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CHARACTERS IN THE MILLENNIUM SERIES FROM PREVIOUS VOLUMES




	LISBETH SALANDER

	An exceptionally talented hacker with tattoos, piercings and a troubled past. Occasionally assumes the identity of Irene Nesser.




	MIKAEL BLOMKVIST

	Formerly an investigative journalist at Millennium magazine. Lisbeth assisted him with one of the biggest stories of his career. He later helped to vindicate Lisbeth when she was on trial for murder.




	SVALA HIRAK

	Lisbeth’s niece, daughter of Lisbeth’s half-brother Ronald Niedermann with whom she shares a condition that prevents her from feeling pain. Her mother is Märta Hirak. 




	MÄRTA HIRAK 

	Svala’s mother. Her partner, Peder Sandberg, known as Pap Peder, was a player in the criminal underworld in Gasskas. Svala calls her Mammamärta.




	PER-HENRIK AND ELIAS HIRAK 

	Brothers of Svala’s mother, Märta. Sami reindeer herders.




	PERNILLA BLOMKVIST 

	Mikael Blomkvist’s daughter, married to Henry Salo.




	LUKAS 

	Pernilla’s nine-year-old son and Blomkvist’s grandson, victim of a kidnapping the previous autumn.




	JESSICA HARNESK

	Police officer in Gasskas. Separated from her husband, Henke. Lisbeth’s love interest.




	BIRNA GUÐMUNDURDÓTTIR

	Police officer in Gasskas. Blomkvist’s love interest.




	HANS FASTE 

	Head of the Serious Crime Unit at Gasskas police, formerly an officer with the Stockholm force. Has clashed with Mikael Blomkvist and Lisbeth Salander in the past. 




	MARCUS BRANCO

	A white supremacist, head of the Branco Group, a security company with vast holdings. Responsible for the death of Märta Hirak. 




	HENRY SALO

	Pernilla’s husband and stepfather to Lukas. The corrupt head of Gasskas municipality. Brother to Joar Bark, and son of Marianne Lekatt – both of whom he was separated from when he was taken into care as a child and adopted.




	JOAR BARK

	a.k.a. the Cleaner, the estranged brother of Henry Salo and son of Marianne Lekatt. Employed by Branco to dispose of the bodies of his victims. Kept Lukas in his care after the kidnapping. 




	MARIANNE LEKATT

	Mother of Henry Salo and Joar Bark. Before her death in an unexplained fire at her cottage, she was befriended by Svala.




	KOSTAS LONG

	A wealthy businessman of Greek and Chinese descent. He had a one-night stand with Lisbeth in Rovaniemi. 




	DRAGAN ARMANSKY

	Founder of Milton Security and Lisbeth’s business partner. One of the few she trusts. 




	PLAGUE

	A hacker in the coalition known as Hacker Republic, and the one Lisbeth Salander trusts most, although his loyalty may now be compromised. 













Sagas say and legends tell:

far to the north of the fixed pole star

westward beyond the sun and moon

each block of stone is gold and silver: 

hearthstones, anchor stones –

the gold glitters, the silver shimmers

the sea mirrors steep rock faces 

suns, moons, stars sparkle

and smile at their reflections.

Anders Fjellner, 1849, from the Sami epic poem Sons of the Sun
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Description
Map of the North of Sweden. Running horizontal through the map is a dotted line labelled ‘Arctic Circle’. Below this, on the centre-left of the map, a dotted area is labelled Gasskas Muncipality. The Baltic Sea is visible in the bottom right of the map, as is a slither of Finland in the far right. In the top right, there is a square showing a blown up map of Gasskas Muncipality, labelling key locations such as The Pit, New Mine, Salo’s House, Gasskas Town, Cleaner’s Hut and Hirak’s House. In the centre left of the map, above the Arctic Circle line, Norbotten County is labelled, as is a National park to its left and, further left still, Salo’s Cabin and Lake.








PROLOGUE

“Hi Lisbeth, it’s me. It’s been a while.”

The voice is weak and croaky. His observation is correct: although they were in touch via digital platforms as recently as the autumn, it has been years since their last conversation. But she can hear instantly that it is Plague. Her hacker friend, if there is any such thing as friendship. Maybe the only one she has ever had.

“How are you?” she asks, but misses the answer when she is overcome by a fit of coughing from deep in her tortured lungs, coughing so violent that she has to put down the phone and rush to the sink to spit out gobs of viscous phlegm.

“Sorry,” she says, quite some time later. “Are you still there?”

“You sound ill, not like you.” As if he knows what’s actually like Lisbeth and what’s not. Armour-plated exterior, a face almost devoid of expression. A shell that keeps the outside world at a distance in a robotic, barely human way.

The contents of that shell can be glimpsed only when a rare crack opens.

Through years of occasionally crossing paths, they understand more about each other than most. Still, he knows very little about Lisbeth as a person, the one she has become or chooses to be. It’s almost comforting to hear that she can catch a cold like any other human being.

“That’s what happens when you hang out with walking sources of viral infection.”

