in the box behind her. Of course. She tries to lean forward to escape the sword at her shoulder, but the movement makes her thighs burn even more. And Tuva is no longer there. She’s in the maternity ward, fighting for her son. She is in the cafe where she managed to get a job through sheer luck, she’s kissing Daniel, she’s with Martin and he’s telling her that he loves her. She hears the sound of cartilage and tissue being decimated in her back and she thinks about how Linus always calls Matti Dad.

Then she looks down and sees the skin below her collarbone bulging outwards before it cracks and the sword comes out of her front. Like a magic trick. She’s the magician’s assistant and soon she’s going to be taking the applause. She’s seen it on TV. The blood from her chest stains her vest red as the sword continues on to one of the cracks in the wooden wall. The smell of iron is overwhelming.

Linus’s blue eyes are in front of her.

Are you leaving me too, Mum?

A squeaking sound emerges from her throat when she tries to speak.

‘Please. I’m late.’

Outside the box, someone moves something. One of the cracks in front of her face darkens. A third sword. The distance to Tuva’s head is merely inches. The two swords already penetrating her are holding her in place.

‘No more,’ she whispers.

The sword moves slowly but the distance is far too small. She can see the tip glittering until it gets too close for her eyes to focus on it properly.

Linus. Sorry. Mum loves you.

She shudders when the tip grazes the spot between her right eye and the bridge of her nose and then it continues on, puncturing the eye. Something moist runs down her cheek and Tuva is blinded on her right side. But it doesn’t hurt. At least it doesn’t hurt any more.

Tuva’s final thought is to wonder why it smells of burning.

Then the sword cuts into her brain.
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Vincent slammed the palm of his hand against the table in front of him with all his might. The people in the theatre gasped audibly. He frowned, paused for dramatic effect and then gazed at his audience while raising his hand. Beneath it a crushed white paper bag was visible. Nervous ripples of laughter began to spread through the auditorium as he brushed the remains onto the floor.

‘It’s not under bag number five either,’ he said.

The stage was dark save for a single spotlight. It was directed at him, the table and the woman standing beside it. The bare light emphasized the gravity of the final number in his set. The silence was absolute. His final number didn’t feature music. That made it even more uncomfortable. To begin with, there had been five upside-down, numbered paper bags. He had already crushed two of them with his hand.

‘Three left,’ he said, looking at the woman. ‘Magdalena, don’t look at the three bags – that means I can follow the movements of your eyes. But keep in mind which bag the big nail is under. Only you know. The audience didn’t see where you hid it and I didn’t see it either. Three. Remember how sharp the nail was when you touched it. Just hold that in your mind.’

The woman was sweating profusely. The spotlight was warm, but she was also nervous. Even more nervous than the rest of the audience. Vincent studied her closely.

‘You didn’t react to three despite the fact that I said it three times,’ he said. ‘So it’s probably not there.’

He slammed his hand down hard on bag number three before the audience had time to react. The sound made someone in the auditorium cry out.

Two bags left. A 50 per cent chance of doing himself real harm. He really did not understand why he still did this one. Everyone who did it hurt themselves sooner or later. It was inescapable if you did it enough times. But the audience couldn’t be allowed to see that he was genuinely worried. A big part of the trick was to appear to be more in control than he actually was.

‘Number two and number four left,’ he said to the woman. ‘Visualize the nail in front of you – all twenty centimetres of it.’

She closed her eyes and nodded unhappily.

‘Do you remember it gleaming as you stood it on end? Under one of these two bags. The one we don’t want me to hit.’

‘But I don’t know whether I remember for sure,’ she whimpered.

He raised an eyebrow. The atmosphere in the theatre was so dense you could cut it with a knife. Two bags. He raised his hand over one of them. Then he moved his hand to the other one. One of the bags would see the show end in a standing ovation. The other would result in a penetrative wound and a trip in an ambulance.

‘Open your eyes,’ he said.

The woman reluctantly opened them and squinted towards the bags. He looked at her. Then he raised his hand to strike down on one of the bags, before noticing her eyes widen in panic as his palm was on the way down. He changed midway and instead slammed down hard on the other one. The woman cried out as his hand struck the table. He waited with his head bowed for a few seconds. Then he triumphantly swept the crumpled but empty bag onto the floor before lifting the final one. The nail underneath it was pointing straight up like a rocket, with a deadly glitter in the cold light. The audience roared and got to their feet as the music began. He signed the nail with a sharpie, put it in the bag and gave it to the woman, who was helped offstage, visibly relieved.

