


And evening came and morning came, the first day

W hen Viktor Strandgård dies it is not, in fact, for the first time.
He lies on his back in the church called The Source of All

Our Strength and looks up through the enormous windows in its
roof. It’s as if there is nothing between him and the dark winter sky
up above.

You can’t get any closer than this, he thinks. When you come to
the church on the mountain at the end of the world, the sky will be
so close that you can reach out and touch it.

The Aurora Borealis twists and turns like a dragon in the night
sky. Stars and planets are compelled to give way to her, this great
miracle of shimmering light, as she makes her unhurried way across
the vault of heaven.

Viktor Strandgård follows her progress with his eyes.
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I wonder if she sings? he thinks. Like a lonely whale beneath the
sea?

And as if his thoughts have touched her, she stops for a second.
Breaks her endless journey. Contemplates Viktor Strandgård with
her cold winter eyes. Because he is as beautiful as an icon lying there,
to tell the truth, with the dark blood like a halo round his long, 
fair, St. Lucia hair. He can’t feel his legs anymore. He is getting
drowsy. There is no pain.

Curiously enough it is his previous death he is thinking of as he
lies there looking into the eye of the dragon. That time in the late
winter when he came cycling down the long bank toward the cross-
roads at Adolf Hedinsvägen and Hjalmar Lundbohmsvägen. Happy
and redeemed, his guitar on his back. He remembers how the wheels
of his bicycle skidded helplessly on the ice as he tried desperately to
brake. How he saw the woman in the red Fiat Uno coming from the
right. How they stared at each other, the realization in the other’s
eyes; now it’s happening, the icy slide toward death.

With that picture in his mind’s eye Viktor Strandgård dies for the
second time in his life. Footsteps approach, but he doesn’t hear them.
His eyes do not have to see the gleam of the knife once again. His
body lies like an empty shell on the floor of the church; it is stabbed
over and over again. And the dragon resumes her journey across the
heavens, unmoved.
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Monday, February 17

Rebecka Martinsson was woken by her own sharp intake of
breath as fear stabbed through her body. She opened her eyes to

darkness. Just between the dream and the waking, she had the strong
feeling that there was someone in the flat. She lay still and listened,
but all she could hear was the sound of her own heart thumping in
her chest like a frightened hare. Her fingers fumbled for the alarm
clock on the bedside table and found the little button to light up the
face. Quarter to four. She had gone to bed four hours ago and this
was the second time she had woken up.

It’s the job, she thought. I work too hard. That’s why my thoughts
go round and round at night, like a hamster on a squeaking wheel.

Her head and the back of her neck were aching. She must have
been grinding her teeth in her sleep. Might as well get up. She wound
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the duvet around her and went into the kitchen. Her feet knew the
way without her needing to switch on the light. She put on the cof-
fee machine and the radio. Bellman’s music played over and over as
the water ran through the filter and Rebecka showered.

Her long hair could dry in its own time. She drank her coffee
while she was getting dressed. Over the weekend she had ironed her
clothes for the week and hung them up in the wardrobe. Now it was
Monday. On Monday’s hanger was an ivory blouse and a navy blue
Marella suit. She sniffed at the tights she’d been wearing the previous
day; they’d do. They’d gone a bit wrinkly around the ankles, but if
she stretched them and tucked them under her feet it wouldn’t show.
She’d just have to make sure she didn’t kick her shoes off during the
day. It didn’t bother her; it was only worth spending time worrying
about your underwear and your tights if you thought somebody was
going to be watching you get undressed. Her underwear had seen
better days and was turning gray.

An hour later she was sitting at her computer in the office. The
words flowed through her mind like a clear mountain stream, down
her arms and out through her fingers, flying over the keyboard.
Work soothed her mind. It was as if the morning’s unpleasantness
had been blown away.

It’s strange, she thought. I moan and complain like all the other
young lawyers about how unhappy the job makes me. But I feel a
sense of peace when I’m working. Happiness, almost. It’s when I’m
not working I feel uneasy.

The light from the street below forced its way with difficulty
through the tall barred windows. You could still make out the sound
of individual cars among the noise below, but soon the street would
become a single dull roar of traffic. Rebecka leaned back in her chair
and clicked on “print.” Out in the dark corridor the printer woke up
and got on with the first task of the day. Then the door into recep-
tion banged. She sighed and looked at the clock. Ten to six. That was
the end of her peace and quiet.

She couldn’t hear who had come in. The thick carpets in the
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corridor deadened the sound of footsteps, but after a while the door
of her room opened.

“Am I disturbing you?” It was Maria Taube. She pushed the door
open with her hip, balancing a mug of coffee in each hand. Rebecka’s
copy was jammed under her right arm.

Both women were newly qualified lawyers with special responsi-
bility for tax laws, working for Meijer & Ditzinger. The office was at
the very top of a beautiful turn-of-the-century building on Birger
Jarlsgatan. Semi-antique Persian carpets ran the length of the cor-
ridors, and here and there stood imposing sofas and armchairs in 
attractively worn leather. Everything exuded an air of experience, in-
fluence, money and competence. It was an office that filled clients
with an appropriate mixture of security and reverence.

“By the time you die you must be so tired you hope there won’t
be any sort of afterlife,” said Maria, and put a mug of coffee on 
Rebecka’s desk. “But of course that won’t apply to you, Maggie
Thatcher. What time did you get here this morning? Or haven’t you
been home at all?”

