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Chapter 1
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Former Inspector Pontus Hilmersson sat slumped on the sofa, staring blankly into nothing. Exactly as he’d done for months now, after nearly dying twice and witnessing more raw violence than any one man should.

Since he came back from Norway, a month in psychiatric care at Sahlgrenska had been traded for his daughter’s flat, where he now spent most of his days.

Vicky zipped up his fly and stood, wiping her mouth. Dropping by had become a habit. Almost always at lunch, when his overprotective daughter was safely at work across town.

“I’ll get going, loads to do,” she said, turning towards the door.

“Okay, say hi,” Pontus croaked, his voice broken, flat as a cracked violin.

“Don’t think so, you,” Vicky shot back, walking slowly through the room. At the threshold she stopped, looked at him with a sad expression, then disappeared—back to her office and the endless stream of bestial murders.

In her car she switched her phone back on—the one she always turned off for those daily visits to the gloomy flat. Inside, her only real love lay down on the sofa, shut his eyes, and tried to sleep. Hoping that things would be better when he woke. Hands clasped, a silent prayer muttered that life might somehow return to how it used to be, before everything turned into days of torment and nights of anxiety and tears.
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Vicky’s suspicion and cautiousness about everything she saw and heard did not extend to yhe montly paper Hemmets Veckotidning. This, her grandmother had once assured her, could be trusted. And somehow the notion had stuck.

Years ago, while waiting for the coffee to boil, she’d leafed through some old copies. One article sang the praises of orgasm’s soul-healing powers and how essential a regular sex life was for wellbeing. To such a degree, it claimed, that every affliction could be cured by a good climax and a proper release.

That was the wisdom she now applied in her attempts to heal Pontus.

For Pontus it wasn’t entirely pointless either; it gave him brief moments of distraction from pain and death, and the sensation itself still landed where it should. But a minute later he sank back into the abyss of himself, and life—as usual—offered no way out.

There would be no wedding with the Dane for Vicky. Pontus’ broken, helpless state had opened a door, and she hadn’t hesitated. Out went the cheerful, handsome man who worshipped the woman who humiliated him and whipped his back. No matter how he begged, no matter how he professed his love, no matter how much money he promised her, she chose instead her thirty-year-older, balding, overweight wreck of a former colleague. A nervous shell of a man who’d shown her intimacy exactly once, drunk, before passing out. And regretted it the next day.

“The world is changeable and justice exists only in truths.”

Vicky remembered the words from a horoscope read aloud by a colleague at the Monday morning meeting.

The colleague—a 28-year-old Norwegian with a dark ponytail and slim waist, envied by most of the office. Her spaniel ears, which Vicky had noticed in the showers, were tiny and unimpressive.

Still, they had invaded her dreams, so often at night’s she woke to a pillow soaked with drool. She remembered every detail: the naked breasts, the horoscope line, and the flush it still gave her every time Liv Jensen entered the office of the Nordic Cooperation Against Trafficking, where Vicky was boss.

“Here are the photos from last night, when they found the woman,” Liv said, smiling sweetly, teasingly, at her—as she had correctly guessed—sex-starved, bisexual boss.

“Thanks... thanks,” Vicky stammered, accidentally brushing Liv’s hand. A spark shot somewhere highly inappropriate for work hours.

“She jumped from the tower. But the man chasing her is dead too,” Liv continued, dragging the same hand slowly over her narrow lips. “He collapsed halfway up the stairs. Knife wound in the neck. Carotid.”

“We’re going there. Get your jacket and the car, I’ll come down.”

“But homicide are already on site.”

“Doesn’t matter, she was a whore, so it’s our case too. Who’s handling the investigation?”

“Well, the guy who took over after your friend Hilmersson.”

“No. You don’t mean—”

“Sorry, but he’s chief now.”

“Bloody hell, I hate that slimy bastard. Fine. We’re going anyway, I have to see.”

“Should I call to let them know we’re coming?”

“No, I’ll kick Ronny’s teeth in if he so much as smirks. Come on.”

The two women drove their unmarked car toward Majorna and the closed Maritime Museum. Police tape stretched far up into the park along Karl Johansgatan. Vicky flagged down a constable and showed her badge, while Liv questioned a few old drunks nursing beers on a bench.

The men had loudly declared themselves witnesses and got her attention. And sure enough, they claimed to have seen almost everything—and heard even more. They launched into endless monologues about their life stories, what would happen in a hundred years, and, of course, what the police really ought to be doing to catch the killer—along with every other irresponsible soul who’d ever walked the earth.
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In truth, the old drunks had stumbled out of a Chinese restaurant fifteen minutes earlier and were now just trying to find their way home. So Liv snapped at them and marched off with determined steps, choosing instead to speak with a few curious onlookers further down the street.

Meanwhile, Vicky had tracked down Ronny and—after his usual condescending remarks—finally got some actual information.

The woman and the man chasing her had rushed into the tower the night before, just before closing. The guard, a frail man in his seventies, was locking up when she shoved him aside. He tumbled to the asphalt and dislocated his hip. The woman had run up into the tower, screaming from the balustrade, while the man stormed up the stairs after her. Large pools of blood on the ground and steps showed he had bled heavily. When the woman, probably terrified, threw herself from the tower, it had in fact been unnecessary—since the man collapsed on the staircase and died seconds later from his wounds.

The woman’s body, after a forty-nine–meter fall, was mangled beyond recognition. But it was clear enough she’d come from Africa, one of the many sex workers trafficked here. Police records had been checked, and from a tattoo around her ankle it was obvious that organized crime was behind it.