Vincent stepped to the very front of the stage and held out his arms. There was no need to fake his relief.

The applause was deafening. The performance at Gävle Theatre was over. He bowed dramatically and then fixed his gaze on a distant point in the auditorium. The roving beam of light during the applause blinded him so that he couldn’t see his audience, but he behaved as if he could. The knack was to look straight ahead and pretend to make eye contact with someone. He laughed into the darkness in which he knew there were now 415 people standing up and offering their tribute to Vincent Walder, the Master Mentalist.

‘Thank you for coming,’ he shouted through the torrent of applause.

The volume of the clapping and whistles increased. The theatre was sold out. It had been a good night. A very good night, in fact. She hadn’t been there. The one who was a worrying factor. The nights she didn’t come were a greater relief to him than he was willing to admit, even to himself.

He resisted the temptation to shade his eyes to see the standing ovation. He had worked hard for it – this was his moment to enjoy. At the same time, pure adrenaline was all that was keeping him upright.

It had been a close-run thing with that damn nail today. And it was the very last number in a two-hour set. The sweat was pouring down his back and his brain felt like it was boiling over:

… 415 seats. 41 plus 5 was 46. The same as his age. At least for a few more weeks.

Stop.

Of course, the big secret was not in being able to predict the behaviour of the audience or making it seem as if he could read their thoughts. The illusion was to make it look easy while his brain was in overdrive. The poster in the foyer bragged that he was ‘The Master Mentalist’, but he wished he hadn’t gone along with that when they suggested it. It was too … unsophisticated. Vulgar. Although it was useful to hide behind it. It made it sound like he was an invented character. Rather than someone who more than anything wanted to lie down in his dressing room and spend ten minutes catching his breath. And now, with the performance over, it was important to regain control of his thoughts before they careered off in their own direction. It took longer than usual tonight.

Composed. An eight-letter word. The same number of rows he knew there to be on the balconies.

Stop.

Vincent raised his gaze towards the first balcony, where he had persuaded four people to forget their names during the first act; 23 seats on each row on the balcony, a total of 184 seats …

Someone wolf-whistled from the balcony.

Take a deep breath. Don’t follow that thought.

… 184 seats. The eighteenth of the fourth was also the final date on the tour.

And 23 seats per row, 8 rows, 2 plus 3 plus 3 was 13, which was how many shows there were left until then.

Stopstopstop.

He bit his tongue hard. Then he walked offstage. He stopped behind the velvet curtain facing one of the wings and began to count to himself silently. One. If the applause continued when he reached ten he would run back onto the stage for a final bow. Two. A shadow emerged from the darkness of the wings. It was a woman in her thirties. Three. He went completely cold. She had come after all. Four. But this time she hadn’t even waited until the performance was over before she ran to the stage. Five. How had she managed to get backstage? No one was allowed to be there when he was performing. The person who had let her in would have him to deal with. He had asked them to keep an eye out for her. But that was to prevent her getting close, not to help her. Six. Now he would at least see what she looked like. Dark hair in a ponytail. Polo neck. Black jacket. Seven. Eyes that widened slightly as she prepared to speak. He had no idea how dangerous she was. Eight. He signalled to her to be quiet and pointed at the stage with his thumb to indicate that he wasn’t done yet. Perhaps there was another way offstage after he’d taken his bow. Nine. Try not to think about her. A deep breath and switch on the smile. Ten. He ran back into the spotlight again.

‘Thank you, thank you! You’re too kind!’ he shouted. ‘I can well understand that you’d prefer to stay here, but I’m afraid that reality awaits you. It’s time to head back into it. And if you find yourself tossing and turning over something you’ve seen here tonight, then remember this: it’s only for fun.’

He paused.

‘Perhaps.’

The audience laughed loudly. And a little nervously. He couldn’t help smiling. It worked every time. Vincent hurried offstage before the audience began to stand up, even though it was the last thing he wanted to do. It never looked good for the artist still to be there as the audience started to leave. And if they had their winter coats to retrieve from the cloakroom – as they would today – then they always began to get up earlier in a naive attempt to avoid the inevitable queue. The woman was still standing in the wings offstage when he returned.

‘She’s here,’ he said quietly into his microphone. ‘Bring the bouncer here. Now.’

