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Prologue

The nightmare is back again. Her heart races and her skin is covered in a sheen of sweat. Her body is heavy and sluggish and she has trouble emerging from the stifling haze of sleep. But at last she yanks herself out and wakes with a gasp.

Immediately she is lost. Something is missing, that relief when the light hits your eye, the objects in her room. Total darkness. Not a single contour or shadow. It smells like earth and mould, and there’s a draught from an open window.

There’s something wrong with her body. A heaviness in her head and eyelids. Dizziness and nausea. Her brain is on strike; it can’t seem to get into gear. Her breath carries a dull fear, but it doesn’t quite take hold. Her mouth is itchy and her eyes sting. Her memory seems empty. She battles the void for a moment before the images return. The bed in the apartment. The wine, the drowsiness. A hand on her forehead. Relax! One word before the room seemed to dilute and vanish. A flash of sharpness much later. The shuddering and the sound of screeching gulls. A quick glance upward, and she saw fog, fog everywhere. A sting in her thigh before darkness returned.

Her stomach sinks. Now she knows. She doesn’t want to let any more images in. Doesn’t want to understand what happened. Yet she knows. Somewhere inside, she has always feared that this is what awaited her.

The light that streams in when the door opens gives her a spark of hope – until she hears the familiar footsteps. The scent of his aftershave floats on the air. His proximity is like a maddening itch that spreads all over her body. Then comes the impulse to get up and run, so strong that it sucks the air out of her. But she is pressed back down, a burning force against her chest. She can’t breathe. The energy drains from her muscles. Her heart pounds unevenly. Tiny black dots dance before her eyes.

His voice is calm and friendly.

‘Welcome back.’

The door closes with a hard thud.

A bestial whine comes from her mouth. Her scream begins as a tickle on her palate, rising from her lungs, pouring from her throat like a wave, and its crescendo is so loud it is deafening.

Then: silence, and it’s just the two of them in the dark.






Notes
Jail, the Prison Service, Gothenburg

From ash you have risen; to ash you will return.

The phoenix burns himself on a pyre from which a new bird, younger and stronger, rises. He lives for five hundred years and then destroys himself in a magnificent ritual. He resurrects to become an even more majestic form.

Floating high in the sky.

His sharp eyes searching the barren landscape of Earth.

His dazzling beauty arousing intense desire and infinite inspiration.

Just like the phoenix, I, and everything I stand for, will rise again.

Everything that Man seeks is here, within me.

These thick concrete walls, the odour of detergents, the filth on the walls, and the flies in the light fixtures.

None of this concerns me.

It only allows me to see the possibilities I never would have imagined in my darkest dreams.

I can move through space and time, outside this shithole, and see everything from above.

This brief moment in captivity is only a heartbeat in the infinite pulse of eternity.

A few months, and then I’ll be back. Stronger. More powerful.

I already long for her.

The faintest whiff of perfume from her skin. The strands of hair that slipped from her braid and curled down her white nape.

Her soft jawline.

The way the corners of her lips twitched when she was flustered. The thunderclouds that gathered in her eyes sometimes.

The tiny yawns she couldn’t manage to suppress. And the amusing way she said ‘Yes, sir!’ without meaning it.

All that sass I never had time to extinguish.

I’ve always been a master at sussing out details, and the details that formed the entirety of her were irresistible. She was so delightfully artless.

I feel my heart beating faster when I think about her.

There is also a nagging rage, something I haven’t come to terms with. But when I do, I will project that pent-up energy onto her. I sink into that thought, and for a moment I find myself in a very dark place.

As if I have fallen into the shadow of something ominous. But then I think of the future that spreads out before me like a dewy, shimmering spider’s web in the morning sun.

Now I hear footsteps. High heels drumming against the concrete floor, coming closer.

I know at once who it is.

Another mortal being who will pass through my eternal life.

Anna-Maria Callini.

Oh, Anna-Maria, you haven’t the foggiest idea about my plans for you.

Soon you will be standing there in the doorway. And I will put on my very best smile.

Let the show begin!






Chapter 1

Anna-Maria Callini laid out her clothes on the ottoman. Straight and neat. Blouse on top and skirt beneath. Bra on the blouse and panties on the skirt, stay-ups stretched out full-length. She set out her shoes and hung her jacket on the rack, then placed her handbag on the table. She inspected her creation for a moment, with a critical eye. A tight, steel-grey A-line skirt by Armani, a white blouse, a grey Prada jacket, and a red handbag from Louis Vuitton. Manolo Blahnik shoes with metal heels. All purchased on her most recent trip to New York, for a sum of around fifty thousand kronor. But now, in some strange way, the sight of the garments made her feel cheap. As if he would see right through this expensive façade. But at least she was prepared for the next day. She felt the stress evaporate from her body.

She pulled down the bedspread and crawled under the covers, settling on her back with a sigh. If only she could sleep – she needed her beauty rest. As she set the alarm clock she double-checked to make sure it would go off at the right time, then turned out the light. She wanted to get the night over with and see him again. It took some battling against impatience before she managed to relax, and she let her mind wander to the first time they’d met. It lingered there. As usual. Her skin began to tingle restlessly as a throbbing rose between her legs. She slipped a finger into her panties and tried getting herself off, but not even that helped.
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She had made a fool of herself the first time they met, had gone weak in the knees and trembly, but she would see to it that this didn’t happen again. That was before she’d had the chance to ground herself ahead of the storm Franz Oswald blew into her life. Yet once again she had the aching sense that she was in the process of a change. It was a voice nagging in the back of her mind. The powerful woman who never backed down in a courtroom chiding the bimbo she transformed into in the presence of Oswald.

It all started when she was reading the case file and caught sight of his picture among the documents. Those eyes. Sure, she had seen him in the newspapers; his image had been on almost every newsagent’s billboard. But now that she was supposed to represent him, it had become more personal.

