
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Shot

        

        
        
          Henrietta, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Kenneth Westlin

        

        
          Published by Kenneth Westlin, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SHOT

    

    
      First edition. September 9, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Kenneth Westlin.

    

    
    
      Written by Kenneth Westlin.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Henrietta

The Shot

Book 5

-

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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– Maybe something like this... “The blue curtains, their crocheted lace once proudly white, now swayed in the last breath of a gentle breeze. Darkness would soon pass its final verdict on the already dim window. The obscure workings inside should not only have been examined by the delicate trees filling the flowerbed outside, but, if possible, also by the forces of order we all hope might cure fear and hesitation. Especially now, when death had thrown its merciless party.

But the city’s guardians were nowhere to be found. Neither present nor approaching.

Death, which had brutally embraced the balding old man, made its entrance. He, whose skin and bones bore the ravages of time in deep furrows and pores across his fading face. He who now sat motionless, slumped over the sun-bleached, coffee-stained oilcloth that barely covered the simple wooden table. He, whose fluids from a gaping wound in the skull now quickly spread into a widening pool of dark red.”

There were faint coughs and a few giggles, but Pontus kept on reading as if nothing had happened.

– Or maybe like this... “At dusk the guardians of law could have seen the curtain flapping in the open window. If they’d been there. Had they also looked inside the kitchen and seen the corpse of the ugly old man, slumped over the filthy table, leaking brain and blood in a steady stream, it probably would’ve caught their attention.”

– Well, no one who reads cheap crime novels wants much poetry anyway, sighed Pontus, looking questioningly at the three women on the sofa.

-
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The sofa stood in his daughter’s apartment, and the three women were his closest circle. Lizette, his daughter, who in neither looks nor manner resembled her father. Vicky, his old colleague from his days as superintendent. And Anne-Sofie, who he’d met at an amusement park six months earlier and who now called him “my man.”

That he was considered her “man” was a great mystery to him and everyone else. In a moment of self-pity and desperate hunger for a bit of comfort sex, he had used the worst possible lie to get her interested. How and why she forgave him and now saw her future tied to his thirty-years-older arms, even after the humiliating truth came out, was unbelievable.

But after storming off in fury, it took her only a day to call back and say she was coming over again.

– The world works in mysterious ways, Pontus had replied when his friends, both male and female, asked how the hell he had managed to hook a young, attractive girl from Skåne while behaving like himself.

-
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Vicky and Lizette had, for quite a while, not really been on board. Vicky, because she still had feelings for him, even if she tried to convince herself otherwise. Lizette, because she found her father’s mental instability and the age gap deeply troubling—since Anne-Sofie, just like Vicky, was only a few years older than Lizette herself.

At first, Lizette had fought tooth and nail to put an end to her father’s ridiculous idea of “love” and “my new girlfriend,” pushing him hard to kick the woman from Skåne out the door. She had even joined forces with Vicky, which was about as bizarre as Pontus’s relationship itself, considering how much the two of them had despised each other. That is, until the day they sat down, talked it through, and agreed to “set him straight.”

But Pontus’s unyielding stance—“I’ll do whatever the hell I want”—finally made them both back down and give Anne-Sofie a chance. And, to Lizette’s own surprise, it had actually grown into a genuine friendship between them.

Now, the three women were having the hardest time in the world keeping a straight face. They sat on the sofa shifting their legs, hands, and asses around, avoiding Pontus’s eyes and staring at each other instead. Their giggles soon erupted into full-on hysterical laughter, tears streaming down their cheeks, while Pontus grew redder and angrier by the second.

-
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In a not particularly bright move, Lizette had bought her father a laptop a few months earlier—“so he’d have something else to think about than that gold-digging tramp from Skåne.”

Her persuasion strategy was pure buttering-up. She imagined it had worked before.

– Dad, when I was little and going to sleep, you told me the most exciting and fantastic stories I ever heard, she lied.

– Uh, well yeah, maybe I did, Pontus muttered, trying to remember if he’d ever actually tucked her in.