He was taking a chance, but with a little luck the sound desk would still be listening to him even if they had the audio turned down. Most fans who sought him out were nice, but he didn’t want any surprises during a performance. Especially not a woman who had become known for rushing up on stage when his show was over. That kind of behaviour was not acceptable. However, he had succeeded in avoiding meeting her. Until now.

It was hard to think straight. After the show he needed time to decompress and get his brain back to its normal temperature. He couldn’t analyse the situation as well as he needed to. But he had no choice but to be pleasant while waiting for the bouncer to show. And to keep his distance.

He pointed at the small flight of stairs down to the green room to buy himself time. She walked ahead of him. It turned out there were seven steps. Aargh! Vincent did the last step twice just to finish on an even number. The woman in front of him didn’t seem to notice.

Vincent and the woman entered a room furnished as a living room. Where the hell was that bouncer? Four unopened bottles of mineral water were standing on the coffee table. Vincent took off his jacket and threw it onto a sofa. He adjusted one of the bottles so that they all had their labels pointing the same way. The woman kept her jacket on. He wiped his face with wet wipes to remove the make-up. The woman wrinkled her nose almost imperceptibly. Good. Anything that put her off was to his advantage. Hopefully he smelled sweaty too.

‘Look, I don’t want to be rude,’ he said, ‘but no one’s really allowed back here.’

He opened one of the bottles of water and poured it into a glass. He regarded the bubbles with suspicion.

‘You can’t go on like this,’ he said. ‘The stage and wings are off limits to everyone except the production and—’

The woman cut in to introduce herself.

‘Mina,’ she said. ‘Mina Dabiri. I’m from the police.’

Then she quickly adjusted the bottle that had been knocked slightly as he took his, so that all the labels were once again pointing in the same direction, before proffering her hand to him. Vincent fell silent and shook her hand. The Master Mentalist suddenly had no idea what to say next.
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Mina looked at the man who was sitting opposite her across the small dark brown table. Vincent Walder. She’d had to wait for him while he changed out of his stage costume, an elegant but sober blue suit with a black shirt. He was now decidedly more casually dressed in a white T-shirt and black jeans. Despite the fact that it was still only March and winter had Gävle firmly in its grip, Vincent hadn’t put on a coat.

To her surprise, she found him attractive. It was rare that this happened. And the word that actually came to mind was ‘handsome’. There was something reserved about him, a slightly old-fashioned elegance, even when wearing jeans and a T-shirt. When she had seen him in a suit earlier it had been even more apparent.

Mina had wanted to speak to him in private, but Vincent had insisted that he needed food. Changing a plan was never ideal, but she resigned herself to letting him have his way. After all, she had come to him. Which was why she now found herself obliged to discuss sensitive police business in a branch of the Harrys pub chain, one of the few places in Gävle where the kitchen was still open after ten o’clock.

Vincent looked more worn out following his show than she would have liked. Hopefully, the food would help. She needed him sharp. She was already distracted by the cluster of patrons standing at the bar, speaking in broad Skåne accents and wearing white paper rectangles dangling around their necks. Presumably they were delegates from some conference at one of the surrounding hotels. They reminded her of overgrown schoolchildren with latchkeys hanging at chest height.

The smell of beer and hopeful pheromones lingered in the air and made her want more than anything to put on a mask, but she suppressed that feeling and focused on Vincent. There had been nothing on him in the police records, so she’d had to find out what she could by other means. Wikipedia and a fair amount of googling had told her that he was due to turn forty-seven in a month’s time, that Walder was an assumed name and that his profession was ‘mentalist’.

According to the website, a mentalist was someone who used psychology, personal influence and secret tricks to create the illusion of having psychic abilities or the capacity to read minds. He also seemed to be well versed in ordinary magic, judging by the interviews she had read. Although she was here for his knowledge about how people functioned, some insight into magic would do no harm, given the photos she had in her file. She hadn’t found any information about what he had done before or where he had been born. His Wikipedia entry stated that Vincent had been working professionally for fifteen years, but it was only of late that he had come to the public’s attention, thanks to a primetime series on TV4.

In one of the programmes, he had conducted a psychological experiment using hidden cameras. Vincent had randomly selected a man whose daily life he began to fill with imperceptible suggestions and hypnotic commands without the poor participant realizing that anything was happening. In the end, the man had headed out one night to an industrial park where he had spray-painted VINCENT WALDER on the walls. One hundred times. It had taken him hours.

