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			When Jenny Ahlström returns from a weekend away to find her husband Thomas and their toddler Hugo missing, Detective Hanna Duncker fears the worst.

			Though the small island is teeming with volunteer search parties, not every local has Hugo’s safety in mind. And an estranged adult daughter is only one of the troubling secrets Thomas has been hiding from his wife.

			In the shadow of Hugo’s case, an unsettling truth about the murder committed by Hanna’s own father begins to take shape – something not only dark, but potentially dangerous.
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			The Last Day

			He looks around before he steps into the garden. A door opens further down the street and he pauses. The remnants of a laugh carry through the warm, late summer air. The tall hedges are blocking his view, but he sees a woman with a floral dress and long, dark hair emerge through one of the openings. She tosses a bag of rubbish into the bin. The green lid slams shut, and his heart skips a beat as she turns around to head back inside. For a split second he is convinced she must have spotted him, because she stops, gazing in his direction. But then she shakes her head and disappears behind the hedge.

			He doesn’t dare move until the woman is back in her house. A few quiet steps and he reaches the front door. The key sticks in the lock, and he decides she must have given him the wrong one on purpose. A wave of stress-fuelled nausea courses through his body. He hates that he got mixed up in this crap because he is incapable of saying no. Because he wanted to be nice.

			This can’t go on. He needs to put a stop to it, for Hugo’s sake.

			The key finally turns and the door swings open. He fumbles for the light switch in the hallway. The bulb on the ceiling comes on, flickers and goes out.

			Damn it.

			Time isn’t on his side, but there is no reason why this should take any longer than fifteen minutes. Then he can leave the house, walk back to his car and drive home.

			Without taking his shoes off, he makes his way past the fireplace and into the kitchen. He flicks the switch on the wall but nothing happens. He glances at his watch – 18:57 – and can’t decide what to do while he waits. With a sigh, he slumps to the floor and hugs his knees. Maybe he should just forget the whole thing, clear off now. But no, he doesn’t dare.

			A few minutes later the front door opens and he jumps up so suddenly that the room sways and he has to brace himself against the wall. He staggers out into the hallway.

			‘We need to be quick,’ he says. ‘I’m in a hurry.’

			He stops dead and stares at the person in the doorway.

			‘What are you doing here?’

			The initial surprise transforms into panic, his brain unable to piece together the swirling fragments. The anger on the face in front of him. The determination. Why? His heart is in his mouth, his field of vision shrinking. A single clear thought manages to break through: Please, help.

		

	
		
			Sunday 18 August

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Hanna Duncker chose a seat that would give her a view of the entrance, and told the waiter to just bring her a glass of water. She wanted to wait for her company to arrive before she ordered.

			She remembered Gunnar being a heavy drinker, like her father Lars, though Gunnar’s had always been a more off-and-on relationship with the booze. She had no idea how he felt about it now. He and her father had been friends for as long as Hanna could remember, ever since they worked for the same company in Kalmar. They hadn’t seen each other since Lars’s funeral last autumn, and she had barely managed to talk to him that day. She had asked if he wanted to buy the house – he had lived in it during all the years Lars was in prison, after all – be he’d said no.

			Three mourners. No one else had come to the funeral. Hanna and Gunnar and the woman he’d brought with him, and she was only there for moral support. Neither Lars’s parents nor her brother Kristoffer had bothered to show up. She no longer had any contact with her grandparents, who now lived in Norway, and Kristoffer was in London.

			The door opened, but it was a young couple. The woman turned to the man and laughed loudly, like someone newly in love. Her curly red hair fell over her face and she quickly pushed it back. Hanna swallowed. Fabian, her ex, had uploaded an ultrasound image to his Facebook page a few days ago. He and his partner – the nursery teacher he had started seeing just a few weeks after he’d dumped Hanna – were having a baby. She had spent several minutes staring at the grainy image, unable to tear her eyes away.

			The young couple had booked a table. To celebrate their one-year anniversary, apparently. So much for having only just met. Hanna watched them head upstairs.