– Of course I remember them. I still do. Dad, you’re the best! You’re the best at making up stories. Thrilling and funny.

– Uh, hm, really? Uh. Pontus was suspicious. That much flattery had to be leading somewhere.

– They were so exciting, I’ve told you that before.

– Uh, yeah, yeah, I guess you have. Was she up to something? Definitely. But what? He pretended to recall something that never happened.

– You mixed up made-up stuff with your real stories from work. Like when you caught thieves, and then you added in bits you’d heard or seen in other cases.

– Uh. Yeah, something was definitely cooking here.

– You have to, you really have to, Dad. You have to write down all your experiences and exciting stories. They’re super-good, super-thrilling. You have to, Dad.

– Well yeah, I’ve thought about it, uh, sometimes.

– So I bought you this computer. I even installed a good writing program. You can handle a computer, I know that. So no excuses.

– Uh, but time... I don’t know if I...

– Don’t be silly, Dad. Your “new girlfriend” will surely understand that you want to realize yourself. Right?

– Uh, well yeah, she works during the day. Aha, so that’s it, he thought. His calculating daughter wasn’t quite as clever as she imagined.

– See? And she’s got all those brats needing attention all the time. Better she stays down in Skåne—you don’t like kids anyway.

– What? Uh, yes I do, or, well... but uh, she’s moving here with them.

– What?! Lizette nearly fell backward.

– Well, I mean, to her own apartment. She works at SJ. So if her base is Gothenburg or somewhere else, it doesn’t matter.

– She’s moving here? For fuck’s sake, Dad. You’re too old. You can’t have anything to do with her...

-
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But things turned out the way they did. With a bit of persuasion, Anne-Sofie had moved to Gothenburg. Because no damn kid was going to decide his life—not even Lizette.

She bought, with Pontus’s help, a four-room flat in Majorna, and her children went to the local school. The distance to Pontus meant they could see each other several times a week, and Lizette returned the laptop to the store.

Then one day Pontus was struck—if not by lightning, then by sheer boredom. “His” three women had, for once, buried the hatchet and gone shopping for Christmas decorations in Haga together. Pontus seized the chance to buy a better second-hand computer from a former junkie. A criminal wreck he had, in his younger policeman days, chased around town countless times.

The computer came loaded with useful programs, and as long as he stayed offline, it would last forever, or so the former junkie swore. Pontus handed him five hundred kronor and hid the machine in a closet.

But a week later, while Pontus’s borrowed credit card was being converted into toys and children’s clothes down in Halland, he finally sat down to write. It went... so-so. After a few days of struggling to put the commas in the right places and cut down the mile-long sentences, well...

The pride he had first felt when presenting his would-be bestseller had without doubt taken a beating. While the girls laughed and shrieked like little kids on the sofa, pointing fingers and throwing insults at him, they had no idea that his clumsy attempts at writing were in fact based entirely on a true story. A bloody and violent story. One rightly buried and dangerous. A story whose ugly truth he, for the trivial reason of being “offended,” was now prepared to reveal.

For now, after being teased and, in his opinion, “disgustingly humiliated by those mean girls” who had clearly ganged up on him just to mess with him, he made up his mind. What had only been meant as two quick drafts—one poetic, one blunt—before he “made up” his story, would now be used to put them in their place. There was no time for imagination. Reality was faster. And now, now he would damn well show them. Prove who could actually write.

-
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Lasse Rundquist, the chief of police in Gothenburg, and “The Hen” Frank Ängman, regional police chief for Police Region West, were in a meeting with some politicians from the capital.

The princess cake was gone, the pleasantries had dried up. It was time for business.

– The past year, said the Hen, has been turbulent. To say the least. He was just about to continue with his explanation of why the politically appointed department “Nordic Cooperation Against Trafficking” had suddenly collapsed and been shut down—when he was interrupted. Lasse sent a chunk of cake down the wrong pipe and sprayed a fountain of spit and crumbs all over the table.