The security team on site hadn’t been given a heads-up. When they apprehended the man and asked him what he was up to, he replied that he had no idea what they were talking about. He had no clue what he had been doing for the past few hours and was genuinely surprised when he saw the paint stains on his hands and clothing.

Mina hadn’t seen the show, but she remembered everyone talking about it. There had been a real to-do. Many commentators had questioned the ethics behind it. Vincent had explained that it was about fanaticism and that he wanted to show how even the most absurd ideas could take hold of our subconscious and govern our behaviour without us realizing it. The whole thing with painting the walls was apparently a tribute to a Monty Python film, and when he was asked about the message being spray-painted, he said it was the least objectionable thing he could think of. What was more, he had added, an artist always signed his works. That quote had quickly morphed into a meme on Instagram before it all died down a few months later.

The scent of frying oil and grilled meat reached Mina’s nostrils seconds before a server set down a hamburger in front of Vincent. There were open bowls of mayonnaise and ketchup. Mina was taken aback. They could have been interfered with by just about anybody on the way from the kitchen. It was incredibly unhygienic. She retrieved a recently purchased bottle of hand sanitizer from her pocket on reflex and squirted a dollop onto her palm before rubbing her hands together.

‘I need carbs after a performance,’ the mentalist said apologetically. ‘Otherwise I can’t think clearly.’

He took a fry from the plate, dipped it in the mayonnaise and then put it into his mouth. Mina watched him closely. If he was going to double-dip then she would have to consign him to the section of humanity that she wanted nothing to do with. Fortunately, he only dipped once. There was hope.

‘And I really must apologize for my behaviour earlier,’ he said. ‘I thought you were someone else. We’ve had problems with a somewhat … over-enthusiastic … admirer. I thought you were her. I didn’t mean to be rude.’

She waved her hand dismissively. The server set down a beer in front of Vincent and a Coke Zero in front of her. She took a disposable straw out of her pocket, removed the paper wrapper and inserted it into the glass. Vincent looked at it but said nothing.

She waited until the server was out of earshot before she began to speak.

‘I was advised to speak to you,’ she said in a low voice. ‘From what I understand, you’re an expert in the human psyche. But you also seem to know plenty about regular magic too. And we need someone who understands both.’

He nodded and sipped his beer.

‘I did a lot of magic when I was younger,’ he said. ‘But when I was twenty, I realized that card tricks were possibly not the best way to chat up women. So I quit.’

‘Did that help?’ she said.

‘I’ll let you judge. I met my first wife a month later. My interest in it has only been as a hobby since then. But why do the police want to know about that?’

Before she could reply, Vincent checked the time.

‘Good Lord, I must apologize,’ he said, ‘but speaking of wives … It’s a quarter to. I need to call home. We always speak at around this time. It’ll only take a minute.’

She was beginning to get impatient and wanted to get to the point. She’d already had to wait for him. Her colleagues usually said she was too pushy, that she needed to work on her social skills if she wanted others to respond positively to her. She was sceptical. In the ten years she’d been a police officer, she couldn’t think of a single investigation where the outcome had been dependent on how pleasant she was. But whatever.

‘No problem,’ she said, discreetly changing position on the hard chair.

She stared down into her Coke and shut out Vincent’s voice as he spoke to his wife. Instead, she pictured the box they had found a week earlier. The box that had looked like it ought to be covered in glitter and featured in a magic show in Las Vegas. She imagined a sequinned assistant (a woman obviously; it was always women who were degraded in magic tricks) crawling into the box and a magician (a man, naturally) inserting long swords through the openings in it while the audience ooohed and aaahed. She had googled it. The woman-hostile stage trick was known as the sword box illusion, or sometimes as the sword cabinet, sword casket or sword basket. Apparently the thing had a plethora of names. In the original version, it hadn’t even been a box – just a small basket. With a child in it. Awful. Yet the illusion was considered a classic. Women and children. Always its victims.

But she wasn’t sitting in a Harrys in Gävle on a freezing cold night waiting for Vincent Walder because her colleagues had found some magician’s home-made equipment. She was there because of the body they had found inside the box. A body that they still hadn’t been able to identify. And she was there because they had hit a dead end. They had followed standard procedure in pursuing every lead and it had got them nowhere. In the end, she and her boss, Julia, had concluded that if they were to have any hope of solving the case they would have to resort to less conventional methods.