“I take it you’re thinking of someone specific,” he says, hoping for a way in. Her inaudible grunt gives way to another coughing fit.

“How about you?” she asks once she has recovered sufficiently. “Phone calls aren’t usually your thing, but then again it is nearly Christmas. Happy Christmas to you too.”

He can’t help laughing. Typical Lisbeth, always on the attack. Always one step ahead, a way of making sure she can keep the doors closed.

“Do you mean Svala?” he says. “The walking source of infection?”

“Could be. But Blomkvist’s down with it too. We must have picked up some foul thing on the train back from Gasskas.”

“So you two are still in touch?” he says.

“No.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Did you ring for a reason?” she says, heading back to bed. There’s something in his voice, a tone trying to make its way through her snot-clogged, fever-hazed brain. 

“Just wanted to make sure you were alive.”

“Why shouldn’t I be?”

He’s e-mailed her. Several times but had no reply. The break in contact coincided with his own failed attempt to hack into the Branco Group’s computer system. The silence made him anxious. But the momentary relief he felt when she answered his call is turning into something else. As she pointed out, he is not the type to ring his acquaintances for a chat. He is a creature of the darkness who stays in his cave. The kind who never pokes out his head to sample his surroundings. He can tell her suspicions have been aroused.

“Anyway, I’ve been thinking about you and I just wanted to check everything was alright,” he says, and immediately regrets it. His words ring as false as he feels: a traitor who has betrayed his best friend. She asked for help. But something – someone – got in the way. He could blame his own fear. Not particularly credible. His life has never been of much importance. Alive or dead, it’s all pretty much the same to him. The passing years are nothing but a distance to be covered. She knows that. Maybe he should come clean.

“Be in touch,” she breaks in, and ends the call. The audience is over. 

The short December day turns to evening. Between spells of feverish sleep she lies awake in the darkness and tries to get her thoughts in order.

One part of her, the part which, against her will, has softened into a more conciliatory Lisbeth, tries hard to take the words for what they potentially are: a friend ringing up to ask how she is. Is that an utterly ridiculous proposition? No, or, well, yes, unless Plague has undergone a complete metamorphosis, which is possible but not likely. He was fishing for something. It takes her back to the experiences of the autumn, which she has done her best to forget.

Svala carrying her dying mother through a burning bunker.

Mikael Blomkvist getting shot as his grandchild is abducted by masked men.

Herself in the arms of a police officer.

And finally, Plague.

He has been at her side. She put her trust in his incorruptible integrity. They have eaten from the same pizza boxes. Solved problems that would make students of AI green with envy. She has so much to thank him for: her life, her freedom. But still, something isn’t right.

Once this crappy virus is out of her system, she’s going to find out what.


Christmas is coming and presents are being wrapped. The Residents’ Association would like all members to think about their recycling. Christmas string belongs in the general waste because it contains plastic and glue, but wrapping paper can be recycled as long as no sticky tape is left on it. With this we wish you all a joyful Christmas. Best wishes, your Chairman Per.

Lisbeth crumples the note into a ball, hurls it at the draining board as hard as she can and roundly curses the imminent arrival of Christmas. Its ugly mug pokes in everywhere, turning the city into a winking inferno of festoon lights, decorated trees and kiddies’ sparkling eyes in wheedling posters on the Tunnelbana. Whether you’re buying a piece of jewellery at NK department store or a litre of milk at the Co-op, the transaction ends with “Happy Christmas”. This revolting and absurdly hackneyed little phrase makes Lisbeth scowl and the music is even ghastlier. Who the hell seriously thinks Rudolph’s red nose is going to make anyone spend more? It’s as if the whole of Stockholm has morphed into some sort of Guantánamo detention camp with its own sonic torture regime. From the end of November until the yuletide hell is over, her custom-made, noise-cancelling headphones remain clapped over her ears. A little present she treated herself to a few years back. Well worth the million or so kronor. Music sounds amazing through them, apparently. But silence is what she’s after.

Normally she would never venture out into the melee of physical Christmas shopping, but the flu made her lose track of time and suddenly it’s too late to order online.

Christmas prompts associations to Rovaniemi, and Rovaniemi prompts associations to Svala (and unfortunately also to a slippery Greek-Chinese guy, the low-water mark of her year).

She could have made things easier for herself and sent money. Any amount. If not for the fact that she knew Svala would take it as an insult. The girl wants something personal. Nothing expensive or spectacular. Personal. Lisbeth asked if she had any wishes. “For you to come up,” was the answer but no, she doesn’t feel up to it. Her body can barely drag her as far as Kjell & Company home electronics store at the Skyscraper. It certainly couldn’t cope with the crush on public transport heading north.

Every now and then she stops and gasps for breath. Two more days, she tells herself. Two more days and then she’ll be back at the gym.

She has the shop assistant wrap the package. Makes her way to the post office counter in Ringen shopping centre and shells out a small fortune for express delivery to Gasskas. For a while, her guilty conscience is assuaged. She feels a sense of satisfaction. The Christmas present couldn’t be more personal. And it will be bloody useful to the right sort of person. Someone like Svala.