– S-sorry, urk, he stammered, standing up and rushing off to the toilet. The Hen and the others fussed over the mess and frantically searched for napkins. Nobody really felt like cleaning it up, but something had to be done. Somehow.

After a few half-hearted attempts, they gave up and called for a secretary, assuming she was “far better trained in correcting crap so that the details would once again shine by their absence.” The important thing, as so often, was simply to avoid getting yourself splattered with the fallout from bad decisions. So the group took a break and went down to the shared coffee room to calm their nerves.

Lasse had a secret smoke in the bathroom, while Tiffany Sylvan, Lasse’s new secretary, sorted everything out. She wiped and scrubbed, polished and scoured, and finished by emptying the bin into the cleaning cart. Clean and neat in no time. A firm hand is a worthy craft, she thought—just as her strict old mother had always instructed her.

-
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Chapter 2
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The exact reason why the Nordic cooperation came to such an abrupt end—despite all the handshakes and kind words from the politicians in each country—was a young Norwegian superintendent named Liv.

Liv Ossesundh was slim and very charming. Her not-too-unattractive looks and rather short skirts made both men and women follow her with bleeding eyes. Liv was never slow to smile and wink seductively at anyone she met, and if “light on her feet” was ever meant to describe a single person, Liv did everything with both feet pounding away at a hundred and eighty beats per minute. She slept with everyone. Always.

But people are people, and if the one you want turns out to be someone who doesn’t care who it happens with, as long as it happens, then irritation and wounded pride tend to follow.

So the complaints began. Not openly about the disappointment of sex being shared left and right, but dressed up as other, less relevant reasons for why the cooperation was faltering.

One scorned Dane explained she couldn’t possibly work with a Norwegian who wanted to fine the customers of the imported hookers—it was against Danish law. In Denmark, prostitution isn’t illegal, and NSMT (Nordic Cooperation Against Trafficking) should only go after the men and pimps who forced women into the trade against their will. Pimps should be jailed and then deported for life. Whores and johns, on the other hand, should be left alone, and the girls could do whatever they wanted. If they wanted to keep whoring, fine. If not, they could take another job or go back home.

That made the love-starved Finnish superintendents hit the roof. Everyone involved in trafficking had to be kicked out of the country, period, said the two women in one voice (the same two who, just days before, had threatened to beat each other senseless over “my” lover). “We catch them and then we throw them out. The customers get a reprimand and a small fine. But no foreigners are going to infect our people with barbaric diseases. In other words: the blacks must go.”

Complaints flew back and forth between the police forces about how impossible the cooperation was becoming and how clear political guidelines were needed. They had to agree on common rules.

But then a reply came from the Norwegian authorities, presented by Liv herself.

According to Norwegian law, customers should be fined heavily. Pimps committed a serious crime and, if the evidence was strong enough, should be sent to prison. But imprisonment had to be based on proof beyond doubt, since depriving a person of liberty was the harshest infringement of human rights a state could sanction. In cases where possible, considering the situation of the accused, the person should be deported after serving the sentence. The women, on the other hand, should be granted refugee status and integrated into Norwegian society, given the chance for “real” work and education.

The response was met with both laughter and rejection from the Danish and Finnish representatives. Liv, called a whore by the offended Danish woman, burst into tears—whereupon a Finn waved a ten-euro note in her face and said that if she licked a little more ass, she’d get rich.

The situation escalated. Almost every woman in the organization—which consisted entirely of women—had slept with Liv. Now they all wanted to erase their behavior by pretending it had never happened. Instead, they hammered out their country’s positions with strong arguments, all to cover up their failings in love.

Since most of them were wildly jealous of the others—who had also tasted Liv’s favors—any attempt at cooperation was doomed. Nobody wanted to deal with “the others.” It was too complicated, and no one even tried to fix it.

Only the Swedish reaction was missing. Vicky Svensson, at the time of the quarrel, had been lent out to the Eastern Region police to help catch an escaped Danish prisoner. The prisoner was a deranged mass murderer who, unbelievably, had managed to slip away despite all police efforts. Nobody knew where she was, and Vicky was eventually sent back to her post.