Mina sucked the fizzy drink through her straw and fixed her gaze on the conference delegates at the bar – anything to stop the gruesome images flashing through her mind. She didn’t want to be reminded of them, but they were there, as vivid as the first time. It was rare that a case got to her this badly, but then she’d never dealt with a murder as sadistic as this one.

The box had been found with sword hilts sticking out of the top and the left-hand side, with the tips of the swords protruding from the bottom and right-hand side. Inside the box, suspended on the sword blades like a grotesque marionette, was a young woman. Mina screwed up her eyes. Too late. It was always too late.

A week had gone by and they still hadn’t established who the woman was. They had no suspect either. Milda Hjort had been as thorough as ever, but the autopsy results contained no revelations that would help them solve the case. Forensics were still working on the box, but Mina didn’t hold out much hope of them finding some vital clue that would unmask the killer. The method was the key to this crime – she was convinced of it.

Suddenly aware that Vincent had finished talking to his wife and was now looking at her, Mina cleared her throat and pushed the images out of her head.

‘Sorry about that,’ he said. ‘But now I’m all yours. I can tell you’re not from around here. I guess you work in Stockholm? And yet you’re here in Gävle. Late on a Thursday night. And you want to talk about magic and the human psyche with a mentalist. You said that someone advised you to talk to me? I’m very curious about what that means.’

Vincent leaned forward, as if to demonstrate his interest. She decided to let him wait. She needed to get him properly engaged.

‘I saw you pulled the autograph stunt at the end of the show,’ she said, smiling as warmly as she could. ‘An artist apparently signs all his works.’

He looked confused and then laughed.

‘You mean the nail? I know, it’s so clichéd. But what can I say? The audience expect me to sign – ever since that TV show. And I don’t want to disappoint them. After all, they’ve invested both their time and money in the evening.’

Vincent’s shoulders sank as he relaxed. If he’d had his guard up, it was now lowered. For the time being.

‘You were right, by the way,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important. You see, we have a case I don’t understand. We’ve managed to keep it out of the press so far, but it won’t be long before you read about it in the papers.’

He cut a piece of the hamburger. She was beyond relieved to see him eating it with a knife and fork. If he’d picked up the greasy burger in his hand she would have got up and left.

‘Sorry,’ said Vincent, waving a chunk of hamburger on his fork, ‘but what’s that got to do with me?’

Instead of answering, Mina pulled a manila envelope out of a folder and took out the photographs. She thumbed through them until she got to one that didn’t show the lacerated body but only the box it had been found in, along with the swords. She put the photo on top and then put an elastic band around the bundle. Vincent really didn’t need to see the other photos.

‘Do you know what this is?’ she asked, pointing at the picture.

Vincent’s fork stopped a centimetre from his open mouth.

‘Sword casket,’ he said. ‘Sometimes they call it a sword box. But what … how … I don’t understand.’

The hamburger chunk entered his mouth.

‘Nor do I,’ she said. ‘Well, rather, we have a perpetrator that I don’t understand. But I think you might. Given … well, your particular skills. So I want to ask for your help. Let me put it like this: the box was not empty when we found it. It took time to free her from the swords.’

Vincent stopped chewing and visibly paled.

‘We haven’t got anywhere with identifying the victim,’ Mina added. ‘I think the only way to find the person who did this is to know how he or she ticks. I wish I could tell you that mutilated bodies were a rare find, but I’m afraid that’s not true. At least, not as rare as I’d like. But in a magic box? That’s new. Who would even come up with such an idea? And why? That’s where you come in. I saw your show. You know how people think. More than most people. So help me to understand who this is.’

Vincent leaned back and looked surprised.

‘But surely you’ve got your own criminal psychologists for that kind of thing,’ he said. ‘What do you think I’ll bring to the table that they can’t offer? Profiling criminals isn’t exactly my nine-to-five.’

He dipped a few fries in the mayonnaise before popping them into his mouth.

‘As I said, you are familiar with the psyche and with magic. Our criminal psychologist isn’t. What’s more …’

She looked around before continuing in a low voice.

‘What’s more, the most recent profile compiled for us by our criminal psychologist told us we were looking for “a middle-aged Greek man accustomed to mixing in high society”. It turned out the perp was actually a young Swedish woman who worked in a warehouse.’

Vincent managed to put a napkin to his mouth before laughing the fries out of it.

‘It still sounds like a weird setup,’ he said. ‘From what I know, the police don’t usually look too kindly on civilian involvement. And I don’t have any training in profiling. I’ve learned a lot about how people function, but I base my conclusions solely on basic psychology, my own observations and general statistical probabilities.’