The tattoo marked her as property—or more bluntly, a slave. Someone to be used until she was worn out and useless. Then death. Executing prostitutes who no longer earned enough had, for some time, become standard practice. A warning in the most brutal form, so the younger replacements understood what awaited if they tried to escape or refused to perform their jobs to the required satisfaction.

But now a man had died too. Most likely one of the enforcers used to terrorize the girls. Both bodies had been taken away the night before, and with forensics finished, a cleaning crew would be called in before the crime scene tape came down.

Vicky walked the park, tiptoed up the tower stairs, and tried to piece together what had happened. Two dead—but it was neither the start nor the end of any killing spree. Just another link in the long chain of black women who had been butchered or burned alive. And the slaughter would go on.

The reason was clear: police crackdowns on brothels and street prostitution. Parliament had pushed through laws forcing the police to hunt and squeeze anything even remotely tied to prostitution. Punishments for buyers and landlords had been tightened, driving the women to ever more remote locations: graveyards, forest groves, derelict houses, scrapyards. Anywhere hidden enough to satisfy the lust of men unwilling to adapt to politicians’ half-religious, reality-blind morals.

And for the women, that meant pure hell. Far too often they ran into unrestrained violence—men free to act out their fantasies. Sometimes they were “just” robbed at knifepoint in the dark. At worst, they were raped with the weapon. When no money came in because a girl lay in hospital, slashed or beaten, or simply lost her purse, the screws tightened. Girls were forced full of chemicals to keep them working day and night. Whips cracked instantly if anyone so much as muttered a complaint, asked for pay, or hesitated to carry out the bizarre games customers demanded.

New, ever younger girls were shipped in, while the “old” ones were thrown to the half-mad sadists who enjoyed wrecking their toys. With luck, one might be promoted to strict madam. But most were simply slaughtered in the end.

It was a direct challenge to the politics at hand. The evidence was clear: for every raid shutting down a brothel, a mutilated woman’s body was found the next day.

The view from the tower was breathtaking. Vicky looked down on the Göta River mouth, glittering in the evening light. But it wasn’t the Älvsborg Bridge or the Germany ferries that held her attention. She closed her eyes, trying to imagine what had gone through the woman’s head before she threw herself over the railing. But her thoughts spun uselessly, and instead the image of Liv’s soft breasts pushed its way in—banishing the vision of terror that had made the woman jump rather than face the man behind her.

Maybe she had stabbed him in the throat herself, Vicky thought on her way back down. Perhaps she hadn’t realized how bad his wound was. Maybe. Still, to jump from such a height... looking down over the water was enough to make anyone dizzy. Surely she must have hesitated. Was she suicidal, and the man had tried to stop her? Was she in her right mind, or drugged to the core? The autopsy might reveal something, but with her body so badly crushed, it wouldn’t be a quick one.

She went down and Liv came walking towards her, ready to pass on what a woman in the neighboring building had seen the night before. But before she reached her, Vicky’s phone rang. It was Ronny.

“We’ve found another one,” he said grimly.

“What? Where?” asked Vicky, snapped awake from her daydream of naked, eager Liv coming toward her with open arms, ready to kiss her with desperate hunger.

“Up at Kaptensgatan, behind some trash bins. Near the house you raided the other day.”

“Oh no, not again. Christ, they’re completely deranged, the sick bastards. What have they done now?”

“She’s completely cut open. Slashes in her stomach and back, her arms cut at every joint. And then they carved out her cunt—or I mean, her sex, her genitals are slashed to pieces. You’d better come here.”

Vicky froze on the spot, wanting to scream out loud. The fantasies were gone now. What remained was shame—shame at what she herself had been part of.

It wasn’t only that the Trafficking Unit had been relentless with raids, busting in wherever they caught the faintest rumor of a flat used as a brothel. The worst part was that, just over half a year ago, she herself had made a deal with one of the worst organizations. A deal without approval, without any kind of dispensation. Entirely on her own initiative.

She and a handful of colleagues had secretly wanted help deporting a few immigrant families back to their home countries. A kind of off-the-books expulsion. The idea was to set an example—show what could happen if you didn’t deal with your criminal kids.

In return, Vicky promised to leave the organization’s brothels alone.

The outcome was as predictable as it was disastrous: the families died along the way. So Vicky, unilaterally, tore up the deal and started hunting the organization again. The result was war. The network retaliated by killing their women in a conveyor belt of executions—punishing society in a way that could not be ignored.

The headlines screamed. Every conversation in the country was caught up in it, furious and horrified. The “assembly line killings” were blamed almost entirely on government policy. It was said that all these gruesome murders of young African women came down to prestige—that offended power-brokers refused to face reality. Rage and protest spread everywhere, as the link between brothel raids and raw executions was plain for anyone to see. The demand now was clear: stop the police raids immediately.

Politicians, it was argued, had to back off from their thoughtless decrees. Social media roared in unison with the papers: Leave the whores alone. No more mutilated young women. Let them work in peace and go after the ones at the top instead.

Already the tabloid vans came honking over the rise of Stigbergsliden. Vicky, running as she breathlessly explained to Liv what had happened, rushed faster and faster to get there before them.
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Chapter 2
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Pontus shuffled slowly back and forth across his daughter’s apartment.

“Vicky should be coming by about now. She usually does,” he thought.

“Where is she? It’s long past lunch.”

That she’d already been there earlier didn’t register—days blurred together in a haze of sleeping pills and anxiety. He muttered to himself but couldn’t bring himself to call and check. Instead, he dropped down onto the sofa at the usual hour and stared at his knees, where a bobbing head really ought to be.