Even before their first meeting, she had been drawn to him like a magnet. It had continued in the car on the way to the jail: a tension headache that wouldn’t let up, a warning whisper that lingered somewhere on the periphery.

The air was sucked from her lungs when she opened the door to the room at the jail. He was sitting there with his long legs stretched out before him. His dark hair was loose over his shoulders, lending him an Adonic look. The scent of his aftershave wafted by, overpowering the odour of cleaning agents that rose from the floor.

She took a few steps forward, but suddenly felt weak and had to grab a visitor’s chair. Then came the moment she would later replay again and again in her mind: how the fabric of his T-shirt stretched over his broad shoulders as he stood. Her eyes fastened on his body and wouldn’t come loose. She felt awkward even as an unpleasant thought struck her like lightning. Something about maintaining a professional distance with clients.

Once she sat down, he laid it all out: how they would take this journey together. The trial, prison time if he got any, and then they would meet on a more private level. He had promised. And then, of course, there was the mind-boggling fee he had mentioned in passing, so nonchalantly. An amount that had nearly stopped her heart. She hadn’t been able to focus as her ears buzzed, sweat broke out under her arms, and her mouth turned to cotton.

‘Everything okay?’ he asked, concerned.

‘Of course, it’s just… I think I’m coming down with a cold.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Something else just happened.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I think you do. What you’re feeling now is something you’ll never experience with another person.’

He gazed at the dusty jail wall. She could see the gears turning in his brain. She loved it when he looked like that. So intense. As if he was about to have a brilliant idea and solve all the world’s problems.

‘Right, well, if we put our heads together I’m sure we can win this case,’ she managed.

‘Or else we’ll short-circuit it.’ He grabbed her hand. ‘Aw, I’m just kidding. We’ll do just fine, obviously.’

It was a warm, dry hand. Long fingers. His thumb fluttered against her palm like a butterfly.

With great effort, she pulled herself together. Babbled on about how they would present the case, run that Sofia Bauman through the wringer and prove that she was an extremely unreliable witness.

But Oswald smiled indulgently.

‘We’re not going to do that.’

‘Why not?’

‘Have you ever seen how a spider uses its web, Anna-Maria?’

She shook her head, puzzled.

‘Well, it has flies and other insects all wrapped up in its silk. At first you think they’re dead, but you see, they’re only stunned. Then one moves. Pulls on a thread. And the spider, sitting at the very top of the web, rushes over. You think it’s going to eat the fly, but no. He stuns the fly again. Paralyses it. Because it’s the spider who decides when and whom to eat. Everything in the web happens on his terms. Understand?’

She nodded, not wanting to seem dense in front of him.

‘Some female spiders let their offspring eat them up to improve the odds of their line’s survival. Talk about devotion. Not like the dimwits in ViaTerra,’ he added with a chuckle.

What he suggested then made her legs shake uncontrollably under the ugly metal table.

It had been several years since she’d devoted any energy to a relationship. Men in smart suits were usually losers, pathetic idiots who could hardly get it up. But Franz Oswald was different. He was a man with a plan.

A diabolical plan.






Chapter 2

Franz Oswald was already sitting in the courtroom with his attorney when Sofia walked in. This was the moment she had been dreading. It felt like the floor had vanished from beneath her feet. Her stomach was turning, but she managed to swallow down her queasiness.

Take a deep breath.

The fear came less frequently these days, but when it did come it felt like a punch to the gut. She lifted her head and met his gaze. The memories hit her so hard that she had trouble taking them in. She discovered that her hatred for him was still just as strong, as she’d expected, but that the absence of hate in his eyes was disarming. He was the one to look away first, giving her the space she needed to get her legs moving so she could sit down.

Relief washed over her in waves as she sat there, and then came the rage. God damn him. I’ve got the upper hand now.

Elvira and Sofia were the plaintiffs in this trial. They were an odd couple. Throughout their pre-trial preparations, Elvira had had a constant stream of tears running down her face. Sofia, repressing all her emotions, gritting her teeth with bitter stubbornness, only yearned for the moment when it would all be over.

The gallery was full. The media ate up the proceedings, favouring this tale over all sorts of other news – politics, war, and disasters alike. Each article included images of Oswald’s sober face and intense gaze. There were blogs, forum discussions, and sites for and against him. Not a day went by that the case wasn’t mentioned in the news. In the beginning, a gang of reporters had encircled her parents’ house like hyenas, in the hope that she would reveal some salacious detail about Oswald. Although she had avoided the media, they had referred to her using terms like ‘cult fanatic’ and ‘Oswald’s woman’. But she’d also been called ‘brave’ – probably a hundred times; it was an adjective beloved by journalists. Even though she had refused to give any interviews. It was too early to speak out so frankly.

She cast a glance at Oswald as he sat whispering with his defence attorney, Anna-Maria Callini. That woman wasn’t classically beautiful; she had sharp features and her nose was too big. But she had put on makeup and dressed in a manner that emphasized her slim figure and large, dark eyes. Sexy and sassy as hell. When she wasn’t speaking, her eyes roved the courtroom, fixating on various individuals at random; she reminded Sofia of a bird of prey. The voice that came out of that tiny being was deep and scratchy, and once she had the floor there was no stopping her. There was nothing you could do to shut out her penetrating tones.

They were sitting close together, Anna-Maria and Oswald. His hand rested casually on the back of her chair. He leaned toward her and whispered into her ear, and she flashed a pasted-on, fake smile.

When it was Sofia’s turn to speak, she focused on prosecutor Gunhild Strömberg’s face. She forced herself to ignore her surroundings. It worked – her voice didn’t fail her, even during Anna-Maria Callini’s pointed cross-examination.