They’d both worked in the office on Sunday evening. Maria had
gone home first.

“I’ve only just got here,” lied Rebecka, and took her copy out of
Maria’s hand.

Maria sank down into the armchair provided for visitors, kicked
off her ridiculously expensive leather shoes and drew her legs up
under her body.

“Terrible weather,” she said.
Rebecka looked out the window with surprise. Icy rain was ham-

mering against the glass. She hadn’t noticed earlier. She couldn’t re-
member if it had been raining when she came into work. In fact, she
couldn’t actually remember whether she’d walked or taken the Un-
derground. She gazed in a trance at the rain pouring down the glass
as it beat an icy tattoo.
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Winter in Stockholm, she thought. It’s hardly surprising that you
shut down your brain when you’re outside. It’s different up at home,
the blue shining midwinter twilight, the snow crunching under your
feet. Or the early spring, when you’ve skied along the river from
Grandmother’s house in Kurravaara to the cabin in Jiekajärvi, and
you sit down and rest on the first patch of clear ground where the
snow has melted under a pine tree. The tree bark glows like red cop-
per in the sun. The snow sighs with exhaustion, collapsing in the
warmth. Coffee, an orange, sandwiches in your rucksack.

The sound of Maria’s voice drew her back. Her thoughts scrab-
bled and tried to escape, but she pulled herself together and met her
colleague’s raised eyebrows.

“Hello! I asked if you were going to listen to the news.”
“Yes, of course.”
Rebecka leaned back in her chair and stretched out her arm to the

radio on the windowsill.
Lord, she’s thin, thought Maria, looking at her colleague’s rib

cage as it protruded from under her jacket. You could play a tune on
those ribs.

Rebecka turned the radio up and both women sat with their cof-
fee cups cradled between their hands, heads bowed as if in prayer.

Maria blinked. It felt as if something were scratching her tired
eyes. Today she had to finish the appeal for the county court in the
Stenman case. Måns would kill her if she asked him for more time.
She felt a burning pain in her midriff. No more coffee before lunch.
You sat here like a princess in a tower, day and night, evenings and
weekends, in this oh-so-charming office with all its bloody tradi-
tions that could go to hell, and all the pissed-up partners looking
straight through your blouse while outside, life just carried on with-
out you. You didn’t know whether you wanted to cry or start a revo-
lution but all you could actually manage was to drag yourself home
to the TV and pass out in front of its soothing, flickering screen.

It’s six o’clock and here are the morning headlines. A well-known reli-
gious leader around the age of thirty was found murdered early this morn-
ing in the church of The Source of All Our Strength in Kiruna. The police
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in Kiruna are not prepared to make a statement about the murder at this
stage, but during the morning they have revealed that no one has been de-
tained so far, and the murder weapon has not yet been found. . . . A new
study shows that more and more communities are ignoring their obliga-
tions, according to Social Services. . . .

Rebecka swung her chair round so quickly that she banged her
hand on the windowsill. She turned the radio off with a crash and at
the same time managed to spill coffee on her knee.

“Viktor,” she exclaimed. “It has to be him.”
Maria looked at her with surprise.
“Viktor Strandgård? The Paradise Boy? Did you know him?”
Rebecka avoided Maria’s gaze. Ended up staring at the coffee stain

on her skirt, her expression closed and blank. Thin lips, pressed to-
gether.

“Of course I knew of him. But I haven’t been home to Kiruna for
years. I don’t know anybody up there anymore.”

Maria got up from the armchair, went over to Rebecka and pried
the coffee cup from her colleague’s stiff hands.

“If you say you didn’t know him, that’s fine by me, but you’re
going to faint in about thirty seconds. You’re as white as a sheet.
Bend over and put your head between your knees.”

Like a child Rebecka did as she was told. Maria went to the bath-
room and fetched paper towels to try to save Rebecka’s suit from the
coffee stain. When she came back Rebecka was leaning back in her
chair.

“Are you okay?” asked Maria.
“Yes,” answered Rebecka absently, and looked on helplessly as

Maria started to dab at her skirt with a damp towel. “I did know
him,” she said.

“Well, I didn’t exactly need a lie detector,” said Maria without
looking up. “Are you upset?”

“Upset? I don’t know. Frightened, maybe.”
Maria stopped her frantic dabbing.
“Frightened of what?”
“I don’t know. That somebody will—”
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The telephone burst in with its shrill signal before Rebecka could
finish. She jumped and stared at it, but didn’t pick it up. After the
third ring Maria answered. She put her hand over the receiver so that
the person on the other end couldn’t hear her, and whispered:

“It’s for you and it must be from Kiruna, because there’s a
Moomin troll on the other end.”
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W hen Inspector Anna-Maria Mella’s telephone rang, she was
already awake. The winter moon filled the room with its

chilly white light. The birch trees outside the window drew blue
shadow pictures on the walls with their bent and aching limbs. As
soon as the phone started to ring, she picked it up.