But by then it was too late. The uproar had already made politicians in every country reconsider their decisions, and the organization was buried in squabbles.

The Swedish representative in NSMT at the time was Birgitta Burman. She was a decent investigator and handled all the data that came in through the computers. She too had had a fling with Liv. It was, to be honest, a rather one-sided affair—Liv did all the work and Birgitta just received it. Considering Birgitta’s figure, which was more than a little overwhelming, this wasn’t particularly surprising. Maybe it was all that sitting around, maybe all the cakes during endless coffee breaks. Either way, Birgitta mostly went along because Liv usually treated her to hot chocolate afterwards, or something.

In her quiet moments, Birgitta thought that such happiness was never really meant for her. What had happened was a once-in-a-lifetime memory—wonderful, unreal. She wasn’t going to let it be stained by nonsense about laws this or prostitutes that. On that she was firm: she wouldn’t get involved.

So NSMT folded, and Liv went home to her grumpy boss, cheered him up one evening while his wife was at bridge, and meanwhile Vicky got her old job back in Criminal. A job now temporarily swapped for crime-trinkets in a big yellow department store somewhere out in the Halland backwoods.

-
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When Lasse returned after a few minutes and found everyone else had left the meeting, he took a taxi home. He went to the little flat he had inherited from his mother.

One look was enough to confirm that the place needed more than a carefree bachelor. The furniture, also inherited, was worn and rickety. Dust lay thick on the floors. Dishes piled up all the way into the hall, where a chest of drawers had been repurposed as a garbage station. Everywhere lay stacks of paper and trash—old tabloids and bills from the Jurassic era mixed with food cartons and empty beer bottles. Not a single surviving plant brightened the lowered blinds, and the smell of rotten leftovers stank out into the stairwell.

Lasse sank into the seventies sofa and switched on the TV, his only friend. He thought about how everything had gone exactly as he predicted. An all-women department—ridiculous that nobody else had realized how it would end.

Not that Lasse had told anyone what he thought would happen. Everyone was monstrously hostile toward men who slipped and said things as they were.

Women—hell, they couldn’t even drive without a damn makeup mirror on their knees. Lasse chuckled to himself, shaking his head. These tampon-witches imagining they knew anything about law and order, threatening everyone else if they disagreed. Brain matter probably dribbled out of them every time they had their period. Fucking witch-whores. Christ, having to work with them. Nothing got done right, you had to explain every detail down to the atom. Or they’d snap and start bawling. Jesus.

He flipped to some ten-year-old reality show about garbage collectors. At first he sat with his hand down his pants, enjoying it, but then a female driver appeared, hauling recycling bins, and he had to switch channels to Ullared. Ha ha, he laughed, Ola-Conny and Morgan—they were the best.

But wait... wasn’t Vicky supposed to be down there buying crap? Right. Damn, I need dish soap, the old bottle ran out last month. And she could buy toilet paper and soap too. Hmm, should I call her? She can’t be busy. As long as she isn’t driving, or the stuff’ll end up in a ditch. But... can I? She’s not exactly a friend, always a bit prickly. But hell, might as well get some use out of her.

Lasse whipped himself into a frenzy, picturing how simple and convenient it would be to have the goods home-delivered, and managed to motivate himself to make the call.

– Hi Lasse, answered Vicky, seeing his name on the display. She was struggling with her cart, trying to push past some ladies comparing horizontal stripes with vertical, and didn’t really register who was on the line.

So she sounded almost cheerful, which only strengthened Lasse in his conviction that this call was going to work out.

– Hi Vicky, how are you?

– What? Vicky had never in her life heard Lasse ask anything personal and was momentarily speechless.

– Well, you said you were taking the day off and going shopping in Ullared, right?

– Uh, yeah. And?

– Nah, just wanted to check that the trip, uh, the trip and all went well.

– What do you mean, went well? Vicky grew suspicious, wondering if Lasse was about to dump some boring job on her.