But the moments when Elvira was speaking were the worst. She was the focus of the trial: the fourteen-year-old Oswald had kept locked in the attic and forced into asphyxiation sex. Everything Sofia had talked about, like the way Oswald had treated the staff, was immediately overshadowed when Elvira began to speak in her trembling voice. She looked like a little kid in her floral sundress and she could hardly produce words. And when Callini attacked her, claiming that Elvira had tempted Oswald into their games in the attic, she began to sob in such despair that all you wanted to do was sweep her into your arms and comfort her. The judge had sent the onlookers out while Elvira was questioned, but Sofia noticed a single tear making its way down the cheek of one of the lay judges. The plaintiffs’ counsel, a gentle woman in her sixties, placed a steady arm around Elvira’s shoulders during the better part of her tale. She stroked the girl’s back now and again. Still, Elvira’s tears flowed like a waterfall.

When it was Gunhild Strömberg’s turn to cross-examine Oswald, she went straight for the jugular.

‘I want to shed light upon the defendant’s background; in my opinion it is relevant to this case,’ she said, turning to Oswald. ‘Tell us about the confession you recorded about your life prior to ViaTerra.’

Everyone knew what she was referring to. The recording Oswald had made in which he confessed to the most repulsive crimes. How he had strangled a young girl as a teenager. How he later ran away from Fog Island to track down and murder his whole family in France, with the goal of inheriting their money. And how he later returned to the manor house on Fog Island to start the ViaTerra cult. A recording he’d been careful to call ‘a rough draft of a novel’. There was no way to prove any of it.

Callini objected.

‘Irrelevant. This has nothing to do with the case.’

But Oswald nailed her with a glance that would not brook any contradiction, so the judge allowed him to respond.

‘It’s a draft of a novel, not a confession. My life philosophy, and the entire basis for ViaTerra, is grounded in drawing strength from the past. It’s a process that can take a long time and demand a certain amount of exaggeration before you are able to drain the detrimental energy. No one has come so far in this research as I—’

Sofia caught Elvira’s gaze and rolled her eyes, which caused Elvira to break into a smile behind her tears. Impatient, Gunhild Strömberg cut Oswald off.

‘But is it true that you killed your family in France?’

Callini exploded, but once again Oswald gave her a sharp glance. He had an audience now. He was in his element.

‘What is wrong with people in this country? Can’t a person write a novel if he wants to? My family has a tragic history. It’s been hard for me to get over their loss. Surely you don’t seriously think I could hurt someone? My work is to give people life, not kill them. I would never harm a fly.’

Sofia glanced at one of the lay judges, who was nodding along rapidly and unconsciously. You could have heard a pin drop. Everyone’s eyes were on Oswald. His voice was so clear and calm that it spread a hypnotic tranquillity throughout the room.

Gunhild Strömberg cleared her throat and fixed her gaze on Oswald once more.

‘So, forcing strangulation sex on a minor, does that count as “giving people life”? The rest of us call that rape.’

‘I’m not a rapist; I perform healing rituals. Elvira told me she was sixteen. And she had a huge crush on me, she was head over heels, so it can hardly be considered rape. But now to your question, Gunhild. That’s your name, right?’

The way he said her name made it sound silly and old-fashioned.

‘As I understand it, it’s perfectly legal to experiment with sex games in Sweden, as long as both parties give their consent. Sex with a limited element of asphyxiation can result in a fantastic, freeing sensation. Perhaps you’d like to try it, Gunhild?’

Laughter broke out in the gallery and a faint blush spread across Gunhild Strömberg’s cheeks. Chaos reigned until the judge demanded order in the court.
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Then it was time for the witnesses. Only Benjamin, Sofia’s boyfriend, and Simon, who had been the head gardener at ViaTerra, dared to testify against Oswald. Some other members of the staff decided not to give evidence, perhaps because there were bloggers who threatened all kinds of hell if anyone attacked Oswald. It didn’t matter how much bad press Oswald received; he still had a devoted group of followers, and it only kept growing. In addition, there were still celebrities who worshipped him.

Other members of the staff testified on Oswald’s behalf. Sofia had once called some of them friends. Madeleine, who had been Oswald’s secretary, and Bosse, who had been his right-hand man. Benny and Sten, the dumb but obstinate security guards. And the worst betrayal of all: Mona and Anders, Elvira’s parents. Sofia stared at them, her eyes full of spite, but their blank gazes just went straight through her.

One by one, they came in to testify. To swear that Oswald was the kindest leader in the world. That he took care of them. Guided them in their work. Toiled day and night to keep the wheels turning, always with a smile on his face. Yes, they had noticed that Elvira had been in the midst of some teenage crisis and had become fixated on Oswald.

Sofia dug her nails into her palms. She wanted to scream out loud that those bastards were lying. She noticed Simon and Benjamin, who had taken seats in the gallery. She trained her gaze on Simon’s expressionless profile. He felt her looking and turned, shaking his head slowly. Then he smiled, perfectly at ease, as if the hypocrisy in this courtroom didn’t exist. That was so Simon. But it did make her a smidgen more relaxed.

Everything had seemed so obvious on the day Oswald was apprehended by the police. It was as if she were playing a role in an action film and had fired the final, deadly shot. Oswald had gone to jail. She had gone home. Adrenaline still pumping through her veins. Dazed with an intoxicating sense of freedom that lasted for weeks.

But then the memories that had lain dormant, bubbling under the surface, began to burst through and overwhelm her. The nights were the worst. Those memories were at their most powerful in the dark, at their clearest in the hour before the pale light of dawn. And when she wasn’t brooding on them, her sleep was restless and full of nightmares. Different versions of the same dream. Oswald, accosting her in the office. She might wake up screeching like a hyena, her heart pounding, wondering if that had even been her screaming. She couldn’t stand to think of Oswald; it made her heart stop. Sometimes she convinced herself he was standing in the shadows behind the door in her bedroom; she could see his face slipping in and out of the dark. Two black holes where his eyes should be. Just as he had been standing in wait on that night when he assaulted her in the office.