			The door opened again, but there was still no sign of Gunnar. The man who came in was in his sixties, and his left arm was hanging oddly, his left leg reluctant to bend. Hanna suspected a stroke. He walked over to another man around the same age, and they shared a long embrace. What if Gunnar had changed his mind?

			Hanna had spent the summer looking into the murder and robbery of Ester Jensen. The murder her father Lars had been convicted of in 2003. Or, more accurately, she had spent a week reading the investigation and the rest of the time trying to process everything she had learned. Lars’s DNA had been found inside Ester’s burnt-out shell of a house, his fingerprints on the petrol can discarded outside. There was no ignoring that kind of evidence. How could she ever have thought he might be innocent?

			Hanna had only started working for the Kalmar Police in May, which meant she hadn’t had much of a summer break, and mulling over her father’s crimes had ruined most of it. In an attempt to keep herself busy and dull her anxiety, she had started renovating her little house in Kleva. She’d put up wallpaper in the living room, painted the ceiling and woodwork white, and created a pale green feature wall in the bedroom on the first floor. She had decided not to touch the floral wallpaper in the kitchen. The house now looked a little less shabby, but both the toilet and the tiny shower room off the hallway still needed work.

			She checked the time on her phone. Gunnar was ten minutes late. She saw that her childhood friend Rebecka had sent another picture from her last-minute trip to the Canary Islands with her family. Rebecka’s son Joel had been found dead at the rest area in Möckelmossen that spring, and it had been Hanna’s first investigation since moving back to Öland. She and Rebecka had grown up together, and it had been strange to see her again after so many years – particularly under such sad circumstances.

			Hanna opened the image of Molly on the beach, an ice cream cone in one hand. The soft white ice cream had dripped down onto her skin, and she was laughing. The young girl seemed to have taken the loss of Joel much better than her mother. Rebecka had called Hanna in tears on several occasions since.

			I can’t do this any more.

			And yet somehow her friend had survived. The trip to the Canary Islands wasn’t just a chance to get away from everything back home; it was also an attempt to save her marriage.

			Gunnar finally opened the door fifteen minutes after the agreed time, wearing jeans and a rust-coloured t-shirt. Only ten months had passed since Hanna had last seen him, but that was at a funeral. He looked much better now: tanned and rested, his greying hair cropped short. Gunnar was a few years younger than Lars, which meant he must be just shy of sixty. He sat down opposite her.

			‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said.

			‘No problem. I’m glad you came.’

			The waiter hurried over to take their orders. Gunnar asked for a Coke with his pizza, and Hanna did the same – though what she really wanted was a glass of red wine.

			‘Nice hair,’ said Gunnar.

			‘Thanks.’

			Hanna’s hair had been longer at the funeral, but she had since had it cut. Her sweeping fringe was now the longest part, reaching to just below her cheekbone. A few months earlier, someone had called her Brienne of Tarth. Hanna hadn’t had any idea who that was at the time, and while she still hadn’t watched Game of Thrones, she could definitely see the resemblance in terms of her height, hair colour and style – though Hanna wasn’t quite so broad-shouldered.

			‘I hear you got a job with the Kalmar Police,’ Gunnar continued.

			Hanna nodded. His tone was curious, not critical, but she hadn’t come here to talk about her work.

			‘I read the investigation,’ she said.

			‘Aha,’ said Gunnar, studying her. He didn’t say anything else, though a slight crease appeared on his brow.

			That crease told her he knew exactly which investigation she meant.

			‘Did you and Lars ever talk about what happened to Ester?’ she asked.

			‘No. I tried, but he didn’t want to.’

			Hanna swallowed her disappointment with a mouthful of cola. She regretted not ordering the wine.

			‘What are you up to these days?’ she asked.

			That was where she should have started, she realised: with small talk. Like any normal person who cared about others. A memory of a Christmas came back to her. The six of them together in the kitchen. Her, Kristoffer, their parents, maternal grandmother and Gunnar. He often used to join them for Christmas lunch. He had worn a knitted jumper with reindeer on it that year, and had let Hanna try it on. It had come all the way down to her calves.