“It’s Sven-Erik—were you awake?”
“Yes, but I’m in bed. What is it?”
She heard Robert sigh and glanced in his direction. Had he woken

up? No, his breathing became deep and regular again. Good.
“Suspected murder in The Source of All Our Strength church,”

said Sven-Erik.
“So? I’m on desk duty since Friday, in case you’ve forgotten.”
“I know”—Sven-Erik’s voice sounded troubled—“but bloody hell,

Anna-Maria, this is something else. You could just come and have a
look. The forensic team will be finished soon, and we can go in. I’ve
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got Viktor Strandgård lying here, and it looks like a slaughterhouse.
I’d guess we’ve got about an hour before every bloody TV station is
here with cameras and the whole circus.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
There’s a turn-up, she thought. Sven-Erik ringing to ask me for

help. He’s changed.
Sven-Erik didn’t answer, but Anna-Maria heard his suppressed

sigh of relief just before he put the phone down.
She turned to Robert and gazed at his sleeping face. His cheek

was resting on the back of his hand and his red lips were parted
slightly. She found it irresistibly sexy that a few strands of gray had
started to appear in his straggling moustache and at his temples.
Robert himself used to stand in front of the bathroom mirror look-
ing anxiously at his receding hairline.

“The desert is spreading,” he would say ruefully.
She kissed him on the mouth. Her stomach got in the way, but

she managed it. Twice.
“I love you,” he assured her, still asleep. His hand fumbled under

the sheet to draw her close, but by then she had already managed to
sit upright on the edge of the bed. All of a sudden she was desperate
for a pee. Her bladder was bursting all the time. She’d already been
to the bathroom twice during the night.

Quarter of an hour later Anna-Maria climbed out of her Ford Escort
in the car park below The Source of All Our Strength church. It 
was still bitterly cold. The air pinched and nipped at her cheeks. If
she breathed through her mouth her throat and lungs hurt. If she
breathed through her nose the fine hairs in her nostrils froze when
she inhaled. She wound her scarf around to cover her mouth and
looked at her watch. Half an hour max; any longer and the car
wouldn’t start. It was a big parking lot with spaces for at least four
hundred cars. Her light-red Escort looked small and insignificant be-
side Sven-Erik Stålnacke’s Volvo 740. A radio car was parked next to

10 Å s a  L a r s s o n

Lars_038533981X_3p_all_r1.qxp  1/11/06  10:51 AM  Page 10



Sven-Erik’s Volvo. Apart from that there were only a dozen or so
cars, completely covered in snow. The forensic team must have gone
already. She started to walk up the narrow path to the church on
Sandstensberget. The frost lay like icing on the birch trees, and right
at the top of the hill the mighty Crystal Church soared up into the
night sky, surrounded by stars and planets. It stood there like a gigan-
tic illuminated ice cube, shimmering with the Aurora Borealis.

All bloody show, she thought as she struggled up the bank. This
lot are rolling in money; they ought to be giving some of their cash
to Save the Children instead. But I suppose it’s more fun to sing
gospel songs in a huge church than to dig wells in Africa.

In the distance she could see her colleagues Sven-Erik Stålnacke,
Sergeant Tommy Rantakyrö and Inspector Fred Olsson outside the
church door. Sven-Erik, bareheaded as usual, was standing quite still,
leaning slightly backwards with his hands deep in the warm pockets
of his fleece. The two younger men were bounding about like ex-
cited puppies. She couldn’t hear them, but she could see Rantakyrö’s
and Olsson’s eager chatter coming out of their mouths like white
bubbles. The puppies barked happily in greeting as soon as they
caught sight of her.

“Hi,” yapped Tommy Rantakyrö, “how’s it going?”
“Fine,” she called back cheerfully.
“Soon we’ll be saying hello to your stomach first, then you’ll turn

up quarter of an hour later,” said Fred Olsson.
Anna-Maria laughed.
She met Sven-Erik’s serious gaze. Small icicles had formed in his

walrus moustache.
“Thanks for coming,” he said. “I hope you’ve had breakfast, be-

cause what’s in there won’t exactly give you an appetite. Shall we 
go in?”

“Do you want us to wait for you?”
Fred Olsson was stamping his feet up and down in the snow. 

He was looking from Sven-Erik to Anna-Maria and back again. 
Sven-Erik was supposed to be taking over during Anna-Maria’s leave,
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so technically he was in charge now. But since Anna-Maria was 
here as well it was a bit difficult to know who was making the deci-
sions.

Anna-Maria kept quiet and looked at Sven-Erik. She was only
there to keep him company.

“It would be good if you could hang on,” said Sven-Erik, “so we
don’t suddenly get somebody coming along who has no business
here before the body has been collected. But by all means come and
stand inside the door if you’re cold.”

“Hell no, we can stand outside, I just wondered, that’s all,” Fred
Olsson assured them.

“No problem.” Tommy Rantakyrö grinned with blue lips. “We’re
men after all. Men don’t feel the cold.”

Sven-Erik went into the church right behind Anna-Maria and
pulled the heavy door shut behind them. They walked slowly
through the cloakroom, slumbering in the twilight. Long ranks of
empty coat hangers rattled like an out-of-tune glockenspiel, set in
motion by the draught as the cold air outside met the warmth inside.
Two swing doors led into the main body of the church. Sven-Erik in-
stinctively lowered his voice as they went in.

“It was Viktor Strandgård’s sister who rang the main office
around three. She’d found him dead and she used the phone in the
pastor’s office.”

“Where is she? At the station?”
“Well, no. We don’t know where she is. I left instructions to get

somebody out there looking for her. There was nobody in the
church when Tommy and Freddy got here.”