The dream was so sharp and clear that she had to get out of bed and pace back and forth until her pulse went back to normal. She made herself conjure up comforting thoughts: he hadn’t gone all the way, there are people who are much worse off, stop being such a wuss. Yet a grim sense of foreboding lingered with her. That was where she was heading, to that wall in the office.

She had even tried sleep aids, but they had no effect on the ever-recurring dream that ripped her nights to shreds.

At the same time, the entire judicial system started up its moaning and groaning, and suddenly it was as if Oswald was breathing down her neck again.

Sofia thought this trial was spitting in the face of justice. The way Oswald was allowed to carry on and spread his lies. The way Callini was permitted to harass Elvira until she nearly broke down. But during the closing arguments, the prosecutor threw up her hands in frustration and cried, ‘She was only fourteen, for God’s sake, and that bastard locked her in the attic and raped her!’

And despite protests from both attorney and judge, it must have made an impression.
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They waited for four hours as the lead judge and lay judges deliberated in private. The sun sank behind the rain-heavy clouds beyond the courthouse windows as they waited, full of both expectation and nervousness.

By the time they were summoned back to the courtroom, Elvira was about to gnaw off her very last fingernail. Sofia had sunk into Benjamin’s embrace, thinking terrible thoughts about what life would be like if Oswald was acquitted.

But in the end, he was sentenced to prison. For two measly years. After everything he’d done to them out there on Fog Island. The list was long, but ‘rape of a child’, which had somehow been diminished to ‘sexual exploitation’, was the only one they had been able to prove.

When the verdict was announced and it was all over, Sofia took one last look at Oswald. He had stood up and was nodding at Callini in satisfaction. Her head was spinning. Was this a good outcome for him? After all, he would be doing time. Then it struck her that he’d planned it this way. He would never get off scot-free, so he accepted his two years; he would likely be placed in a single cell, spend some time resting, write his stupid novel. And, with certainty, retain control over what was left of ViaTerra.

But I don’t give a shit about that, she thought. Never again. Never in my life will I have to be close to you, to smell your nasty aftershave, type up your hogwash, or listen to your nagging voice. Never again will you be able to touch me. I hope you get what you deserve in prison. That you end up alone in a shower with three guys and a broomstick and… But then she decided that sort of thing only ever happens on TV or in American prisons.

He turned around and caught her gaze as he passed. A shiver went through her body and she gasped. She recognized that spark in his eye. A faint smile, mirrored in his eyes even as his lips remained still.

And that expression, which she remembered so well, made her wonder.

How could it have gone so wrong? How did he become the person he was?

And where did that evil really come from?






Chapter 3

Simon glanced at Sofia, in profile. She was tense. Her jaw was clenched and he could hear a faint, strident sound coming from her. She was unconsciously grinding her teeth. He thought she looked pale and exhausted. Even more exhausted than when they’d been slave labour at ViaTerra and had only slept five or six hours each night.

Simon was in two minds. On the one hand, he was relatively uninterested in everything that had happened in the courtroom. Oswald had too much on his conscience, and it had caught up with him. It could only have ended in prison time. On the other hand, Simon was full of an indefinable, unpleasant feeling that was very unlike him. It was something about Oswald’s attitude. If you hadn’t known he was the defendant, you would have thought he was in charge of the courtroom. He seemed unconcerned and indifferent, and occasionally amused. And now Simon didn’t know whether his misgivings were warranted, or had something to do with the paranoia he was experiencing more and more frequently.

What he wanted more than anything was to return to the pension on Fog Island, where he worked these days. He hoped they were taking good care of his greenhouses while he was away. He liked his new job. Autumn was almost upon them, and there was a lot to do ensure they could continue to grow produce over the winter. But he had all the time in the world – never again would life be like it had been at ViaTerra. No one at the pension shouted at him to work faster, it was disaster-free, and he was never lent out to work on other projects like a damn pawn. No, the new job was good. It would be nice to get back to the island.

But Simon didn’t like how serious Sofia looked. Pale, with dark shadows under her eyes. It was clear she wasn’t doing well, despite the fancy suit she had on. Still, there was something special about Sofia that drew glances. It wasn’t every man who saw the beauty shimmering beneath her surface. She seldom put on makeup, and she usually wore her long, wavy hair in a braid. But those who felt her magnetism were caught. Simon thought it was lucky he didn’t like her that way. He wanted her to be happy again, the way she had been when they worked together in the cult: feeding the pigs and talking about books, plodding through the snow and making faces behind their guard Benny’s back, laughing at everything and everyone. The slave labour hadn’t made them crack, no way. They had both been aware that Oswald had lost his mind, but they had kept fighting. Simon wanted that Sofia back again.

But not even when they met outside the courtroom, after the verdict had been handed down, did she seem happy.

So Simon took her by the arm.

‘Lunch is on me. Who’s coming?’

Sofia, Benjamin, and Elvira took him up on his offer.

‘Don’t be upset,’ Benjamin told Sofia once they’d taken their seats at the restaurant. ‘He’s going to prison, and that’s what we were hoping for, isn’t it?’

‘Two measly years,’ Sofia said. ‘For everything he did to the staff. It’s not going to change him a bit. He’ll use it as a vacation. Rest up and come back, more evil than ever. And think of all the love letters he’ll get in prison. Nothing can touch a man like him.’

‘But ViaTerra’s done for, at least,’ said Elvira. Simon scratched his head. He hadn’t wanted to say anything, but he was bad at keeping things to himself. So he told them about everything that had happened on the island. From the day the police raided the cult’s property to the day the staff were sent home on the ferry.