‘And what do you think criminal psychologists do?’

‘But I’m an entertainer. No one gets hurt if I make a mistake in a performance.’

‘Except you,’ she said. ‘You trust your own ability to read other people enough to risk sticking a nail through your hand.’

He smiled weakly.

‘Which I really shouldn’t,’ he said. ‘But OK. Although I don’t quite get what my role in this would be and why you’ve come to me.’

‘We …’ Mina hesitated. ‘Our team is in a somewhat unusual position in the police. We’re outside the regular organizational structure.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, our boss Julia is the daughter of the police commissioner and …’

‘Nepotism?’

She flared up at that.

‘Absolutely not! Julia is incredibly competent, a natural leader, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she becomes police commissioner herself someday. But she’s as frustrated as the rest of us about the rigid and unwieldy organization we have to work in. And it’s actually more in spite of the fact that she’s the commissioner’s daughter that she managed to persuade the chiefs to appoint a more … independent team, which she leads and serves on.’

‘The best of the best?’

‘Hmm,’ Mina said drily. ‘That might be pushing it a bit. More like, beggars can’t be choosers.’

‘A specialist team without specialist expertise?’ Vincent said, somewhat surprised.

Mina could understand where he was coming from, but couldn’t quite see how to explain. She made an attempt:

‘Everyone has their particular talent. But people are people and there are a thousand reasons why a police unit would willingly allow a member of personnel to be seconded to a new team.’

‘And why are you on secondment?’ Vincent said, the corners of his mouth twitching.

‘I don’t actually know why. I know what my assets as a police officer are. I’m stubborn, driven and dare to think laterally.’

‘But …?’ said Vincent, reaching for another fry.

‘But the team I was on before seemed to have a hard time dealing with me. I’ve no idea why. I didn’t have a problem with them. I don’t have a problem with any team. It’s teams that have problems with me.’

She cleared her throat before carrying on.

‘Anyway, my boss has approved us taking on an external consultant on this case. I’m afraid we can only pay a modest fee. But you’ll be involved in something that could make a difference.’

‘Unlike being on stage, you mean?’ he said, pushing the photographs back to her. ‘I think you’ve got “The Master Mentalist” confused with reality. I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted trip. But there’s something you have to understand: I’m an entertainer. My job is to amuse people. “The Master Mentalist” is a character, nothing more. What I do on stage … it stays there. It’s not for real. It might seem as if I have unique or special abilities, but the truth is that anyone can learn them. You’re talking about compiling psychological profiles. Of murderers. I don’t know anything about murderers. Once again, there are people who do that for a living. People who – what did you say? – want to “make a difference”.’

He didn’t return her eye contact. This wasn’t what she had been expecting. She had thought he would say that he didn’t have time or that he had more important things to do. She had been prepared to stroke his ego. But she hadn’t thought he would lie to her.

‘I understand,’ she said, getting up.

Time for a new strategy.

‘I must have been mistaken. You’re just so very convincing on stage. I’m sorry. It was only an idea. I’ll pay the bill on my way out – I think I left it on the bar by those guys from Skåne.’

‘Helsingborg,’ he said wearily, resuming his prodding of the hamburger. ‘They’re from Helsingborg. Here for a conference on electrical safety. You can see the logo on their name tags. And I wouldn’t bother them if I were you. The tall woman with her back turned to us has just started talking to a man – it’s the first conversation tonight where she hasn’t had to hunch her back to make herself smaller so that the man dares to stick around. Pity that he’s married. I don’t get men who think they look single simply because they’ve taken off their ring. As if you can’t tell from a mile off that they’re married anyway. I digress. I don’t think those two want to be interrupted and she looks like she needs it.’

Mina struggled to hide her smile. Vincent didn’t seem to be conscious of what he’d said.

‘And there’s no need for you to pick up the tab,’ he said. ‘I’ve already paid.’

‘How many steps from the stage down into the green room at the Gävle Theatre?’ she said briskly.

Vincent looked up with a puzzled expression.

‘Eight,’ he said. ‘But why do you ask?’

‘It’s actually seven. If you don’t take an extra step to finish on an even number.’