“What did the technicians say?”
“Look but don’t touch.”
The body was lying in the middle of the central aisle. Anna-Maria

stopped a little way from it.
“Fucking hell,” she burst out.
“I did tell you,” said Sven-Erik, who was standing just behind her.
Anna-Maria pulled a little tape recorder from the inside pocket of

her jacket. She hesitated for a moment. She usually spoke into it
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rather than making notes. But this wasn’t really her case. Maybe she
ought to keep quiet and just sort of go along with Sven-Erik?

Don’t go making everything so complicated, she told herself, and
switched on the tape recorder without even looking at her colleague.

“The time is five thirty-five,” she said into the microphone. “It’s
the sixteenth, no seventeenth, of February. I’m standing in The
Source of All Our Strength church and looking at someone who, as
far as we know at the moment, is Viktor Strandgård, generally
known as the Paradise Boy. The dead man is lying in the middle of
the aisle. He appears to have been well and truly slit open, because
he absolutely stinks and the carpet beneath the body is wet. This
wetness is presumably blood, but it’s a little difficult to tell because
he is lying on a red carpet. His clothes are also covered in blood and
it isn’t possible to see very much of the wound in his stomach; it does
seem, however, that some of his intestines are protruding, but the
doctor can confirm that later. He’s wearing jeans and a jumper. The
soles of his shoes are dry and the carpet under his shoes is not wet.
His eyes have been gouged out. . . .”

Anna-Maria broke off and switched off the tape recorder. She
moved round the body and bent over the face. She had been about to
say that he made a beautiful corpse, but there were limits to what
she could think aloud in front of Sven-Erik. The dead man’s face
made her think of King Oedipus. She had seen the play on video at
school. At the time she hadn’t been particularly affected by the scene
where he put out his own eyes, but now the image came back to her
with remarkable clarity. She needed to pee again. And she mustn’t
forget about the car. Best get going. She switched on the tape
recorder again.

“The eyes have been gouged out and the long hair is covered in
blood. There must be a wound to the back of the head. There is a 
cut on the right of the neck, but no bleeding, and the hands are 
missing. . . .”

Anna-Maria turned inquiringly to Sven-Erik, who was pointing
toward the rows of chairs. She bent down with difficulty and looked
along the floor among the chairs.
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“Oh, I see, one hand is lying three meters away under the chairs.
But where’s the other?”

Sven-Erik shrugged.
“None of the chairs has been overturned,” she continued. “There

are no indications of a struggle; what do you think, Sven-Erik?”
“No,” replied Sven-Erik, who disliked speaking into the tape

recorder.
“Who took the photos?”
“Simon Larsson.”
Good, she thought. That meant they would have good pictures.
“Otherwise the church is tidy,” she went on. “This is the first time

I’ve been in here. There are hundreds of frosted lamps along those
sections of the walls that are not made of glass bricks. How high
would it be? Must be more than ten meters. Huge windows in the
roof. Blue chairs in rows, straight as a die. How many people would
fit in here? Two thousand?”

“Plus the pulpit,” said Sven-Erik.
He wandered round and allowed his gaze to sweep over every sur-

face like a vacuum cleaner.
Anna-Maria turned and looked at the pulpit towering behind her.

The organ pipes soared upward and met their own reflection in the
windows in the roof. It was an impressive sight.

“There isn’t really very much more to add,” said Anna-Maria hesi-
tantly, as if some idea might work its way up from her subconscious
and creep out through a gap in the syllables as she spoke. “There’s
something . . . something that makes me feel frustrated when I look
at all this. Besides the fact that this corpse is in the worst state I’ve
ever seen—”

“Hey, you two! His lordship the assistant chief prosecutor is on
his way up the hill.”

Tommy Rantakyrö had stuck his head in through the doorway.
“Who the hell rang him?” asked Sven-Erik, but Tommy had al-

ready disappeared.
Anna-Maria looked at him. Four years ago when she became

team leader Sven-Erik had hardly spoken to her for the first six
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months. He had been deeply hurt because she had got the job he
wanted. And now that he’d found his feet as her second in command,
he didn’t want to take that extra step forward. She made a mental
note to give him a pep talk later. But now he’d just have to manage
by himself. Just as Assistant Chief Prosecutor Carl von Post stormed
in through the door, she gave Sven-Erik an encouraging look.

“What the fuck is going on here?” yelled von Post.
He yanked off his fur hat and his hand went up to his mane of

curly hair from sheer force of habit. He stamped his feet. The short
walk up from the car park was enough to turn his feet to ice in his
smart shoes from Church’s. He strode up to Anna-Maria and Sven-
Erik but recoiled when he caught sight of the body on the floor.

“Oh, bloody hell,” he burst out, and looked anxiously down at his
shoes to check whether he might have got them dirty.

“Why didn’t somebody ring me?” he went on, turning to Sven-
Erik. “From now on I’m taking over the investigation, and you can
expect a serious talk with the chief if you’ve been keeping me in the
dark.”

“Nobody’s been keeping you in the dark, we didn’t know what
had happened and we still don’t really know anything,” ventured
Sven-Erik.

“Crap!” snapped the prosecutor. “And what the hell are you doing
here?”

This was directed at Anna-Maria, who was standing in silence gaz-
ing at Viktor Strandgård’s mutilated arms.