“I don’t feel so good,” he thought after a while, reaching for a pill bottle on the side table. He unscrewed the lid and shook one into his palm, stared at it, then shook out another, and another, and one more. He swallowed them two at a time, and was just about to lie back when the doorbell rang.

Really, he was only supposed to take one. Now, assuming it was Vicky, he regretted downing so many. “Damn, how am I supposed to get it up now?” he thought irritably, dragging himself to his feet. “She’d better hurry or it’ll be too late.”

He shuffled to the door, yanked down his zipper so she could get right to it, and by the time he opened the door he’d already pulled out the shriveled scrap of meat. As he turned the lock and swung the door open, he muttered:

“You’d better get moving, I just popped a pill. Where’ve you been, ha, ha, ha...”

Pontus stammered to a halt. Three figures stared back at him—none of them in any way resembling his personal relief service.

“Hey, Pontus, how are you?” boomed Anton Ljung, reaching out a hand in greeting, just as a tiny dog darted between his legs and ran into the flat.

“Hello, hello!” came the cheerful voices of Anton’s girlfriend Abigale and his daughter Henrietta. Both stood behind him, holding bouquets.

Anton froze, staring at Pontus, who looked completely blank. Instead of shaking Anton’s hand, Pontus yanked his ding-dong out further, as far as it would go.

Anton reacted quickly: he glanced down, saw what the confused ex-cop was doing, grabbed him by the shoulders, spun him around, and hissed in his ear:

“Put that thing away, you idiot, there are ladies present.”

Pontus fumbled, slowly stuffing himself back into his pants, then collapsed heavily into the sofa—zipper still undone.

Abigale, realizing there was no way Pontus could manage a household, marched straight into the kitchen and started prepping the coffeemaker.

Anton patted Pontus on the shoulder and began to explain why they’d dropped by.

“Henrietta,” he said, pointing to his daughter, who had settled by the window, immediately thrown it open to let in some air, and was now watching the street below. The stale stench of “old man” made her gag.

“She,” Anton went on, “has sold the whole estate in Norway and is now officially a multi-millionaire. We’re looking for a flat for her here in town—since my shrunken castle down in Småland isn’t good enough. Then we’ll head to Tuscany or maybe Capri and buy a summer house. Luxury, that’s the word now. And me and the missus have been promised at least a week or two in the sun. After that, the kid wants to be on her own, travel around, and find some poor sap or gold-digger to cheat her out of the lot.”

Pontus felt his eyelids growing heavy, barely catching half of Anton’s chatter. He nodded as if he understood, and Anton happily kept rambling.

“So I said to Henrietta it was only right we check in on you. See how you’re doing. Maybe you’d like to come along on a trip? You did save our lives after all, killed that lunatic for us.”

“What?” Pontus mumbled. Anton jabbed him hard on the shoulder.

“Well? Do you want to come? It’d be a blast. All expenses paid—Henrietta can afford it. We got along so damn well, first on the trip, then up on the mountain. What do you say?”

“Dad,” Henrietta cut in, raising her voice. Anton turned, puzzled.

“He’s asleep.” She pointed at Pontus, who was slumped with his mouth open, drooling and snoring. When Anton shifted slightly, Pontus toppled over and landed with his head in Anton’s lap.

Not exactly the right time to pitch vacation plans, so Henrietta settled for scribbling a note and leaving it on the table. She grabbed Pontus’ keys and herded her companions out into the stairwell, locked up, pushed the keys through the mail slot.

On the street they walked a block to a larger road, flagged down a discount taxi, and, to everyone’s delight, it only set them back a measly 700 kronor for a twenty-minute detour to Hotel Eggers at the big square Drottningtorget.

In the decadent hotel bar, their worst sides surfaced. They toasted with overpriced beer and laughed over the petty, nasty memories Henrietta’s estate sale had stirred up.

In line with the will, Henrietta had sold her inheritance back to the Jacobsen family—but not to the sour hag Maj Jacobsen. No, to her son Thord.

Thord, furious with his mother, immediately sold the estate on to a construction company Maj despised. In no time, the house was turned into a luxury resort. A spa for social climbers eager to escape their bank balances.

The thought of Maj tearing her hair out in fury made them laugh so loud that staff and guests alike wrinkled their noses. But when Henrietta ordered the menu’s most brutally priced dishes—three of each—and the drinks to match, not a soul on staff dared say a word.

-
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What no one talked about were Henrietta’s real reasons for wanting to leave Norway. In Trondheim she had nearly been raped and murdered by a complete swine. A man she luckily managed to kill with the knife she always kept tucked into her boot. But as she fled the scene, she spotted another well-known career criminal—the man who had vanished the night Pontus killed the murderer Ylva Halonen. He was the leader of an organization that had tried to kill Henrietta only days before.

He sat outside a container used to store corpses, weeping. Henrietta slipped away unseen. But the man she had just killed was undoubtedly one of his henchmen. As soon as the body was found, he would know she was alive, and he would most likely hunt her down. Her home was no longer safe. The only thing keeping him at bay was the fact that the police had thrown a cordon around the city, trying to wipe out a plague spreading via new designer drugs. No one could get past their barriers without checks.

So Henrietta contacted Thord immediately. He flew from the US to Norway, sick to death of his mother—worse than the devil himself—and now determined to set things straight. When Henrietta made him an offer, his thirst for revenge flared, and he bought the estate and its lands.

Henrietta walked away with a bank account now overflowing with thirty million. The shares she had also inherited—and kept—gave her an annual income big enough to make luxury part of everyday life. She hoped that simply moving away would be enough. Above all, enough to make the man who wanted her dead forget she existed.