– Well, you know, I don’t want to interfere, but I just thought I’d check in. You’re my best detective—not just mine, actually. Truth is, you’re the best detective in the whole western district. And I like you a lot, as you probably know.

– What, are you drunk? What do you mean you like me a lot? What the hell do you want? Vicky remembered with dread how Lasse had chewed her out when she went with Pontus to Småland. Pontus had drowned himself in booze and ended up in the hospital. Sure, she was partly to blame for him getting sick, and yes, she was ashamed of how she’d handled it.

But Lasse’s accusations and his idiotic comments about her driving were still stuck in her head like barbed wire. Every time she heard his voice it felt like the wire tightened another notch.

– Ha ha, Lasse laughed awkwardly. The thought that he might have a negative effect on his female employees never crossed his mind. But for some strange reason, Vicky now sounded cranky, and he noticed.

– No, you know, uh, I don’t want anything in particular, I j...

– Is it work? I’m on leave, damn it, and I don’t have time. Call someone else. OK?

– No, no ha ha no, not work. Ronny can handle that. No, I just thought I’d check that you’re doing fine, and so on. You know, as a boss you sometimes need to care for your coworkers, and I don’t just see us as colleagues, but also as friends and...

– You. You’re my boss. Correct. But otherwise you’ve got your business and I’ve got mine. And whatever the hell it is you want, I’d really appreciate if you got to the point. Fast. I’m surrounded by a mob fighting over cheap underpants and ugly socks, so just spit it out so I can ram my cart through these bastards blocking the way.

There was a pause while Lasse thought.

– Uh, well, it’s like this, dear Vicky, that, that... Lasse started to waver in his conviction that asking Vicky to run errands was a good idea. But then he pulled himself together. I’m her damn boss, he thought, cleared his throat, and was just about to explain himself when Vicky yelled at someone who refused to move out of her way.

– I’ll call you right back, she said, and hung up.

Hell, Lasse thought, glaring at his phone.

Five minutes later it rang. Vicky had parked her cart outside the sports bar and was in line for a beer.

– What did you want? she asked coldly, without greeting him.

– Uh, hi to you too, eh, well it’s like this... Lasse’s brain creaked as he tried to phrase it right. Preferably in a way that would put Vicky in a good mood and make her shop for him. During the few minutes since the call was cut, he had written down a list of seven items.

– Yes? Vicky was getting impatient. Her boss was acting weird. Talking about personal stuff—sketchy. Could he actually get dumber than usual? What the hell was wrong with him, she thought. Was he on something? Or had something happened? The thoughts spun, and suddenly it hit her: someone had died.

That someone might be Pontus. Shit. He’d been in such a bad way a couple of months ago. Had he relapsed and shot himself? Shit, shit, shit. She never should have teased him about his book. Christ, why did they leave him alone? Alone with his old service weapon!

– Uh, well, I thought, if you happen to pass a shelf with cleaning supplies—’cause they do have that there, right?—then maybe...

– What? What the hell, wha–wha–what do you mean? Cleaning? Vicky stammered, suddenly picturing Lasse scrubbing Pontus’s brains off the wallpaper. But she realized it was something entirely different when Lasse started stammering his way through the list:

– Dishcloths, you know those little ones, preferably blue, and uh, yeah, also tablets for the dishwasher, and if they’ve got a cheap bale of toilet paper, you could just...

– Ha ha ha! Now it was Vicky’s turn to laugh. She laughed so loudly that everyone in line turned to look at her. But it was pure relief—now she understood what Lasse was rambling about.

– Uh? Vicky? What?

– No, no, nothing. Of course, Lasse. I promise, I’ll shop for you.

– You will? Wow. Lasse couldn’t believe his ears. He’d actually managed to persuade her. Then again, he was a man. He calmed his briefly overexcited emotions with that thought and continued reading from his list, finishing with:

– That’s great, very kind of you.