“I rang her,” explained Sven-Erik.
“I see,” said von Post through clenched teeth. “So you rang her,

but not me.”
Sven-Erik said nothing, and Carl von Post looked at Anna-Maria,

who raised her eyes and met his gaze calmly.
Carl von Post clamped his teeth together so hard that his jaws

ached. He’d always had a problem with this midget of a police-
woman. She seemed to have her male colleagues on the Investiga-
tion squad by the balls, and he couldn’t work out why. And just look
at her. One meter fifty at the most in her stocking feet, with a long
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horse’s face which more or less covered half her body. At the mo-
ment she was ready for a circus freak show with her enormous belly.
Like a grotesque cube, she was as broad as she was tall. It just had to
be the inevitable result of generations of inbreeding in those little
isolated Lapp villages.

He waved his hand in the air as if to waft away his sharp words
and started on a new tack.

“How are you feeling, Anna-Maria?” he asked, pasting on a gentle
and sympathetic smile.

“Fine,” she answered without expression. “And you?”
“I reckon we’ll have the press round our ears in maybe an hour or

so. It’ll be all hell let loose, so tell me what you know so far about the
murder and the dead man; all I know is that he was a religious
celebrity.”

Carl von Post sat down on one of the blue chairs and pulled off
his gloves.

“I’ll let Sven-Erik tell you,” said Anna-Maria in a laconic but not
unfriendly tone. “I’m supposed to be on desk duty until my time
comes. I came along with Sven-Erik because he asked me to, and be-
cause two pairs of eyes see more than . . . well, you know all that.
And now I need to pee. If you’ll excuse me.”

She noticed with satisfaction the pained smile on von Post’s face
as she went off to the bathroom. To think that the word “pee” could
offend his ears quite so much. She wouldn’t mind betting that his
wife made sure she directed the stream of liquid onto the porcelain
when she peed so his delicate little ears wouldn’t be troubled by the
sound of piddling. Bloody man.

“Well,” said Sven-Erik when Anna-Maria had disappeared, “you
can see things for yourself, and we don’t know much more. Some-
body has killed him. And they’ve done it very thoroughly, I must say.
The dead man is Viktor Strandgård, or the Paradise Boy as he’s
known. He’s the main attraction in this huge church community.
Nine years ago he was involved in a terrible car accident. He died at
the hospital. His heart stopped and everything, but they got him
back, and he could tell them all about what had happened during the

16 Å s a  L a r s s o n

Lars_038533981X_3p_all_r1.qxp  1/11/06  10:51 AM  Page 16



operation and when they were trying to resuscitate him, that the
doctor had dropped his glasses and so on. And then he said he’d been
in heaven. He met angels, and Jesus. Anyway, one of the nurses
who’d been involved in the operation was saved, and the woman
who ran into him, and suddenly the whole of Kiruna was one big re-
vivalist meeting. The three biggest free churches joined together to
make one new church, The Source of All Our Strength. The congre-
gation grew and in recent years they’ve built this church, started
their own school and their own nursery, and held huge revivalist
meetings. Tons of money is pouring in, and people come here from
all over the world. Viktor Strandgård is—or was, I should say—
employed by the church full-time, and he’s written a best seller. . . .”

“Himlen Tur och Retur, Heaven and Back.”
“That’s the one. He’s their golden calf, he’s been in all the papers,

even Expressen and Aftonbladet, so there’s bound to be a lot written
now. And the TV cameras will be up here.”

“Exactly,” said von Post, and stood up, looking impatient. “I don’t
want anyone leaking information to the press. I’ll take over all con-
tact with the media and I want you to report to me on a regular basis;
anything that emerges during interrogation and so on, is that clear?
Everything is to be passed on to me. When the journalists start ask-
ing questions you can say I’ll be holding a press conference on the
steps of the church at twelve midday today. What’s your next move?”

“We need to get hold of the sister, she was the one who found the
body; then we need to speak to the three pastors. The medical exam-
iner is on his way from Luleå; he should be here any minute now.”

“Good. I want a report on the cause of death and a credible ver-
sion of the course of events leading up to it at eleven-thirty, so be by
the phone then. That’s all. If you’re done here I’ll just take a look
around on my own for a bit.”
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Oh, come on,” said Anna-Maria to Sven-Erik Stålnacke. “This
has got to be better than sitting around interviewing pissed-up

snowmobile riders.”
Her Ford Escort wouldn’t start, and Sven-Erik was giving her a lift

home.
It was just as well, she thought; he needed encouragement so that

he didn’t get fed up with the job.
“It’s that bastard von Pisspot,” Sven-Erik replied with a grimace.

“As soon as I have anything to do with him I just feel like saying sod
the lot of it, and just going through the motions every day until it’s
time to go home.”

“Well, don’t think about him now. Think about Viktor Strandgård
instead. The lunatic who killed him is out there somewhere, and
you’re going to find him. Let that pompous old fool scream and
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shout and talk to the newspapers. The rest of us know who actually
does all the work.”

“How can I not think about him? He’s watching me like a hawk all
the time.”

“I know.”
She looked out through the car window. The houses still lay

sleeping in the darkness of the streets, with just an occasional light in
a window. The orange paper Advent stars were still hanging here and
there. This year nobody had burned to death. There had been fights
and the usual dose of misery, but no worse than usual. She felt
slightly sick. Hardly surprising. She’d been up for a good hour and
had eaten nothing. She realized she wasn’t concentrating on what
Sven-Erik was saying, and rewound her memory to catch up. He’d
asked how she’d managed to work with von Post.

“We never actually had that much to do with each other,” she
said.