But all of that—the man she’d killed, the gang still after her—she kept as her own secret. To her father she only said she was tired of the view of the bay, of Maj Jacobsen’s constant nagging, and that Thord, conveniently enough, had offered her a large sum.

-
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But Svetjob—the man who stuck uj into every sentence, the one she had seen sitting outside the container—had not forgotten. His empire had fattened nicely once the police, after tearing his home turf apart, finally loosened their barricades. Things were running smoothly again, and he was pulling in more money than ever. But the two children who had died—children he mourned as if they were his own—would be avenged.

Not because Henrietta had killed them. No. But the Finnish contact had told him she was involved in producing the deadly pills. Pills that had driven one of his women completely insane. Mad enough to kill her own children. And for that, Henrietta would die.

Sure, he had popped some of the pills himself, but with his fine self-control he never overdosed. You couldn’t expect the same from a cheap whore who’d started out in her early teens. After he’d test-fucked her a few times—mostly without protection—she had probably gotten pregnant. Not optimal for his profits, but he assumed the children were his. So he spared her the abortion that was customary, despite her begging for it. Unfortunately both the Finnish contact Ylva Halonen and the crazy whore were now dead. But his dead children would be avenged, and the only one left to avenge them on was Henrietta.

Svetjob was a strange cocktail of a man—weak-minded yet unyielding, hesitant yet suddenly decisive. Generosity never entered into him; greed burned in him like a fever, and his violence knew no restraint. Every problem was solved with excess. A dental hygienist slaughtered for a toothbrush. A whole family bloodline erased for a single drop of blood.

However twisted his logic, that was how he justified himself. And finding one of his closest men—sent to kill Henrietta—lying dead only pushed him further into rage.

-
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As usual, Svetjob sat tucked away at the far end of the bar in the hotel he owned, “holding court” with two of his closest henchmen.

Calling it a conversation was generous. It was more a one-way tirade, Svetjob bellowing out whatever crossed his mind.

He roared his unplanned orders about how Henrietta was to be killed, along with his brilliant idea that all his dealers should start carrying extra stock—needles, plasters, spoons, lighters—to boost profits.

“At the gas station, uj, when you fill up the car, there’s candy, uj, pastries with the coffee, all kinds of sweets, and when you pay, uj uj, the guy at the till always asks if you want something more. Chocolate, uj uj uj, that’s the big seller! I know that slut Ljung’s gone to Sweden. She sold her house and left two days ago. A kid, uj, who works in the shop there said she’d gone—she was the sister of the children’s mother, uj. Poor little ones, uj...”

Svetjob choked up and wiped away a tear. His men both nodded absentmindedly, fighting to keep from yawning. He had repeated the same ramblings so many times. What should have been a five-minute talk had already dragged on close to two hours.

“My poor kids, uj, my little ones. Cigarettes come in hundreds of flavors, uj, so people smoke more to try them all before the cancer gets them. Why the hell, uj, don’t we sell speed that tastes like licorice? Answer me that! When we finally uj find her, we’ll kill her. Slowly, uj. Painfully, uj. If everyone carries a small stash of spoons, junkies can just buy one on the spot. That can’t be uj so goddamn difficult. Order them from China, loads of spoons—big uj, small uj uj—it’ll be a hit! When we find that bitch, uj, oh then... Poor kids, uj, their lovely mother. She just happened to OD one day and uj everything went to hell. Life is unfair, uj. She killed my babies, and my heart is broken, uj.”

The babbling, circling back to the same points, was more common than any concrete decision. Svetjob called himself the boss, convinced he controlled everything criminal in the city. But in reality, it was his most loyal men—the two now squirming through yet another of his drunken sermons—who kept the operation running.

-
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Steffen and Roy Moen, brothers just a year apart, handled the books and delegated orders down the chain. The business had ballooned in recent months, covering everything from pimping to drugs—all the cheap highs the uneducated slum clientele demanded. Lately, cars and high-value goods had also found their way into the portfolio. The range kept expanding, and so did the profits.

To keep Svetjob happy, the brothers would occasionally endure these bar sessions, letting him rant. Usually his pill habit kept him busy—counting bottle caps or some equally “important” task, or breaking in some new girl at the brothel. But the real reason he was still “boss,” the only reason the brothers hadn’t already removed him, were his connections. In Russia he had mafia backing. The most profitable drugs flowed from there. Kill Svetjob outright, and the Russian mafia might well move in and take the entire Norwegian operation for themselves.

So Steffen and Roy quietly looked for other suppliers and armed more of their men. War was coming; they were sure of it. But first they had to grow stronger and secure allies. Until then, they let Svetjob ramble and play emperor, daydreaming about ruling the world. Their job was to nod at the right moments, endure a few hours here and there, and then follow their own plan.

-
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“Roy, uj,” Svetjob suddenly said, pointing at the younger brother. “You find me two guys who know how to use a gun, uj, and then we’re going to Gothenburg. That shop girl said Ljung wanted to buy uj uj a flat there.”

Roy glanced nervously at his brother. Steffen gave the faintest nod: just agree.

Their position had risen quickly. The former lieutenants had disappeared one by one—one killed right here in the bar by Svetjob himself, another dispatched by Henrietta, and others scooped up in police raids. In just a few weeks the brothers had climbed from the bottom to ranking second and third in the organization.

But both knew well the danger of Svetjob’s sudden storms. Without warning he could hurl himself at anyone nearby, his fury erupting in wild violence. A slip of the tongue, even just failing to pay attention, could be fatal.

At every meeting, Svetjob made sure he alone was armed. His “directives” were impossible, pure fantasy about how he would soon be emperor of everything. All the brothers had to do was sit there, nod, and play along. Then they carried out their own plan—and so far, it was working fine. The police crackdowns had gutted the underworld for a month, but now that the raids had eased, the survivors were back, raking in money once more.