Simon had been putting up a trellis for the grapevines in the greenhouse when the police arrived. The air inside those glass walls was so warm and humid that it was hard to breathe. It was sunny, and the greenhouse felt like a sauna. The plants fought for oxygen, and he was sweating masses. Then he saw the gate open and the police storm in, an entire army with weapons drawn. They took over the manor, turning everything upside down. At first Simon just stood there gaping, staring at the windows of the building, trying to figure out what was going on inside. He caught sight of Elvira, who came out wrapped in a blanket, in the company of a female officer. And then he understood. His heart skipped a beat. This was serious; the walls had crumbled. He stood there staring until an officer came to fetch him.

‘You have to come with us,’ she said, her eyes on his dirty coverall. ‘Perhaps you’d like to wash up first. We’re going to question the entire staff.’

The interrogations lasted for three days, and Simon told them everything. About the punishments, the forced lack of sleep, the way they’d been kept prisoner behind those walls. The words flowed from his mouth like a gurgling stream. Never had he talked so much.

After the three days of questioning, they were sent home, even those who had no place to go but ViaTerra. When they arrived there, they found that the property was a crime scene and was cordoned off.

And this is how they came to be sitting together on the five o’clock ferry back over the sound. Forty-eight individuals, without Oswald who had been their guiding star for so many years. Without jobs or plans for the future. Despondent and ashamed. Some of them confused and upset. Some secretly excited and relieved.

Madeleine was the first to open her mouth, that woman with her colourless eyes that gave Simon the shivers.

‘This is just wrong, I will never betray Franz,’ she said. ‘Sofia is bloody insane.’

Anna, who had always had a crush on Oswald, agreed.

‘Did you see Elvira? She was bawling like a baby when they led her out. So fake.’

‘They’ll let Franz go soon,’ Madeleine said. ‘He’ll be back, you know that, right? We have to stick together until everything goes back to normal.’

But Mira, who had spent most of her time in the cult on punishment detail, looked uncertain as she sat there on her bench.

‘I guess I’ll probably go home and think it over,’ she murmured.

‘What is there to think about?’ said Bosse, Oswald’s right-hand man. ‘ViaTerra is the only truth, so of course they’re trying to silence Franz. Of course we have to stick together.’

And on and on, like this. You were either wholeheartedly with the group, or you were against it.

But Simon was a little distracted. He couldn’t bring himself to take part in this remarkable conversation. He hadn’t left the island in three years. When they first boarded the ferry to leave, he was so certain: he would go home to his parents on their farm in Småland. Get his hands in the earth, because there was nothing left for him on Fog Island. And not a soul knew what he was thinking and feeling, or that he had helped Sofia escape, and he wanted it to stay that way. But when the mainland began to take form, a thin streak on the horizon, doubt stole in. His mother’s shrill voice echoed in his mind. Daniel’s sad eyes on that fateful night. He had promised himself never to return. Never to forgive his mother. To stuff that whole goddamn farm into a mental filing cabinet. And now here he was, on the way from one sort of evil right into the embrace of another. He didn’t know which way was up; he couldn’t bring himself to decide.

He pulled himself out of his ruminations and took a look at the group, which had divided into two teams: those who were in, and those who were out.

The ‘in’ group was considerably larger. Anders and Mona, Elvira’s parents, sat in silence, leaning against the railing. Madeleine, too, had realized they hadn’t made a peep.

‘How about you two? What are you going to do?’

Mona pressed her lips into a narrow line and turned her head away. But Anders stood and put a hand on Mona’s shoulder.

‘We’re with you, Madeleine. It’s Elvira’s own fault it ended up like this. She was always going on about wanting to be with Franz. We won’t betray ViaTerra for her sake. Right, Mona? We’re going to disown Elvira.’

Madeleine gave a delighted cry. ‘That’s what I like to hear!’

Rage began to throb in Simon’s veins. He stood up and took a few steps toward Anders, overcome by the urge to give him a sound walloping and toss him overboard. But just then, the ferryman, Edwin Björk, called Simon’s name from the bridge.

‘Someone wants to talk to you on my mobile. Please come and take this call.’

Simon was startled; he went over to Björk and took the phone from his outstretched hand.

The woman’s voice was unfamiliar, but she introduced herself as Inga Hermansson, owner of the village pension. After a series of apologies and laments about the terrible situation with the cult, she got to the point: she had heard about Simon’s gardens. She wanted to hire him, because the pension was going to move to using only locally-grown and organic resources. She laid it on thick, all the good things she’d heard about Simon from the guests at ViaTerra. His heart swelled in his chest and his thoughts were drawn to the greenhouse and fields at ViaTerra. The grapevines and tomato plants that would wither and die away. The crops that would turn into an overgrown wasteland. He pictured everything he’d created over the last few years neglected, ruined, and abandoned. His mother’s voice quickly returned, only to fade out and become part of the sound of the water hitting the sides of the ferry. The tension in his chest let go.

‘When would I start?’ he asked.

‘As soon as you can.’

‘I’ll take the next ferry back,’ he told Inga Hermansson, hanging up without waiting for a response.

He returned to the island that same day and got started on his job at the pension. His memories of the cult faded as soon as he got his hands in the earth. But now he wondered if ViaTerra had come back to life after all, a living being, moving and breathing. Somewhere. Somehow.

No one said anything for a moment once he’d finished speaking.

‘But surely you don’t think they’ll come back to the island?’ Elvira said in horror.

‘Who knows?’ Simon said. ‘It feels like something’s up.’

‘Aw, it’ll just be a huge mess if Madde’s in charge,’ Benjamin said. ‘And why should we even care? What could they do to us? Not a damn thing.’

‘I don’t even want to think about it,’ said Sofia. ‘But Simon, you’ll keep an eye on the place, won’t you?’

Simon nodded. He felt like they were brushing off his concerns. But it was best to keep his mouth shut until he had something concrete.

‘What are you going to do now, Elvira?’ Sofia asked. ‘Do you have anyone to take care of you?’

‘I’m going to live with my aunt in Lund. And finish school. After that, we’ll see.’