“Look, I could really do with your help, Anna-Maria. There’s
going to be a hell of a lot of pressure on those of us working on this
case, without that bully on top of everything else. I could do with a
colleague’s support right now.”

“That sounds like blackmail to me.” Anna-Maria couldn’t help
laughing.

“I’ll do whatever it takes. Blackmail, threats. In any case, it’s good
for you to get a bit of exercise. You could at least be there and talk 
to the sister when we find her. Just help me get started.”

“Fine, ring me when you’ve found her.”
Sven-Erik bent forward over the steering wheel and looked up at

the night sky.
“Just look at the moon,” he said with a smile. “I should be out

there hunting foxes.”
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In Meijer & Ditzinger’s offices Rebecka Martinsson took the tele-
phone from Maria Taube.

A Moomin troll, Maria had said. But there was only one Moom-
introll. The image of a snub-nosed face suddenly materialized on the
inside of her eyelids.

“Rebecka Martinsson.”
“It’s Sanna. I don’t know if you’ve heard it on the news already,

but Viktor’s dead.”
“Yes, I heard it just now. I’m sorry.”
Without thinking, Rebecka picked up a pen from the table and

wrote, “Say no! NO!” on a yellow Post-it note.
On the other end of the phone Sanna Strandgård took a deep

breath.
“I know we haven’t kept in touch lately, but you’re still my closest
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friend. I didn’t know who to call. I was the one who found Viktor in
the church, and I . . . but perhaps you’re busy?”

Busy? thought Rebecka, and felt confusion rising in her like mer-
cury in a hot thermometer. What kind of question is that? Did Sanna
seriously think that anybody could answer that question?

“Of course I’m not busy when it involves something like this,”
she answered gently, pressing her hand to her eyes. “Did you say you
found him?”

“It was terrible.” Sanna’s voice was quiet and flat. “I got to the
church at about three in the morning. He was supposed to have
come over to me and the girls for a meal in the evening, but he never
turned up. I just thought he’d forgotten. You know what he’s like
when he’s alone in the church, praying; he forgets what time it is and
where he is. I often tell him, ‘You can be that sort of Christian when
you’re a young guy, and you’re not responsible for any kids. I have to
take the chance when I can, and say a prayer sitting on the toilet.’ ”

She was quiet for a moment, and Rebecka wondered whether she
had realized that she was talking about Viktor as if he were still alive.

“But then I woke up in the middle of the night,” said Sanna, “and
I had the feeling that something had happened.”

She broke off and began to hum a psalm. The Lord’s My Shep-
herd.

Rebecka fixed her eyes on the flickering text on the screen in front
of her. But the letters jumped out of their places, regrouped and
formed a picture of Viktor Strandgård’s angelic face covered in
blood.

Sanna Strandgård was talking again. Her voice was like thin Sep-
tember ice. Rebecka recognized that voice. Cold black water swirled
under the shining surface.

“They’d cut off his hands. And his eyes were, well, it was all so
strange. When I turned him over the back of his head was com-
pletely . . . I think I’m going mad. And the police are looking for me.
They came to the house early this morning, but I told the girls to be
as quiet as mice, and we didn’t open the door. The police probably
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believe I murdered my own brother. Then I took the girls and left.
I’m so scared of cracking up. But that’s not the worst thing.”

“No?” asked Rebecka.
“Sara was with me when I found him. Well, Lova was too, but she

was sleeping in the sledge outside the church. And Sara is in total
shock. She won’t speak. I’ve tried to reach her, but she just sits and
stares out through the window and tucks her hair behind her ears.”

Rebecka could feel her stomach tying itself in knots.
“For God’s sake, Sanna. Get some help. Ring the Psychiatric Ser-

vice and tell them it’s an emergency. Both you and the girls could 
do with some support at the moment. I know it sounds dramatic,
but—”

“I can’t, you know I can’t,” wailed Sanna. “Mum and Dad will 
say I’ve gone mad and they’ll try to take the girls away from me. 
You know what they’re like. And the church is totally against psy-
chologists and hospitals and all that. They’d never understand. I
daren’t talk to the police, they’ll just make everything worse. And 
I daren’t answer the phone in case it’s some reporter; it was difficult
enough when the revival first started, with everybody ringing up and
saying he was hallucinating and he was crazy.”

“But you do understand that you can’t just stay away,” pleaded
Rebecka.

“I can’t cope with this, I can’t cope with this,” said Sanna as if she
were talking to herself. “I’m very sorry I rang and disturbed you, 
Rebecka. You get on with your work now.”

Rebecka swore to herself. Shit, shit, shit.
“I’ll come,” she sighed. “You have to let the police interview you.

I’ll come up and go with you, okay?”
“Okay,” whispered Sanna.
“Can you manage to drive the car? Can you get to my grand-

mother’s house in Kurravaara?”
“I can ask someone to give me a lift.”
“Good. There’s never anyone there in the winter. Take Sara and

Lova. You remember where the key is. Get the fire going. I’ll be there
this afternoon. Can you manage until then?”
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Rebecka stared at the telephone when she had put the receiver
down. She felt empty and confused.

“Unbelievable,” she said to Maria Taube in an exhausted voice.
“She didn’t even have to ask me.”

Rebecka looked down at her watch. Then she closed her eyes,
breathed in through her nose and straightened her head at the same
time, then breathed out through her mouth and let her shoulders
drop. Maria had seen her do it many times. Before negotiations and
important meetings. Or when she was sitting working in the middle
of the night with a deadline hanging over her.