-
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The idea of lying low had been Svetjob’s alone. Probably the smartest thing he’d ever come up with.

Most others thought it was madness to just shut everything down and hide their gold. “The cops can’t suddenly get that tough,” they’d scoff. “Nah, we’ll just keep going as usual and keep an extra lookout if the long arm of the law shows up. It’s just media hype to sell papers. We know how the cops work.” They laughed at Svetjob’s ridiculous ideas.

It didn’t take long for greed and the thrill of seizing Svetjob’s abandoned turf to land most of them straight in prison. The police brought in Finnish specialists and rallied their forces for a proper crackdown. The city of Trondheim was sealed off. Every house searched. Anyone suspected of even the smallest crime was arrested. Hundreds of long sentences handed out. After a month the city was clean, and the police prepared to repeat the operation elsewhere. Next stop: Oslo.

So the “madman” gathered his men once the barricades came down, dug up his hidden treasures, and started fresh. This time with no competition, and his empire swelled by the day.

-
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Around eleven that night, Svetjob finally tired of his own voice and stood up from the table.

“Roy, uj, you fix the train tickets and make sure the boys are on the platform tomorrow at nine.”

“Train? We never take the—”

“Shut up. I want to travel eco-friendly. It’s time, uj, we did everything to save the planet. Haven’t you seen Greta, uj uj, you ignorant bastard? Climate change—she was on TV yesterday, uj. Don’t you ever watch TV? I’ll tell you, uj, I’m going to donate millions to that girl, uj. Smart kid. We’re taking the train, got it? Ten tomorrow. Understood, uj?”

“Ten? Uh, yeah, sure, ten. I’ll be there. I mean, we’ll be there.”

“We’re going to kill that uj fucking bitch. Watch TV, uj! TV is good. Frida talked about global warming, uj, and that’s good. We need to learn about nature, damn it.” Svetjob kept muttering as he stomped out of the bar.

-
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“What the hell did he mean by that?” Roy asked.

“Probably nothing. Just take Fyren and Sticka and meet him at the station.”

“Do we really have to? The bastard’s probably forgotten everything already, sitting there crocheting or drawing stick figures on the carpet.”

“Probably. But just in case—be there at nine. If he doesn’t show, wait till ten. Don’t leave before half past ten at the earliest.”

“Shit. What a load of crap. I’ll just call him tomorrow.”

“No, don’t you dare. If he doesn’t remember, calling him might remind him. Got it?”

“Fuck, I hate that bastard. Goddamn nonsense.”

“Pointless to whine. He’ll be gone soon enough. But don’t forget to buy the tickets. If he shows, you’re going.”

The brothers each took a car and left the hotel—Steffen to check on the big garage-brothel downtown and figure out how to squeeze more profit from it, Roy to round up Fyren and Sticka and prep them for tomorrow.

-
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Svetjob climbed to the grand suite he used as his lair. A massive woman sat spread-legged on a divan, waiting. One of the “specials” men with unusual appetites paid handsomely for. She wore a sheer negligee that did nothing to hide her rolls or her unshaven sex.

Her body spilled over every edge. Svetjob lay back, eyes glittering with lust. The divan creaked ominously as she heaved herself onto her knees, dragging her bulk over to him. Svetjob lay panting, ready.

What she offered was simple and exactly what her clients craved most. She sat on their faces. Nothing compared to the mix of euphoria, suffocation, and pain her sheer weight brought on. She was worth every krona.

-
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The next morning, a battered Svetjob woke around seven. The woman snored in the double bed where Svetjob hadn’t fit. He kicked off the blanket he’d had on the divan and sat up, yawning. After ordering champagne breakfast for the sleeping beauty, he rang Roy—just to make sure he’d booked second-class tickets, not first.

“Snobbery is not for us eco-warriors,” Svetjob said solemnly, finishing with the reminder that they were to meet at a quarter past eight at the station. Roy scrambled to rebook the tickets and wake the others with the new plan.

At 8:15 sharp, Svetjob was already screaming at the three men who had managed to show up a full two minutes late.

“You useless bastards! I’ll uj kill you all, uj! This is treason! But in my greatness I’ll spare you today, uj, you fucking morons, today. But let this uj never, ever happen again! Understood, uj?”

“But boss, the train doesn’t leave for half an hour...” Roy tried, only to get a vicious slap that stung down to his knees.

“Shut your mouth, you prick!” Svetjob roared, stomping down the platform with a few more ujs trailing behind him. His men followed with lowered heads, praying not to set him off with some trivial mistake.

Svetjob slumped onto a bench, fishing a phone out of one pocket and a small bag of white powder from the other. He set the phone on his lap, emptied the bag onto it. His three henchmen arranged themselves in a half-circle, shielding him from prying eyes.

Svetjob snapped his fingers. Roy, already trained in the routine, pulled out a credit card and neatly divided the powder into four thin lines. Another snap—this time Roy fished out a five-hundred note, rolled it into a tight straw, and handed it over.

Svetjob snorted a line and passed the note and phone on to Sticka, who did the same before giving it to Fyren. When it reached Roy, Svetjob wagged his finger back and forth, then suddenly snatched both phone and note away—sending the last crumbs of powder flying—before stuffing the phone and cash back into his pocket.

By the time the train departed, the four were seated at a table, and Svetjob, as always, was droning on about how powerful and magnificent he was. Sticka and Fyren sat with goofy grins, too far gone to follow what carriage they were in. Roy, stone sober, sweated with misery, forced to take in every word.