A shadow passed over Elvira’s face and a wrinkle appeared between her pale eyebrows. She was brooding over something, and Simon wasn’t sure it had to do with the trial.

The black circles under eyes looked permanent. And her eyes had already been bloodshot this morning. Something wasn’t quite right with Elvira.

‘Are you sure you don’t need any help? Are you upset about how Anders and Mona are treating you?’ he asked.

‘No, it’s fine. We’ve never been all that tight anyway. Sure, I like them and stuff, but we’ve always been part of religious groups and I’ve had enough. It’s Dad, he’ll never give up. He says we have to forget about the material world. You know? And when you do that, it doesn’t matter where you live or whether you go to school.’

‘Or whether a sadistic pig rapes your daughter,’ Sofia added. As soon as the words left her mouth, she sucked in air as if to pull them back inside. But Elvira didn’t seem to take offence; she just nodded and rolled her eyes so hard her long eyelashes brushed her eyebrows.

‘But there’s one thing I don’t get,’ Benjamin said. ‘How come Anders and Mona let you testify against Oswald? You’re not of legal age yet.’

‘They said I should do what I wanted. They disowned me. In their eyes, I no longer exist.’

‘That’s so messed up!’ Sofia said.

‘It’s better this way. I just want to be normal, and stop being a cult kid. Make some friends. Finish school.’

Simon looked at Sofia, who was sitting across from him. Her cheeks had taken on some colour and her eyes had regained their lustre. He expected she would be just fine, now that the trial was over.

‘How about you, what will you do now?’ he asked her. ‘Do you have a job?’

‘I’m looking,’ she said, and suddenly she seemed to be gazing inwards. Simon realized at once he had hit a nerve.






Chapter 4

There it was again. The question she had been dreading, waiting for; the question she knew would come. She had rattled off the answer silently in her head, practising on her way. This time, she told herself, it would go just fine. All she had to do was seem unconcerned, bordering on nonchalant.

The woman with the round face and grey eyes squinted at her over her glasses.

‘So what have you been doing for the last two years?’

Sofia prepared herself to respond. Dammit, she was stumbling over her words again; her voice sounded rough and guilty, full of that stupid confusion, as if this lady had caught her red-handed somehow.

‘Well, I sort of got side-tracked. I joined a cult.’

The woman was startled.

‘Which I have left now,’ Sofia hurried to add. ‘I mean, I am definitely no longer a member.’

‘I see. Which cult was it, if I may ask?’

‘You might not have heard of it. ViaTerra.’

But it seemed the woman had heard of ViaTerra. She raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips, then gazed out at the lawn. It was an overcast morning; heavy clouds drifted by and cool air was drawn through the cracked window, bringing the smell of rain. Sofia shivered. She tried to catch the woman’s eye, but now she was gazing down at the desk. There was a strained, anxious tension between them that hadn’t been there before. The mood was suddenly awkward.

‘Well, I have your CV, so I’ll be in touch if we’re interested.’

The hell you will.

There was that sinking feeling in her stomach. Several job interviews had ended this way. And no one had contacted her. ViaTerra. The very act of uttering the words automatically disqualified her for employment. Surely anyone so stupid as to join that crazy cult couldn’t be a good fit for a job. Sofia had applied to several positions since returning to Lund. She wanted to work in a library. But finding a job was easier said than done. Especially with a background as a cult member.

The woman looked up, mildly annoyed now. ‘You’re all set, then.’

This was the moment when you were supposed to stand up, say thanks, and never apply for another job there ever again. But Sofia wasn’t feeling quite normal today. She was desperate for this job as an assistant librarian at the university library. She loved the library. The smell of old dust and leather. The light when the sun shined in on the great room. The blazing colours of the trees beyond the windows in the autumn.

The lump in her throat grew until she felt like she might cry – this whole situation was so unfair.

She rose to leave, but she couldn’t get her legs to move. Should she say what she was thinking? Vent about the injustice? A series of roadblocks towered before her. It wasn’t a good idea to be pushy. She risked getting a bad reputation if she made a fuss; she might destroy any chance she had of landing a job at another library.

Don’t act like a victim!

She caught the woman’s eye again.

‘I know you think I’m crazy for having joined that cult, but the thing is, I am extremely qualified for this job. I have a bachelor’s degree in literature and have built an entire library on my own. I can rattle off the alphabet forwards and backwards, if you want to hear. Really fast. I’m good with computers. And I promise that not a single book will end up mis-shelved.’

The woman’s lips twitched with amusement.

‘I’ll be in touch this afternoon. Just have to check on a few things.’
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The bus home was crowded and Sofia had to stand. When soft jazz began to stream from her phone, she thought at first it was coming from the guy next to her. She’d changed her ringtone a number of times. Blaring ones made her jump, because she always thought it would be the police calling to say Oswald had escaped and was coming after her. But this ringtone only sounded like a gentle thought, and the music was already dying away when she got her phone out of her pocket. She recognized the voice immediately; it was matter-of-fact and a bit formal, but now with a hint of warmth.

‘When can you start, Sofia?’

‘Immediately. Tomorrow, if you want me to.’

‘Tomorrow is Saturday.’

‘That doesn’t matter.’
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Her dad met her in the entryway. She wanted to share her news right away, but she couldn’t get a word in edgeways.

‘Sofia, there’s a very nice studio available downtown. I was there and had a look. I know you don’t have a job yet, but your mom and I can help you until you get back on your feet…’

‘I do have a job!’

And at that moment, her life turned around.

Everything that had been crushed to pieces became whole again. Details she hadn’t noticed before took on an almost eerie sharpness: how the sun laid a glittering net over the city in the evenings, the heavenly scents that poured from bakeries and cafés each morning, and the monotonous, soothing sound of the highway in the distance before she fell asleep.