			‘I’m living in an apartment in Norrliden,’ said Gunnar. ‘I needed to get away from Öland.’

			Hanna herself had fled to Stockholm, but after sixteen years there she had decided to return to the island. She assumed Gunnar must have suffered his fair share of gossip. In some ways it had probably been worse for him, because he had stayed – and in Lars’s house at that. The killer’s house, as she had heard people call it. She hadn’t managed to find his new address, just a phone number.

			‘Are you working?’

			‘Yup, in a care home. And Leticia and I got ourselves a Russian Toy.’

			‘A what?’

			‘It’s a little dog.’

			‘I had visions of nesting dolls.’

			‘No, no.’ Gunnar grinned.

			The waiter came over with their pizzas, and they ate quietly for a few minutes, Gunnar much more eagerly than Hanna.

			‘Was it Leticia who came to the funeral?’ she asked, in an attempt to get the conversation going again.

			Gunnar had introduced her at the time, but Hanna had forgotten the woman’s name the minute he said it.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘A girlfriend, a job and a pooch. Not bad.’

			Gunnar smiled, and Hanna was surprised by just how painful she found it. Why couldn’t her father have stopped drinking and straightened his life out, found himself a job and a new partner? If he had, Ester would still be alive today. It struck her that Lars’s death must have come as a relief to Gunnar – not that he would ever put it like that. He was the only person who had stood by Lars and genuinely tried to help.

			Gunnar’s face quickly grew serious again.

			‘Sorry I sounded so sceptical when you called and asked to meet, but I . . .’ He trailed off, his eyes wandering. His gaze eventually seemed to settle just to the left of Hanna’s head. ‘I’ve got my life in order, and I didn’t want to be dragged back there.’

			Those words could just as easily have come from Kristoffer. Hanna hadn’t spoken to her brother since May, when she’d called him after meeting his old friend Axel Sandsten as part of the investigation into Joel’s death. Axel was Joel’s father, and for a while he had been their prime suspect. She had left Kristoffer a message a few weeks ago, wanting to discuss the investigation into their father, but he still hadn’t called her back. So far the only other person she had confided in was Ingrid, her neighbour.

			‘You seeing anyone?’ asked Gunnar.

			‘No.’

			‘Not that you have to, of course,’ he hurried to add when he noticed her reaction.

			Hanna cut a piece of pizza, but left it on her plate.

			‘I was in a relationship, in Stockholm,’ she said. ‘But it didn’t work out.’

			‘No, sometimes they don’t. Leticia and I have been together almost four years now.’

			‘That’s great.’

			‘But we’ve got our problems.’

			Hanna suspected he was only saying that for her sake, and that they were actually like the couple celebrating their one-year anniversary upstairs. That was the impression she had got at her father’s funeral.

			‘Lars would’ve been proud of you.’

			This time it was Gunnar trying to meet her eye, but Hanna continued hacking at her pizza. Everything to do with her father was one big battle. Having a murderer be proud of you wasn’t exactly something to strive for, and yet . . . Until she was twelve, Lars had been a fantastic father. Attentive and encouraging. It was her mother’s death that had made him fall apart.

			‘Surely he must have said something?’ she said, looking up.

			‘About what happened, you mean?’

			Hanna nodded.

			‘Please,’ she begged, sensing Gunnar’s hesitation. ‘I know Dad set the house on fire and that he probably killed Ester too. But I need to know why. All that violence . . .’

			Hanna couldn’t go on. The fire had destroyed most of the evidence, but there was no hiding Ester’s twenty-odd broken bones. Gunnar pushed the last piece of Vesuvio into his mouth and chewed slowly.

			‘Once, when he was drunk, I heard him say that he never should have . . .’ He trailed off and turned to look out of the window. A group of teenagers were walking by outside. They were laughing, one of the girls so much that she had to steady herself on her friend.

			‘Please,’ Hanna repeated. ‘What did he say?’

			‘That he never should have protected him.’

			‘What did he mean by that?’