Vincent’s jaw dropped. She had his attention
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1

For what must be the hundredth time, Fredrik checks that nothing is visible through the plastic carrier bag. He doesn’t want to spoil the surprise. The summer sun is scorching his face. It must be at least twenty-nine degrees out. Despite the heat, he opts to stroll from his office in Skanstull to Ossian’s nursery near Zinkensdamm metro station. It’s a Wednesday, but he’s still managed to get away from the office a little earlier than usual. No one cares about formal working hours when it’s this hot – most of his colleagues are already nursing a cold one in the shade outside a bar somewhere.

The walk only takes around twenty minutes, but he really should have brought a bottle of water, given the heat. His jacket has come off and his shirtsleeves are rolled up. Sweat plasters the shirt to his back. But none of it matters. Today everything is just as it should be.

He checks the bag again. The box containing the Lego Technic kit is so big that it almost protrudes past the carry handles. A McLaren Senna GTR. Ossian’s interest in cars remains a mystery: both Fredrik and Josefin border on having an active disinterest in cars. But father and son most definitely share an interest in building Lego.

The age marked on the box is 10+, and Ossian is only five, but Fredrik knows the boy will still work it out without difficulty. He’s bright. Sometimes brighter than his old man, Fredrik thinks to himself, before laughing up at the sun. Yes indeedy – this razor-sharp dad who just bought a surprise that entails hours of indoor activity on one of the best days of summer. Oh well. It can’t be helped. The weather will probably be fine tomorrow too.

Besides, Ossian has already spent the whole day outside – which is a necessity. When he’s not focusing on his Lego, he’s climbing the walls at home. Josefin often wonders whether it would be possible to get a diagnosis for their son. Not that they intend to get him examined. Not yet, anyway. Thus far, Ossian’s activity levels remain something positive, especially when compared to all those mobile phone kids at nursery who already engross themselves in their parents’ iPhones the second they’re picked up. Tragic.

Fredrik arrives at Backens nursery and checks his watch. Despite the heat, he’s walked there so quickly that he’s early. They’re probably still up at the Skinnarviksparken.

He hums ‘Gangnam Style’, Ossian’s favourite song right now, as he climbs the hill behind the nursery building. He might as well give in to the urge, Fredrik thinks to himself, smiling. They’ve even been practising the dance moves together.

On top of the hill there is a large playground and some trees to play among. As far as Ossian is concerned, it’s a whole forest. He loves being in the forest.

‘Let’s dance Gangnam Style!’ Fredrik calls out, and kids who barely reach up to his knees look at him in surprise before resuming their games.

The children are wearing yellow bibs emblazoned with the logos of various nursery schools. It’s a popular park. The air is filled with screams and laughter. Lego Technic will probably have to wait for another time. Today seems to have been made for hide-and-seek in the trees. There’s no rush to get home – Josefin promised to sort out dinner today. He looks around and spots Tom, one of the teachers at Backens.

‘Hi!’ he says, smiling at Tom, who is in the middle of wiping a thick strand of snot off one of the children.

‘Hello,’ Tom replies cheerily. ‘Guess who got to pick the music for today’s movement session?’

‘I warned you. You’re going to have thirty kids doing the “Gangnam” dance before the week’s out. But do you know where the dance genius himself is? I don’t see him.’

Tom finishes his wiping and pauses for a moment’s thought.

‘Check the swings,’ he says. ‘He sometimes likes to sit there for a while.’

Of course. When Ossian isn’t being hyperactive, he loves to go on the swings. Well, he loves to sit on the swings. It’s his sanctuary, where he can think over the big things without being disturbed.

Fredrik walks over to the swings. They’re all occupied, but Ossian isn’t on any of them. Felicia, one of Ossian’s older nursery peers, is leaving. Fredrik catches up with her.

‘Hi, Felicia – have you seen Ossian?’

‘No, only earlier.’

He frowns. The slight feeling that something is up begins to stealthily take over. He knows it’s an irrational feeling, nothing more than an outburst of parental overprotectiveness. It strikes as soon as anything might be wrong, and it doesn’t give a damn whether there’s any evidence or not. It was probably a great survival instinct in the savannah, but right now it is wholly unwarranted. He knows that, rationally. But it doesn’t help. The feeling creeps uncomfortably down his spine like a slightly-too-cold gust of wind. The big box of Lego that previously seemed so exciting is now mostly an encumbrance as he hurries back to Tom.

‘He wasn’t by the swings either,’ he says.

‘That’s weird.’

Tom looks at a list of kids with checkboxes next to their names.