-
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He and his brother had both gone to business school, considered “the math experts” even by Svetjob. But their thin family tree hadn’t provided the well-placed uncle or cousin needed for a respectable job. Steffen ended up at a state office, Roy at a fruit import company. Pay was miserable, especially when compared to classmates who now worked for Equinor or other big firms.

But nothing in Trondheim was ever set in stone. At student parties, Steffen had been tasked with finding coke, and in passing told the dealer he was studying economics. The junkie laughed until he choked. Later that night, drunk and bragging on the hotel terrace with some cronies, he almost choked again—this time for real—when Svetjob overheard him and roared.

Within days, Svetjob had invented a new “position” in his empire: accountant, second only to himself. The junkie was ordered to set up a meeting, and soon Steffen appeared, with Roy tagging along for support. After graduation, with no decent pay rises at their “real” jobs, the brothers drifted into Svetjob’s orbit. What began as occasional side work pushing drugs turned into full-time. And just a month later, they were promoted to number two and three in the organization.

It turned out to be one of Svetjob’s few useful whims. The brothers’ book-keeping and calculations turned the ledgers solidly black, their reorganizations and efficiency schemes boosting profits beyond expectations. Every business rolled like a well-oiled machine.

-
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Except, of course, the train Roy was sitting on now, trapped in torment. He tried several times to excuse himself, to go to the toilet and sample some of his own stash to dull the pain of Svetjob’s endless yammering. But Svetjob—who was “just finishing his point”—never shut up. Roy squirmed, and now to top it off, he actually had to piss. Christ, I don’t care if he blows my head off. Anything’s better than this.

“I need to go!” Roy shouted, trying to rise. Svetjob was faster, shoving him back down into the seat.

“You stay here or uj I’ll kill you! Boys, grab the little uj mosquito!”

Sticka and Fyren weren’t exactly muscle-bound, but they’d been in the game long enough. They easily pinned the short, sweating Roy—who, like his brother, was only just taller than a dwarf. Sticka yanked his collar tight enough to make him cough.

“You,” Svetjob barked at Fyren, “uj, get to the dining car. Ten beers minimum, and a cheese sandwich each.”

“Okay,” said Fyren, waving a hand toward Roy. “What about him?”

“Yeah, uj, fine. We’re not starving the little bastard. Get him one too.”

“Alright, boss. But, uh—”

“What uh? What the fuck’s that? uj Spit it out.”

“Uh... money, I—”

“Money? You rotten piece of shit. Are you five, uj? Want your goddamn uj pocket uj money? I’ll show you—”

Svetjob leapt to his feet, fist shaking in Fyren’s face, screaming so loud the whole carriage turned. A few passengers, unwilling to sit near a raving lunatic shrieking at full blast, quickly scuttled off to another car.

One black eye later, Fyren sprinted down the corridor, Roy’s crumpled five-hundred in his pocket. He shoved past a couple of old ladies queuing peacefully for tea, and returned clutching a bag stuffed with Danish green cans—the closest thing to “eco-friendly beer” he could find—and four limp cheese rolls, wilted lettuce and margarine oozing from the sides.
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When Fyren returned, Svetjob was hunched over Roy, flailing his arms and uj-ing about how pathetic it was that Roy never managed to be on time, and how he should have bought first-class tickets instead so they could travel “in comfort.”

Roy sat clenching his legs, grimacing, trying not to piss himself. But Svetjob was relentless. He had convinced himself that his otherwise punctual accountant—now shaking and sweating on the bench—had deliberately come late to sabotage his perfectly planned mission of revenge.

Sticka and Fyren were used to the nonsense that often rained down on Svetjob’s underlings, and played along while the uj-laced tirade dragged on.

Then suddenly, Svetjob stopped spraying spit across his accountant’s face and sat down calmly.

“Beer, uj! Beer! Now we drink a beer and never speak of this again. Uj! Get the cans, Fyren, goddammit. Uj! Quick.”

Fyren tore open the bag and, after a nod from his boss, even handed one to Roy.

“Now, uj! Bottoms up!” Svetjob barked, ripping open his can. He chugged, and the others followed. Roy drank too, one hand still jammed between his legs, until the last drop was gone.

Then Svetjob jabbed him right below the stomach. Roy’s eyes bulged, his whole body convulsing.

“Uj uj, looks like it’s diaper-changing time,” Svetjob crowed, his teeth clattering in mock laughter.

Roy’s face twisted, his whole body tensing, eyes pleading.

“I have to—please...” he squeaked, then bolted up from the seat and sprinted down the corridor toward the toilets, one hand pressed between his thighs.

The sight of the little man scuttling along made Svetjob roar with laughter. Sticka and Fyren immediately joined in.

When Roy finally returned, there was a small wet patch on his trousers—but he looked vastly more relieved. His three companions howled with laughter, Fyren collapsing onto the floor.

Roy forced a grin, pretending it was all a grand joke he too enjoyed. He laughed along. In the toilet he had snorted his own cocktail of coke and speed, and now he felt a meter taller. He smiled and played along, but inside he was boiling over.

And now he had made up his mind. Whatever it took, Svetjob would not survive this trip. He would return to Trondheim either alone—or not at all.
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When Pontus’ daughter came home and found his key ring just inside the door, she frowned. She rushed into the living room to see if he was lying on the sofa—or if he had run off again, like that time a few months back when he hitchhiked to Norway.

But Pontus was snoring loudly where he lay, and when Lizette saw the note Henrietta had left, the keys suddenly made sense. She shook him, but it was impossible to wake him. The pill bottle on the TV stand made her sigh. It wasn’t the first time he’d taken more than recommended. Bloody hell, she thought, I’ll probably have to lock the pills away from now on. She let him sleep and dialed the number Henrietta had written on the note. No answer. She decided to leave it be. One thing was certain though: her beloved dad was not going on any more trips. Not after nearly dying on the last one.