1

There is a special place in hell for CEOs and venture capitalists. Men with webbed feet and arms that double as wings.

Like migrating birds they take off as soon as the weather changes, but new ones always replace them. The sort who defy the cold and roll up their sleeves as the biting wind whines all around.

 Prospectors who can smell money. Big money, or they would have stayed in the sun.

Like diviners, they put their ear to the granite and say, “Here”. “Here lie such extraordinary riches that no-one will be able to refuse.”

When the fun is over, when the seam has dried up or the metal prices have fallen, they won’t be the ones standing in a packed canteen telling those assembled that times are hard. They have a whole HR department to do their dirty work. They are already far away. Far from poisoned watercourses and contaminated ground, far from unemployed miners whose lungs have breathed in silica, asbestos and diesel fumes.

The directors and venture capitalists are already on their way to new places, other mountains. Using different company names.

With a fresh set of board members and a bundle of new money to wave under the noses of politicians, they are once again welcomed as heroes. Heroes who will take sparsely populated municipalities to new economic heights, create jobs and inject some belief in the future. 


It is night. Several degrees below freezing even though it is well into May. The grass crunches as he takes the path through the forest, his destination in sight a few hundred metres upstream along the Njakaure. A river that flows past the decommissioned Gasskas mine, commonly known as “the Pit”. 

In the bright moonlight, buildings and spoil heaps tower up as if in some abandoned alpine village. From his vantage point he cannot see the Pit itself, and that is intentional.

He feels a sudden shiver of nerves, but he wasn’t born yesterday. He knows what he’s doing. Only he needs a little rest first. He shrugs out of his rucksack, unfolds his seat and rummages for the Thermos flask.

A couple of cups later, he feels restored. His pulse is even. The air is good.

He drags the canoe from its hiding place under a spruce, where he left it last year. In the end there was only one trip. He examines the bottom for any damage. Drags the canoe down to the water and ties it to a tree so he can pause to get his breath back.

The water ripples around the hull as he pushes off with the paddle. Now he can take it easy and float with the current a few hundred metres down to the bridge.

The bridge over the stream is said to date to the eighteenth century. When the mine began operating at the end of the 1940s, the bridge assumed its current form. Reinforced with iron girders to withstand the pressure of fully loaded ore trucks on their way down to the coast. From below he can see the stonework of the old bridge structure. Beautifully proportioned blocks of granite fitted perfectly to each other, built in an age when beauty was valued.

He brings the canoe to a stop. Slowly, so as not to lose his balance, he puts the straps of the rucksack through a rusty iron loop and winds binding wire around it to fix it firmly. That should cope with a load of twelve kilos. No doubt twelve hundred too. Gang members barely into their teens know how to build a bomb, but their awareness of impact in relation to size of charge will be very sketchy. The risk radius for a gram of explosive is twenty metres. The reason for his own outsized charge is the open terrain. An explosion is more effective in a room, a car or some other enclosed space and he wants to be sure the bridge really will be blown to bits.

He wishes he could stand a little way off and watch it all happen, but he has put the temptation out of his head. Technically it makes no difference if he is killed. He will soon reach the end of his lifespan. On the other hand, there are still a few things on his agenda before the heavenly light receives his soul.

He hides the canoe under a tree again. A few spruce branches wouldn’t harm, he thinks, but he can’t summon the energy. On the final stretch back to the car he has to stop several times. It isn’t that his breathing is wheezy; he has no breath at all.

Cool sheets against a sweaty body. Another cup of coffee. He props up the pillows behind his back and reaches for his prepaid mobile phone.

A quarter past four is a good time for the people of Gasskas to wake to the sound of the next world war. His own war. He puts down the phone. Turns to the wall and listens to the distant bass note of the blast.

Shame to lose a good Thermos, is his final thought before he falls asleep.

Or did he even sleep? The pain has come back.

For a moment he imagined he was free. His concentration had its focus elsewhere, on his exhilaration, draining the power from the stabs of pain in his back and making his cough cower like an exhausted tomcat.

Now it is clawing fresh wounds inside him. A quarter of an hour later he finally gets himself to the bathroom. Takes a pee, shaves while he’s there – he’s never been a slob – puts on another pot of coffee and waits for the local news bulletin at seven.


At 4.15 this morning an explosive charge detonated that was heard and felt across large areas of Gasskas. According to the police it was an extremely powerful explosion, causing serious damage to the bridge over the Njakkaure River that formerly carried trucks of ore from the Gasskas mine.

“We are currently trying to orientate ourselves in the area, to establish that there was no injury to human life. The attack has been categorised as widespread destruction posing a threat to public safety until the cause of the explosion can be established,” said Hans Faste of the Serious Crime Unit at Gasskas police.

A decent start at any rate, he notes, and scrolls through the online edition of the local paper, Gaskassen. Despite the circumstances, it’s going to be a day to relish.
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