‘He’s meant to be … actually, hang on. Jenya took the smaller kids back inside. He may have gone with them to go to the loo and then ended up staying there. Sorry. Jenya really should have mentioned that she was taking him with her. But you know what it’s like.’

Yes, he does know what it’s like. The feeling that something is wrong disappears. He sighs with relief. Tom and Jenya are both good nursery school teachers, but kids also have a will of their own in addition to an unerring ability to not be where you expect them to be. He feels sorry for Tom when he sees how embarrassed he is. Because little kids are not something to be careless with. There are probably parents who would have made a big scene about less.

‘Of course,’ he says. ‘Have a good weekend, Tom. See you Monday!’

Fredrik jogs slowly down the hill, heading back towards the nursery school. The door is propped open. He goes inside to the cloakroom where the children’s pegs and drawers with their spare clothes are. Ossian’s peg is empty. That doesn’t really have to mean anything. If Ossian came back to use the toilet, then his jacket might very well be lying in a heap on the bathroom floor. Or, for that matter, it might be back up in the playground, given the heat. Fredrik shouldn’t even have put his son in a jacket on a day like this. Silly of him. Ossian must have been boiling.

Fredrik doesn’t bother to take off his shoes as he usually would when going inside.

‘Ossian?’ he shouts, knocking on the first of the two toilet doors. ‘Ossian, are you in there?’

Jenya comes walking down the corridor towards him. Behind her, the two-year-olds are hurling finger paint at each other while hooting with equal parts delight and horror.

‘Hello, Fredrik,’ she says. ‘Did you forget something? Ossian’s up at the park with Tom.’

The feeling that something is wrong returns so quickly that it almost flattens him. It’s no longer a small gust of wind down his spine. Now it’s a clenched fist to the stomach.

‘He’s not at the park,’ he says. ‘I’ve just come from there. Tom said he was probably with you.’

‘No, he’s not in here. Did you check the swings?’

‘Yes. I told you. He’s not there. Bloody hell.’

He turns on his heel and rushes back outside. It has been known for the odd kid at the nursery to escape. Like Felicia. She managed to make it all the way home once before the staff realized she was missing. Her parents have both felt faintly nauseous about it ever since. Was that a feeling you ever got used to? He hates it.

He runs back up the hill. The damn box of Lego is slapping against his legs. There are kids all over the shop, all of them in the way. He searches desperately among them while also trying to calm down. Nothing will be improved by him panicking. But none of the children is Ossian.

None of them is his son.

Tom’s eyes widen when he sees Fredrik returning. He seems to get it right away.

‘He must be here,’ Fredrik says, dropping the bag so that he can move around the park more swiftly.

Tom asks the nearest children whether any of them have seen Ossian. The playhouses. Ossian might be hiding in the playhouses. Fredrik runs over to them but can already tell from a distance that they’re empty. Where else might he … Surely he’s not in the trees? Not on his own? Surely someone would know if that were the case?

Felicia.

She said she’d seen Ossian earlier.

He runs back to Tom and the other kids. The exertion is scouring his throat as sweat pours from his brow and runs down his back. Felicia is there, building a sandcastle with a bucket. As if nothing out of the ordinary has happened. As if the world isn’t about to end. ‘Felicia,’ he says, making an effort not to sound as wild as he feels inside. ‘You said you saw Ossian earlier. When was that?’

‘When he was talking to that stupid lady,’ she says, without looking up from her construction project.

‘That stupid …’ he says, his throat morphing to sandpaper. ‘Was it an old lady?’

Felicia shakes her head resolutely as she pats the castle with a spade.

‘Not old,’ she said. ‘Like my mum. It was just her birthday, so she’s thirty-five now.’

He gulps hard. Someone has been here. Someone has been here talking to his child. Someone who wasn’t a teacher or parent. A stranger. He crouches beside Felicia, resisting the impulse to shake her.

‘Do you know who she was?’ he says, struggling not to shout. ‘And why was she stupid?’

Felicia looks up from her sandcastle with tears in her eyes. He takes a step backwards to avoid losing his balance. He sees it in her gaze: he already knows full well what has happened. What must never happen. Can never happen.

‘I didn’t care about her toy cars,’ says Felicia. ‘Ossian liked them, but I didn’t. But I wanted to stroke the puppies too. She said she had them in her car. But I wasn’t allowed to come with her. Only Ossian was going to get to see them. Then they went.’

A black hole opens up inside Fredrik and he falls helplessly into it.
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