In the kitchen she noticed that someone had washed the dishes, dusted, even swept the floors. It sure as hell hadn’t been her dad. Did that mean the clingy policewoman—so annoyingly fond of him, buzzing around him like a horny magpie—had been here? Lizette had told him she didn’t want that woman around when she wasn’t home. Smarmy cow. No, that had to stop. She was the same age as Lizette herself and wasn’t going to worm her way in. Unless it had been Henrietta and her father Anton who’d cleaned? Could that be it? Coming here and tidying up? Weird as hell. Why?

Lizette kept wondering about the strange cleaning job, trying every fifteen minutes to shake her father awake. Finally, at quarter past eleven, after really jostling him, he cracked his tired eyes open, and she could ask what was nagging her.

“Dad, who was here cleaning?”

“Huh? Let me sleep, I’m tired.”

“But Dad, it’s important—who was it? Was it that tramp from your job? The ugly one with short hair? Was it her?”

“What are you talking about, I need to sleep. Go away.”

“It was her, wasn’t it? She’s not allowed here, you hear me? She’s weird. Crazy.”

“Sleep, please, Lizette, I need to sleep.”

“No, there were others too. That Anton you mentioned, and his kid.”

“What? Anton? No way. Go to bed now, leave me alone.”

“Yes, they were here. She wrote a note. Henrietta, her name is. Pretty funny.” Lizette picked up the note and read aloud:

“Me and daddy Anton were here, we wanted to see if you’d join us three on a trip to Italy.”

“Three? Ha, ha, the handwriting’s like a child’s. ‘Ring Dad on—’ and then his phone number. Then it says ‘abb or ebb or something, and Sausage was with us. Bye.’ Ha, ha. ‘Bye?’ She must be really young, this Henrietta.”

“No, about twenty-three.”

“Twenty-three? Are you sure? She’s twenty-three? She can’t even spell, is she a mongoloid?”

“No, she’s very, very nice. Really sweet actually.”

“What do you mean? You’re not supposed to be ogling young girls, that’s disgusting. Gross, Dad.”

“I said sweet. Now go to bed, for Christ’s sake, I’m tired.”

“‘Very nice,’ you said! I know what you’re thinking. But that tramp from work is not setting foot in here again, understood? And I’m calling Anton tomorrow.” Lizette snorted and pursed her lips. “And there’s no trip, forget it. You’re not—”

“GO TO BED!” Pontus barked, too exhausted to want anything but to close his eyes.

Lizette flinched, fell silent. She retreated to the kitchen, heated some chocolate, and decided she might stay home from work tomorrow—just in case. If the tramp showed up, she’d tell her off properly. And if Anton tried to convince Dad, well, then she’d... And that daughter. Sweet and very, very—no! So young. She could hear it in his voice, the dirty old man, even half-dead he was still groping in his mind. Poor Mom, having to live with him. No wonder she’d left. Best to stay home. Maybe the rest of the week.
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Pontus’ last drifting thought before dreams took him was: Travel, sure, why not? Sounds like fun. Moments later he drowned in sleep, waking only when he spilled a glass of water over himself. Lizette had left it by the sofa. He tumbled to the floor, cracked his head on the table leg, but was far too tired to climb back up. So he rolled onto the rug, pulled the blanket with him, flipping it so the dry side was underneath.

The thud woke Lizette in the bedroom. She glanced at the clock: two a.m. She rushed into the living room, the space her father had all but claimed lately. His own flat he refused to stay in—said it reminded him too much of the police job.

She saw in the glow of her phone that Pontus had fallen asleep again on the floor, but let him be. Sometimes she wondered if her father was just using her for free meals and service. Yet she knew he cried sometimes, sat staring into the wall, unreachable. Something was broken in him, but according to the doctors it would slowly improve. Maybe. Maybe he needed her help—or maybe he didn’t. Maybe it was time for him to move back home and face life as a pensioner in a more natural way. Alone, with nothing but the TV for company. A ride with the Flex bus down to the square twice a week, buying frozen meals and beer. Of course she’d call, maybe even help him clean once in a while. But there was always home care.

He said he didn’t trust anyone, but as an ex-cop they weren’t likely to steal from him. And she longed for peace, to sit on the toilet without him knocking every time his prostate acted up. Or not having to tune his radio for the horse races.

Her two-room flat was cramped. Sometimes she wanted to invite friends over, but she never did. He demanded too much attention, and if she dared to have friends around, he’d surely try something. Sleaze his way toward her girlfriends. And the smell—he stank, really, since he rarely bathed, just splashed a bit under his arms. She’d offered to scrub him, but that only made him furious. No, it would be a relief not to mop up piss anymore, since he refused to sit down. Maybe then she could even ask Krille over for dinner.

He was so nice, but shy. Asking her out? Hard to imagine. Two years they’d been eyeing each other, smiling, talking, sharing coffee, even walking together. But nothing happened.

God, he snores! This couldn’t go on. He’d aged twenty years in just a few months. I could call the office tomorrow, maybe Krille picks up...

Lizette drifted with these thoughts, ashamed of what she was secretly hoping her father would do, while missing her life before the accidents. She sat on her bed, head in her hands, rocking slowly back and forth. So deep in thought, she didn’t notice the front door opening—quietly, carefully.
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When Vicky and Liv reached the taped-off area on Kaptensgatan, Ronny met them with a grim face. It pained him that his beloved Gothenburg had turned into an execution ground for women in their thirties. Whether they were loose or not. Not even the fact that their skin wasn’t as pale as his own made it any easier to accept. Add gang shootings and ten-year-olds slinging drugs, and the city he loved was twisting into something ugly. Respectable people with money and sense moved to the suburbs. The gaps were filled with more scum from every corner of the earth.