“How do you feel?” asked Maria.
“I don’t think I want to find out.”
Rebecka shook her head and let her gaze fly out through the win-

dow to avoid Maria’s troubled eyes. She bit her lips hard from the 
inside. It had stopped raining.

“Listen, kid, you shouldn’t work so bloody hard,” said Maria 
gently. “Sometimes it’s a good idea just to let go and scream a bit.”

Rebecka clasped her hands on her lap.
Let go, she thought. What happens if you find out you keep on

falling? And what happens if you can’t stop screaming. Suddenly
you’re fifty. Pumped full of drugs. Shut up in some mental hospital.
With the scream that never stops inside your head.

“That was Viktor Strandgård’s sister,” she said, and was surprised
at how calm she sounded. “Evidently she found him in the church. It
seems as if she and her two daughters could do with some help right
now, so I’m going to take some time off and go up there for a few
days. I’ll take my laptop and work from up there.”

“This Viktor Strandgård, he was something big up there?” asked
Maria.

Rebecka nodded.
“He had a near-death experience, and then there was a kind of re-

ligious explosion in Kiruna.”
“I remember,” said Maria. “It was in the evening papers. He’d

been to heaven, and he said that if you fell over, it didn’t hurt; the
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ground just sort of received you into its embrace. I thought it
sounded lovely.”

“Mmm.” Rebecka went on, “And he said he’d been sent back to
this earthly life to tell everyone that God had great plans for Chris-
tianity in Kiruna. A great revival was coming, and it would spread
from the north over the whole world. Wonders and miracles would
happen if the churches would only unite and believe.”

“Believe in what?”
“In the power of God. In the vision. In the end all those who be-

lieved in everything joined together to form a new church, The
Source of All Our Strength. And then the whole of copper red
Kiruna turned into one big revivalist meeting. Viktor wrote a book
that was translated into loads of languages. He stopped studying and
started preaching. They built a new church, the Crystal Church; it
was supposed to make people think of the ice church and the ice
sculptures they build in Jukkasjärvi every winter. Above all, it wasn’t
meant to remind anyone of the Kiruna church, which is really dark
inside.”

“And what about you? Were you part of all this?”
“I was already a member of the Mission church before Viktor’s ac-

cident. So I was there from the start.”
“And now?” asked Maria.
“Now I’m a heathen,” said Rebecka with a mirthless smile. “The

pastors and the elders requested that I leave the church.”
“But why?”
“It’s a long story; some other time.”
“Okay,” said Maria hesitantly. “What do you think Måns is going

to say when you tell him you’re taking some leave at such short no-
tice?”

“Nothing. He’s just going to kill me, tear me limb from limb and
feed my body to the fish in Nybroviken. I’ll have to talk to him as
soon as he gets in, but first I’ll ring the police in Kiruna so they don’t
pull Sanna in for questioning; she won’t be able to cope with that.”
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A ssistant Chief Prosecutor Carl von Post stood at the door of the
Crystal Church and stared at the people who were getting on

with the business of packing up Viktor Strandgård’s body. The po-
lice surgeon, Senior Medical Examiner Lars Pohjanen, was drawing
heavily on a cigarette as usual, mumbling orders to Anna Granlund,
the autopsy technician, and two burly men with a stretcher.

“Try and loop his hair up so it doesn’t get caught in the zip. 
Pull the plastic round the whole thing and try to keep the intestines
inside the body when you lift it. Anna, can you sort out a paper bag
for the hand?”

A murder, thought von Post. And a sodding awful murder. Not
some miserable bloody tale of an alky who finally kills the old
woman more or less by mistake after a week on the booze. A terrible
murder. Worse than that—the terrible murder of a celebrity.

And it was all his. It belonged to him. All he had to do was take
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the helm, let the whole world switch on the spotlights and sail
straight into fame. And then he could get away from this pit. He had
never meant to stay here, but his qualifications had only been good
enough to get a place with the court in Gällivare. Then he’d got a job
with the prosecutor’s office. He’d applied for plenty of jobs in Stock-
holm, but without success. All of a sudden the years had gone by.

He stepped to one side to let the men carrying the stretcher, with
its well-sealed gray plastic body bag, pass by. Senior Medical Exam-
iner Lars Pohjanen came limping behind, shoulders slightly hunched
as if he were cold, eyes fixed on the ground. The cigarette was still
dangling from the corner of his mouth. His hair was usually plas-
tered over his shiny bald head; now it was hanging tiredly down over
his ears. Anna Granlund was just behind him. She was carrying a
paper bag containing Viktor Strandgård’s hand. When she caught
sight of von Post her lips tightened. He stopped them on their way
out.

“So?” he said challengingly.
Pohjanen looked uncomprehending.
“What can you tell me at this stage?” asked von Post impatiently.
Pohjanen took his cigarette between his thumb and his index fin-

ger and drew heavily on it before he allowed it to leave his thin lips.
“Well, I haven’t actually performed the autopsy yet,” he answered

slowly.
Carl von Post could feel his pulse rate rising. He wasn’t going to

stand for anybody being obstructive or awkward.
“But surely you must have noticed something already? I want on-

going reports and detailed information at all times.”
He snapped his fingers as if to illustrate the speed with which all

this information was to be passed on.
Anna Granlund looked at the snapping fingers; it occurred to her

that she used exactly the same gesture to her dogs.
Pohjanen stood in silence, looking at the floor. The sound of his

breathing, slightly too fast, quietened only when he raised the ciga-
rette to his lips and inhaled with great concentration. Carl von Post
met Anna Granlund’s fierce gaze.
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You can stare, he thought. A year ago at the police Christmas party
you were giving me a very different look. For God’s sake, I’m sur-
rounded by spastics and morons. Pohjanen looked worse now than
before the operation and his sick leave.