– Tell me again what you need, said Vicky cheerfully, while pointing at the beer tap so the girl behind the counter would know what she wanted. Now more than ever. Her nerves, which had just been bungee-jumping with her imagination, needed cooling down.

A minute after she hung up, Vicky regretted promising to buy things for Lasse. But it was too late now. So she went ahead, did her annoying boss the favor, and picked up some plastic, chemicals, and toilet paper.

It went pretty quickly, and when she met up again with Lizette and Anne-Sofie, who had taken a detour through the kids’ department, they decided on a quick lunch in the store before heading home to unpack.

-
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On the way back, Vicky told them about the call with Lasse and how she’d suddenly gotten it into her head that something had happened to Pontus. Lizette choked on the ice cream she was licking.

– Shit, she said, spitting it out the rolled-down driver’s window. Dad probably shouldn’t be left home alone all day. He got so pissed yesterday when we laughed, and this morning he wouldn’t even talk to me when I called.

Didn’t you notice anything? Lizette turned to Anne-Sofie, who was fiddling with some gadget she’d just bought in the back seat.

– Yeah, he was cranky yesterday and didn’t want to come home with me overnight. Happens sometimes—when he’s not in the mood for company. Especially when he’s thirsty and wants to drink. I don’t want to drink when I have the kids. He knows that, so he goes home.

– Really, said Vicky. But you and he partied plenty this summer at High Chaparral.

– Sure, but then I had a babysitter. My friend was there, and her daughter watched the kids sometimes.

– Okay, okay. But Dad likes drinking way too much. He really shouldn’t drink at all, Lizette muttered.

– Whatever, just drive so we can get home. I’ve got to drop this crap off at my damn boss’s place. Shit, I let him sucker me again.

The drive continued with more or less serious talk about Pontus—his health, his drinking, his foul moods. What neither Vicky nor Lizette wanted to hear, though, was Anne-Sofie’s attempts to steer the conversation toward sex. Lizette let go of the wheel and clamped her hands over her ears, singing bla, bla bla bla bla, while Vicky had to grab the steering wheel, glaring at Anne-Sofie and yelling,

– Shut up.

– What? I was just going to say that when he pulls off my pant–

– BLA BLA BLA BLA, Lizette howled, and suddenly the penny dropped—Anne-Sofie blushed scarlet.

– Stop screaming and HOLD the wheel, for Christ’s sake, Vicky barked.

Back outside Lizette’s apartment, Vicky transferred her own and Lasse’s bags into her car and drove off.

At Lasse’s place she called, and her boss reluctantly dragged himself off the sofa and shuffled down to the entrance.

– Well, isn’t this nice, hi there Vicky. How kind, Lasse beamed, grinning with his whole face. His brown teeth made Vicky’s stomach turn.

– Hi yourself. Four hundred and thirty kronor.

Vicky held out his bag and the bale of toilet paper, staring blankly at her boss in brown slippers and a stained tracksuit. He looked tired as he dug out a battered wallet.

– You can Swish me, said Vicky, trying to get him to take the bag.

– What? No, I can’t do that. I’m Mr. Cash, you know that. I pay with money only. Always have, always will. Like my old mother said–

– Yeah, yeah, hand it over, I’m in a hurry.

– You got everything then?

– Yeah, except I only bought twelve rolls of toilet paper. Couldn’t be arsed to carry more.

– Really? Well, that’s fine, I mostly take a dump at work anyway. But wasn’t Ullared supposed to be cheap? Four hundred for a bit of toothpaste?

– Knock it off, Lasse, don’t start whining. It’s all bulk packs, just like you wanted.

Lasse took the bag and peered inside with interest.

– Well, this and that, yeah, but... hm, didn’t they have–

– EVERYTHING IS THERE!

– Okay, okay, I believe you. Just don’t know the brand, are these any good?

Lasse held up a box of dishcloths. Vicky dropped the toilet paper on the ground, turned, and started walking away.

– Wait, the money.

– Pay me Monday. You don’t have enough on you anyway.