Ronny, who felt separation anxiety if he so much as passed Mölndal, looked uneasy as he led Vicky and Liv into the backyard. The woman lay torn to pieces behind a couple of trash bins. Somewhere in the back of his mind he wished Vicky—smarter and sharper than almost anyone—would take charge of the murders and find answers. Because he had none.

“Here. She’s been dead about as long as the one by the tower. Found by a kid who lifted the tarp someone had thrown over her. Just curious, the girl. There’s always wood and junk lying around here because of the pipe work, so no adult thought to check. Shame, really. The kid’s in shock, she’s at Sahlgrenska now.

“The whore here, because that’s what she probably was, has the same tattoo as the other one, around her ankle. Same gang.”

Vicky stepped closer. The woman’s arms and legs were cut to shreds. The worst was her lower body, brutal injuries as if someone had tried to penetrate her with a carving knife. If that had happened before the stab to the heart, then she had endured pure torture. Pain beyond anything bearable. She must have screamed until her lungs burst.

But there were no marks around her mouth or cheeks. Vicky carefully pried open the jaw to check for cloth or gag remnants. Nothing. The forensic doctor had already noted the same during a preliminary check. Teeth intact. The blood pooled around her heart wound was much smaller than expected if that blow had come first.

Most likely, Vicky thought, she’d been killed elsewhere, in a place where her screaming didn’t matter. Cut again and again, savagely, until she lost consciousness—then finally stabbed. A monstrous torture, maybe lasting long. The autopsy would confirm it.

Then someone had brought her here and stashed her. But stashed in such a way that someone was bound to find her soon enough.
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An ambulance backed up to the gate and two men came out with a stretcher and body bags. The woman was taken away, and Vicky and Liv slipped through the circle of reporters that had already gathered. They walked slowly, in silence, up toward their car by the Maritime Museum. Once inside, they both paused, catching their breath. Then Liv began talking about the old woman who’d seen something from her window by the tower.

“She claimed she was watering her flowers, though I think she was just standing there staring at the life she couldn’t take part in. She’s about ninety, uses a walker, doesn’t dare go outside after dark. But she saw a ‘half-naked’ black woman running downhill without shoes. Fits with our girl in the tower—short skirt, belly shirt. No shoes mentioned though.”

“You’re right, we’ll ask Ronny later. Did you see how sad he looked? Not a single snide remark. Totally unlike him.”

“Really? I thought he muttered something when we arrived.”

“That was nothing. Anyway, go on. The old hag leaned so far out the window she nearly popped her eyes.”

Liv snorted. “Ha! Yeah, but listen—she saw the woman, and right after, a big man came after her. He grabbed her, looked like he was about to hit her. But she kicked him in the balls, just like in the movies. And she got him good—he doubled over. Then she picked something up off the ground—probably the knife we found—and stabbed him in the neck. Then she ran off, with him right behind her. They knocked the janitor to the ground, just like he said. That part checks out. After that, they both disappeared into the tower. She first, him right after. But no one came out.”

“Okay, so now we know how he died. Good work, Liv. And if she ran without shoes, maybe she’d been wearing stilettos—fits her line of work, right?”

“Sometimes. But not always. Lots of the street girls wear sneakers, some wear boots of all kinds. The men don’t care, they just want a quick blowjob. On a brothel, sure—heels, thigh-high boots, the works. But on the street, nah.”

“So maybe she kicked them off. Or maybe she was being held prisoner with the other girl who got murdered. And to stop her from running, they took her shoes.”

“Could be,” said Liv, thinking it over. “If so, maybe she saw the beating. Saw him cutting up the woman in the yard. It was so horrific she panicked—jumped to avoid the same fate.”

“Exactly. You’re thinking what I’m thinking. Thanks, Liv, it helps having someone back me up.”

“‘Sounding board,’ you mean,” Liv corrected. “But say the shoes really were stilettos, kicked off somewhere along the way. What does that mean?”

“It could mean she just stumbled on it all by accident. But if I had to guess, I’d say the first. She was forced to watch the slaughter. To scare her. Otherwise, what’s the point? But then—why scare her?”

The car rolled down Stampgatan and into the garage. Liv hurried off, fast steps clicking, rushing for the toilet. Vicky, watching her trip away and how her small hips quivered with each step, felt a sudden pull toward the lobby bar at Hotel Opalen. The hotel was just a stone’s throw from the office, the rooms usually clean, the sheets changed often enough. With the state liquor store closed, the minibar might be her last resort if she wanted to knock herself out. A bit too fancy for an overworked detective—but the women there weren’t nearly as expensive as the ones at Gothia Towers by Liseberg. Easier on the wallet at the end of the month.

Not that she cared about their faces. Even if they came from the heavier ranks, experience had its advantages—and the battle would almost certainly end in a pleasant victory.

So, after wrapping up another suffocating day of paperwork, Vicky stepped out into the warm evening and marched south along Skånegatan.
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In the morning, over breakfast, Vicky noted that she was about 2,300 kronor poorer—after tallying up the room, the minibar, and last night’s company. Still, that meant she could finally think straight and add up numbers without losing herself in distractions about whether she might hook her former boss, whether there was a chance of bedding Liv, or all the endless what-ifs. More often than not, her pathetic love life managed to scatter all logical thoughts and leave her with nothing but a headache.
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