“Well, then?” he said challengingly, when he thought the doctor
had been silent for long enough.

Lars Pohjanen looked up and met the prosecutor’s raised eye-
brows.

“What I know at this moment,” he said in his rasping voice, which
was not much more than a loud whisper, “is that first of all he’s dead,
and that secondly death was probably due to externally applied
force. That’s all, so you can let us pass now, sonny.”

The prosecutor saw how the corners of Anna Granlund’s mouth
twitched downward in an attempt to suppress a smile as they walked
past him.

“When will I get the autopsy report?” snapped von Post as he fol-
lowed them to the door.

“When we’ve finished,” replied Pohjanen, and let the church door
slam shut in the assistant chief prosecutor’s face.

Von Post raised his right hand and caught the swinging door; at the
same time he was forced to root in his inside pocket with his left
hand because his cell phone had started to vibrate.

It was the girl from the police switchboard.
“I’ve got a Rebecka Martinsson on the line saying she knows

where Viktor Strandgård’s sister is and she wants to arrange a time
for an interview. Tommy Rantakyrö and Fred Olsson have gone to
look for the sister, so I didn’t know whether to put her through to
them or to you.”

“You did exactly the right thing; put her through to me.”
Von Post allowed his gaze to wander up the aisle of the church as

he waited for the call to be connected. It was evident that the archi-
tect had had a clear vision in mind: the long red handwoven carpet
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ran along the nave right up to the choir stalls, and on either side
stood rows of blue chairs with wavy contours on the back. It made
you think immediately of the Bible story of the parting of the Red
Sea. He began to stroll up the aisle.

“Hello,” said a woman’s voice on the telephone.
He answered with his name and title, and she went on.
“My name is Rebecka Martinsson. I’m calling on behalf of Sanna

Strandgård; I understand that you wish to speak to her with regard
to the murder.”

“Yes; you have information about where we can find her.”
“Well, not exactly,” continued the polite and almost too well-

spoken voice. “Since Sanna Strandgård wishes me to accompany her
to the interview, and since I am in Stockholm at the moment, I
wanted to check with whoever is in charge of the investigation to see
if it would be more convenient for us to come in this evening, or if
tomorrow would be better.”

“No.”
“Sorry?”
“No,” said von Post, not bothering to hide his irritation, “it isn’t

convenient this evening and it isn’t convenient tomorrow. I don’t
know whether you’ve quite grasped this, Rebecka Whatever-your-
name-is, but this is actually an ongoing murder investigation, for
which I am responsible, and I want to talk to Sanna Strandgård right
now. I think you should advise your friend not to stay in hiding, be-
cause I’m quite prepared to issue a warrant for her arrest in her ab-
sence and to post her as wanted by the police straightaway. As for
you, there is a crime called obstructing the police in the course of
their duty. If you’re convicted you can end up in prison. So now I
would like you to tell me where Sanna Strandgård is.”

For a few seconds there was silence. Then the young woman’s
voice could be heard again. She spoke extremely slowly, almost
drawling, and she was clearly exercising considerable self-control.

“I’m afraid there has been a slight misunderstanding. I am not
ringing to ask your permission to come in for an interview with
Sanna Strandgård at a later stage, but to inform you that she intends
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to cooperate fully with the police and that an interview cannot take
place before this evening at the earliest. Sanna Strandgård and I are
not friends. I am a lawyer with Meijer & Ditzinger; I don’t know
whether you are familiar with the name up there—”

“Well, actually, I was born in—”
“And I’d think twice about making threats,” the woman inter-

rupted von Post’s attempt to pass a comment. “Any attempt to
frighten me into telling you where Sanna Strandgård is seems to me
to be bordering on professional misconduct, and if you issue her
name as wanted by the police without her being an actual suspect,
simply because she is waiting to be interviewed until her legal repre-
sentative can be present, I can guarantee that a notice from the Jus-
tice Department will be heading your way.”

Before von Post could answer, Rebecka Martinsson continued,
her tone of voice suddenly friendly.

“Meijer & Ditzinger doesn’t wish to cause any difficulties. We
normally have a very good working relationship with the Prosecu-
tion Service; at least that is our experience in the Stockholm area. I
hope you will permit me to guarantee that Sanna Strandgård will
present herself for an interview as agreed. Let’s say eight o’clock this
evening at the police station.”

She put the phone down.
“Shit,” exclaimed Carl von Post as he realized that he had trodden

in some blood and something sticky; he didn’t want to think about
what that might be.

He rubbed his shoes along the carpet on the way to the door, feel-
ing slightly sick. He’d deal with that stuck-up cow when she turned
up tonight. Now, however, it was time to get ready for the press con-
ference. He rubbed his hand over his face. He needed a shave. In
three days he would meet the press with just a little stubble, looking
for all the world like an exhausted man giving his all in the hunt for
a murderer. But today he needed to be clean shaven, hair just a little
tousled. They’d love him. They just wouldn’t be able to help them-
selves.
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