			‘I’m not sure, but . . .’

			Gunnar turned back to her. His eyes seemed to be begging her not to make him go on.

			‘You have to tell me,’ she said. She sounded angrier than she’d intended, but he couldn’t clam up now.

			‘There’s only one person Lars would’ve gone to prison to protect,’ said Gunnar. ‘Well, other than you.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Her swimsuit was still damp, and Lykke Henriksen shivered as she pulled it on. She had forgotten to hang it up to dry after she’d rinsed it out earlier. Swimming in the strait was something she did every morning and evening. The water was no more than a hundred or so metres from the house, and taking a dip was the only thing that could clear the fog from her head. She had fallen back into her old ways, and she didn’t like it. She needed to take control. Everything was up in the air, particularly after the shitty day she’d had.

			Lykke pushed her feet into her Crocs, opened the door between the kitchen and the garden, and walked over to the washing line to unclip her towel. She draped it over her shoulders, then turned around and started walking towards the water. It was after eight, and the sun was already kissing the horizon. In another thirty minutes or so it would be gone. She could live like this, if she wanted to. Maybe it would be just as well if she gave up her apartment in Uppsala and moved here on a permanent basis, especially now that she didn’t have a place on the research programme. But what would she do for work? The job market wasn’t exactly red hot for a twenty-four-year-old biologist specialising in butterflies.

			As though to taunt her, a large skipper took off from one of the toad lilies lining the low stone wall around the patio. It was a male, its wings more golden than brown, and she watched the butterfly flutter back and forth in front of her before disappearing on its way.

			Lykke continued towards the shore. There was neither a wall nor a hedge on the western edge of her property, but it was easy enough to see where her garden ended and the common land began. The grass on the common land had been mowed recently, whereas hers had been left to grow since she’d arrived on the island. She hadn’t had the energy to cut it.

			For once there was almost no breeze, and the sun had been shining all day. The forecast had said there was cooler weather on the way, and that was also how the future felt: like a cold front approaching. The only thing she didn’t know was whether the next storm would be worse than the one she had left behind.

			Once Lykke had crossed the road, she turned back to look at the house. She probably wouldn’t have to work for a year if she sold it. But she needed a job. Something to fill her time and her mind. And she still wasn’t sure whether she would be able to let the house go. When her mother died three years earlier, the house in Grönhögen became hers. It had been her mother’s childhood home. Her grandmother’s, too. Lykke rented it out through Airbnb for most of the year, but she had wanted it all to herself that summer, while she worked out what to do next. Getting around Öland without a car was tricky, so she had bought an old Škoda for a few thousand kronor. Grönhögen did have a supermarket and a restaurant, and there was a bus to the mainland, but the buses were fairly infrequent and required a change, and she hated feeling like she was trapped.

			Lykke put down her towel on a rock, stepped out of her Crocs and slowly waded out into the water. There was a jetty down by the harbour, but she preferred swimming here, despite the rocky seabed. She also went to the quarry every once in a while. Barely anyone used to swim there when she was younger, but these days it was almost always packed during the summer months. The water was deep and turquoise, and you could jump in from the rocks. People seemed to go there purely to take pictures for Instagram. Swimming in the lake where her mother used to take her as a child was now impossible. The golfers had taken over, hitting ball after ball into the water from the shore.

			The sun had been shining all day, but it hadn’t managed to warm the strait. The water was only up to her knees, but Lykke could feel its chill spreading through her body and she braced herself. The shallows stretched out a long way here, and the rocky floor made it difficult to walk. The memory of driving a knife into his tyre suddenly overpowered her, making her gasp. Puncturing the rubber had been harder than she’d expected, probably because she was shaking so much, but she hadn’t given up until she’d heard the hiss of air escaping.

			Lykke hurried forward in an attempt to shake off the memory. She slipped and came close to losing her balance, but her foot hit a sharp rock and the pain kept her upright. Before long she let her body fall forward into the water. She took a few hesitant strokes and then ducked beneath the surface.

			She welcomed the coldness now. It obliterated everything else.
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