– Uh... Lasse looked in his wallet and realized she was right. Must be the first time she ever guessed right, he thought, pulling out the two twenty-kronor notes—the only money he had.

– We’ll settle Monday, said Lasse. By the way, I heard Pontus is doing better, he added, trying to smooth things over.

– Sure, Vicky said, already a few steps away. He’s fine. Writing a book.

– A book? What’s it about? How to pick up women in your old age?

– No. About curtains and some ugly dead guy rotting on a kitchen table.

Vicky’s tone was sharp—she hated hearing about Pontus chasing women. She opened her car door and got in. But before she could close it, Lasse, who had followed her, asked,

– So it’s a crime novel then? Who’s the main character?

– I don’t fucking know, Lasse. Ask Pontus yourself.

– Oh, I will. Sounds exciting. Is the murderer hot on his heels?

– Who?

– The main character.

– No, no cop’s found the body yet, or... Jesus Christ, Lasse. Bye.

Vicky slammed the door, furious at being conned into talking to Lasse at all. Fooled into shopping, and now he didn’t even have the money. If he didn’t pay her Monday... She floored the gas and sped off.

-
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Lasse stood there for a moment, thinking Vicky wasn’t so bad after all. A bit touchy, not much to look at, but she had bought him what he wanted. Except for that pathetic pack of toilet rolls. That might last a few days, maybe. But really, you couldn’t expect more from a woman. No, the whole thing had gone better than expected. Now maybe he could finally get the dishwasher running, and the toilet—it was a disgrace. But some chlorine and... damn, toilet brush. He knew there was something he’d forgotten. Maybe he’d buy one during the week.

Lasse went back up, dropped the bag beside him on the sofa, and flicked through the TV channels. A crime show—someone bathing in a pool of blood.

What was it Vicky had said? Curtains, kitchen table, and a corpse the police hadn’t found. Ugly? Was the guy ugly, or was he an “ugly guy”? Back in the fifties “ugly old man” was what they called them. Now they said pedophile. So probably it was just an ugly guy. Hm... sounded familiar. Lasse thought for a while before bed. Where had he heard that before? He couldn’t place it, and he fell asleep just after midnight.

At half past two that night, Lasse woke with a jolt.

– Shit, he said out loud. For Christ’s sake, that’s what he’s writing about. No, fuck no, this can’t come out. Damn it, I have to get hold of Pontus.

He reached for his phone and scrolled through his contacts to find the number. But then he saw the time and put the phone back down.

Tomorrow, he thought. Tomorrow I’ll talk to him. Tomorrow.

– Take it easy, Lasse, he told himself, lying back down. Sleep first, then I’ll have that talk with Pontus. It’s probably something completely different anyway.

But there was no more sleep for Superintendent Lasse Rundquist that night. He tossed and turned, and by the small hours was sweating heavily

-
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Chapter 3
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Half a year earlier, a car with Henrietta and Abigale had traveled from Småland to Gothenburg. Inside sat two nervous women who had just gone through a shocking incident near Anderstorp. They hadn’t exchanged a single word for several hours. But now, as Henrietta turned off at Gårda and aimed for the city center, Abigale suddenly burst out:

– Not Eggers. Not Eggers, for God’s sake, please Henrietta.

– No, no, for God’s sake, Henrietta mimicked her, making Abigale glare back in anger.

– Just kidding, Henrietta grinned. Of course we’re not staying there.

The memories of what had happened there, when her father died, were still far too fresh to even consider Eggers, however pleasant and charming it might have been. Besides, though Henrietta didn’t know it, she was banned for life from ever setting foot in the hotel again. Her madness there—shit smeared across the room and two men shot—had put her on the blacklist. The hotel manager had sworn to throw himself into the canal and die from the toxic stew of all the e-scooters dumped  before letting that gun-crazy junkie defile his carpets again.

But what had happened just a few hours earlier required more than a little mental gymnastics to explain. Even just to yourself. It was nearly impossible to understand how something like that could even happen. Unless, of course, you were like Abigale—deeply convinced of God, spirits, and every other kind of entity. That was why the silence in the car had lasted all the way from Småland.