Things she used to take for granted took on new meaning. Having weekends off, eating whatever she wanted, spending time with her parents and friends. Sleeping in was especially significant after the forced sleeplessness of the cult. One Sunday she set her alarm for six, got up for a while, and then crawled back into bed and fell asleep again. Just because she could. Writing emails and sending texts without having them censored was freeing, not to mention surfing the internet however she liked.

All of these little things made her happy.
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The apartment was small, with a corner for sleeping, a corner for the kitchen, and a living room that hardly fit a sofa set, a stereo, and a few shelves. But she decorated in bright colours and kept it neat and tidy, with a zealous devotion that was really quite unlike her. She wrapped herself in blankets and sat on the balcony in the mornings, watching Lund appear as a mirage before the rising sun, soaking in the feeling of freedom that had returned now that she had a stable place on earth.

Her job mostly involved shelving books, but she immediately found a rhythm, fell into a comfortable routine. She thought often of her time in ViaTerra and always tried to figure out why she had stayed so long, but she always came to the same conclusion: that it didn’t really matter why. It wasn’t the sort of mistake you make twice, and that was what counted.

She got back in touch with Wilma, who had been her best friend before she joined the cult. Wilma had changed since she began to work in the fashion industry, dressing in natural-coloured, faded, half-wrinkly clothes that still looked surprisingly expensive. Her hair was bobbed and dyed black. Her soft, lovely curves had been dieted out of existence, and whenever they went out to eat she mostly poked at her salads. Sofia wondered if they had grown apart, but Wilma was determined that they should see each other once a week. The first few times they met, she made Sofia tell her everything that had happened on the island, down to the tiniest detail. Wilma was especially fascinated by Oswald.

‘In some ways, I understand why you were drawn to him,’ she said one day. ‘He’s super hot, there’s no denying that. Do you know where he buys his clothes? I mean, everything he wears is the latest fashion.’

‘He thinks he’s above things like fashion, Wilma. Everything is tailor-made. He’s the only person I’ve ever heard of who has his jeans made to order.’

‘Jesus.’

‘Whatever you think of him, he treated the staff like shit.’

‘I can’t believe he turned out to be such a monster. It’s hard to wrap my head around.’

‘You’re wrong about that,’ Sofia said. ‘People like Oswald are far too easy to understand. He seems like a perfectly normal guy – that’s the problem.’

‘I wonder if he could be converted…’

‘Believe me, Wilma. He’s impossible to change, you would never manage it.’

‘I can’t believe he was so obsessed with you. I mean, no offence, but…’

‘Wilma, can you just shut up?’

‘Fine, I’ll stop. But just one more thing. After having a super-hot guy like Oswald be into you, I don’t get why you have to hang around with a boring, spineless guy like Benjamin.’

‘You don’t know him, Wilma. Benjamin is good for me. He’s everything I need.’

Wilma made a face and went back to poking at her salad.
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Sofia remained faithful to Benjamin. The mere sight of him set her heart aflutter. He had stayed in Gothenburg, where he could live with his sister and work at a carrier company, but he visited Sofia in Lund on weekends. Every Friday evening at eight, there he was, outside her door. She always prepared herself before his visits; she would start fantasizing about sex sometime on Wednesday night, and by the time she got home from work on Friday she was so horny that she spent the half hour before he showed up pacing her apartment. As if his train might have suddenly arrived early. She put on sexy underwear. As soon as he came through the door they clung to one another, giddy with excitement. Most times they were too impatient to make it to the bed and ended up having sex on the floor in the hall. Their relationship had never been simple, but the sex had always been good. Better than good.
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It was a cold, snowy winter. But the days grew longer and brighter in January. Only the nights were dark and difficult. She still dreamed about Oswald, and it only got worse when Benjamin was there. Maybe he reminded her of her time on the island. Sometimes he couldn’t deal with her screams and woke her up gently.

‘You were having a nightmare again.’

Typically, she was drenched with sweat and all in a daze.

‘You were shouting, really loud.’

‘Shit!’

‘I can’t handle you suffering like this.’

‘I’m sure it will get better. There must be something I haven’t figured out yet.’

‘What is there to figure out? You have to let it go sometime, Sofia.’

‘Let what go?’

‘All the trauma.’

She clung to him until her heartbeat slowed. ‘Don’t you ever have nightmares, Benjamin?’

‘Sure, sometimes. But they’re just annoying. Not like yours.’

‘What do you dream about?’

‘It’s always the same dream. I’m in a city. It’s Gothenburg, but not Gothenburg at the same time, because there are hills and a cliff over the sea.’

‘Like on Fog Island?’

‘Right. I feel anxious and confused. I walk around looking for something, but I’m not sure what. Then I come to a tunnel and my skin starts to crawl. Someone is standing there. Different people from ViaTerra. Sometimes it’s Madeleine, sometimes Bosse or Benny. And then I remember I’m looking for you and ask where you are. It’s always the same answer: “Don’t you know? She came back. She’s working with Franz again.” And then I get so desperate. I know I have to get you out, but I don’t know how. And when I wake up, it takes me a minute to realize I’m at home. And that you’re fine.’

‘I wonder why we can’t stop dreaming about that place. Why are we so stuck?’

‘Oh, my dreams will probably go away eventually. They’re nothing compared to yours. Can’t you please go see a psychologist? Oswald almost raped you. You need professional help.’

‘They’ll just say I’ve got Stockholm Syndrome because I can’t get him out of my head. I don’t feel like listening to all that nonsense.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘Yeah, I do. Why doesn’t anyone ever say, “It’s great that you managed to get out of there, that you put him away?” No, they just want to know how many times he molested me in the office.’

‘He didn’t do that, did he?’ Benjamin asked, horrified.

‘No, you know that already.’

‘Call a psychologist, please. At least give it a try.’

So she promised she would, but she never got around to it.






Chapter 5

Anna-Maria was having a hard time focusing on the road ahead of her. The knowledge that she would soon see him again was dizzying, and this meeting was crucial. They would be laying the groundwork for their collaboration, now that he was an inmate. In some ways, she would become his lifeline out to the real world, and the thought that he would be dependent on her was a little bit intoxicating.

The loops of razor wire were visible from a long way off, and then Skogome Prison itself appeared down in its valley. Nestled cosily in amber-coloured forest, but bleak thanks to its concrete walls. Grey, drab, and ugly. She’d been there before; sex offenders were her speciality. She understood them. Could follow along in their reasoning.

The parking lot was surprisingly empty, even though it was visiting hours. She parked her car, approached the outer gate, and identified herself. The gate unlocked with a dull buzz. When she got to the main guard post, she left her ID and placed her phone in a locked cabinet, exchanging pleasantries with the female guard in the booth. She recognized the woman immediately: her name was Helga McLean. She had worked there for years. Tough as nails.

‘He’s really been waiting for you,’ she said.

‘But I’m here on time.’

‘You know how he is,’ McLean said with a small smile. Callini regarded her and realized with a cold stab in her chest that the woman had lovely eyes. But that sort of thing would never happen here. Although you never knew with Franz; you could never really be sure. She took a deep breath in an attempt to get away from this annoying train of thought.

A male guard met her in the corridor where the visiting rooms were located. He showed her to a room somewhere in the middle. When the guard opened the door, the sight of Oswald took her breath away. He appeared to have shrunk. He was slumped in a low yellow chair and wearing shapeless grey clothing. Franz Oswald in ugly sweatpants – it was unthinkable. The harsh lighting washed out his skin. But then he stood up and quickly regained his authority. She felt awkward; she wanted to embrace him but knew that Franz Oswald was a man who preferred to avoid displays of affection.

‘Can you believe this?’ he said, pointing at the easy chairs. ‘That we have to sit on this goddamn dwarf furniture. But by all means, please have a seat.’

She placed her handbag on a side table and sank down in a chair. He remained standing, watching her with a caustic smile on his lips.

‘So, how is it going, Franz? How are you feeling?’ she tried.

‘What do you think? I told you I would be a model prisoner. I’ve signed up for every single goddamn study group and educational program. I slave away in the heat from the monster of a washing machine they purchased for six million kronor. Oh yes, everything is great. Can we dispense with the pleasantries now and get to the goddamn point?’

She noticed the neat stack of paper on a table that stood between the chairs.

‘This is the plan I was talking about,’ he said. ‘Down to the last detail. You can take it with you. I’ve printed out a copy. We can discuss the details on your next visit. There’s also a list of items I need. The plan is divided up into three separate parts. First, the idiots at ViaTerra who have sunk straight through the mud to their lowest level of intelligence thus far. Someone needs to keep an eye on them. Then there’s the book. You’ll have to take care of all the contacts with the editors and so forth. And then there’s Sofia Bauman, of course. Time to deal with her.’

As always, Anna-Maria took Oswald’s mention of Sofia Bauman like a punch to the gut. Something in his eyes changed; their clarity was broken and replaced by an eerie, dreamy glow. Obviously, she wanted bad things to happen to that bitch. The worse, the better. But first Oswald’s almost manic fixation on her had to be broken. How, she didn’t yet know.

‘That part about Sofia. Is it really necessary? After all, she hasn’t made any trouble since the trial. Why would we even care about someone so pathetic—’

‘Have you begun to study the theses?’ he interrupted.

‘Sorry?’

‘I asked if you’d started studying the theses, as I told you to.’

‘No, I mean… it’s only been a week, and I thought—’

‘That explains your naïve attitude towards Sofia Bauman. You don’t even understand what ViaTerra stands for, do you?’

‘No, I mean, yes I do. I’ll get informed about all of it, I promise. But if you want to, we can sue Bauman.’

‘Sue her? Why on earth would we do that? That wouldn’t be any fun.’

‘For slander, I was thinking.’

He laughed out loud. The peal of laughter bounced around the room, echoing coldly in the small room.

‘Are you really that dumb? People like Sofia Bauman must be dealt with slowly, Annie. Just a hint at first, but enough to raise the hair on the back of her neck. I thought I’d explained all this to you. Start by reading the theses. And reread The Art of War by Sun Tzu. You have read that before, haven’t you?’

Anna-Maria shook her head, baffled.

‘What? You’re a failure of a lawyer, did you know that?’

She nodded eagerly, although she didn’t really understand what this had to do with Sofia Bauman.

‘I just want to clarify a few things before you go,’ he said. ‘No one here is allowed to read, listen to, or otherwise take part in what we discuss, since you are my attorney, correct?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And you must abide by complete confidentiality, and will sign all the necessary papers to that effect.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Okay then, we have a deal.’

He bent down, placed his hands under her forearms, and pulled her to her feet. He was standing so close she could smell the faintly burned odour of the newly washed prison clothes, so different from the fresh aroma of his usual aftershave. She suddenly remembered the little bottle she’d brought and reached for her handbag.

‘I have your aftershave.’

He pulled her arm close and shook his head.

‘Forget it. I can’t use it in here anyway. Maybe when I get furlough, but that could be awhile. And they force you to strip after every visit. But you should already know that sort of thing.’

‘Yes, I’m sorry, I forgot.’

‘Stark naked. The female guards too,’ he added with a grin.

He had both her arms in an iron grip and shuffled her backwards until her back was pressed to the wall; he got so close to her that she almost couldn’t breathe. That familiar excitement made the blood rush to her groin. When he finally pressed his body to hers, she whined with desire. He quickly put one hand over her mouth while the other grasped her throat.

‘It’s too early to break the rules here. You’ll have to hold out for a while longer,’ he whispered in her ear.

‘I like…’ she managed to say.

‘Shh,’ he whispered, squeezing her throat. ‘I know what you like.’
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