Abigale had explained it all with: “It was a tree-spirit that rushed out, and the forest sprites distracted them, while God the Father himself punished. Evil had to be cast out. And we must give thanks and pray now that our souls have been saved and reborn.”

Henrietta, who had not a single reasonable explanation of her own, was absolutely sure that Abigale’s, as she called them, “idiotic ideas” were the dumbest thing she’d heard since she was five.

And since Henrietta wasn’t shy about mocking her openly, it had driven Abigale half insane.

Abigale demanded she stop the car so she could get out and leave on her own. But Henrietta started laughing so hard she nearly had a head-on collision with a cement truck, giving them both almost as big a shock as the one they’d had in Anderstorp.

When Henrietta finally pulled over at a kiosk to catch her breath, Abigale exploded:

– See now! What do you think saved us just then? I’ll tell you. An angel. God sent an angel to watch over us, and it grabbed the wheel and steered away.

– Are you out of your fucking mind? I was steering, I saw the truck at the last second, obviously!

– Not at all, for Satan’s sake—“Forgive me, God”—Abigale flicked her hands skyward. It was a supernatural phenomenon. An angel. You had no clue.

– What the fuck are you babbling about, are you completely deranged? You’ve got some twisted fairytale fantasy, woman. You’re fucking insane.

– What the hell did you just say, you little bastard? You want a beating? Don’t think you can just spit out whatever Satan-shit you want.

– Oh come on, Abbi, you believe in fairy tales. Fairy tales. They’re FAIRY TALES, for Christ’s sake.

– You little brat! I should never have saved you from those rape-fags, I should have...

– Rape-fags? Ha ha ha! Jesus, you’ve got an imagination, fatty.

– They would’ve had the whole gang line up and fuck you, you get that? I came in the nick of time. How do you think that happened? I had a premonition from Jesus. He who died on the cross for your sins, you snotty little bitch! You’d have been fucked to shreds if I hadn’t come. Those junkies would’ve used your pussy as a printing press. But you were so high you didn’t even know what was happening. They were probably plowing your ass around the clock. If it hadn’t been for Jesus, you skinny little nothing, then—

“Jesus! I thank you, oh Lord,” Abigale clasped her hands and stared at the car roof. “You, Jesus, in your greatness saved me, and you saved this ungrateful slut who’s never done a damn bit of good.”

Henrietta fought desperately to keep from laughing. She pressed both hands to her mouth, whimpering.

– And you, you should know what I used to do to whores who talked back, Abigale went on, poking Henrietta’s shoulder with her finger. You better damn well show some respect, you little...

Henrietta couldn’t hold it anymore. She burst out laughing so hard she nearly peed herself, bolted out of the car and into the bushes, where she lay on her back howling with tears streaming. She tried desperately to unbutton her jeans but gave up, clapping her hands in rhythm with her laughter instead, while the denim between her legs grew darker and darker.

It took Henrietta quite a while to calm Abigale down—she was frothing at the mouth and grinding her teeth—enough so the journey could continue. But there was no more conversation, and Henrietta had to summon all her willpower to hold back her sharp remarks.

In Gothenburg, Abigale slowly cooled off. And once they had found a room at Hotel Örgryte on Danska Vägen, unpacked, showered, and slept a bit, Abigale wanted to talk about the horror in Anderstorp.

She sat down on the bed and asked Henrietta to pour them each a Cuba Libre from a premixed bottle she’d brought in her bag. While Henrietta obediently did as she was told, Abigale began:

– What happened in Anderstorp, when the blacks crashed into each other, that can’t have just been an accident. That doesn’t just happen. God directed with His iron hand and saved our lives. A lightning bolt struck down at the cars, and the spirits toppled them over. He—our great Lord and Creator—here Abigale’s voice climbed into a falsetto as she waved her hands, gave us both a chance to heal our lost lives!

– What do you mean “the blacks”? You’re not exactly pale yourself. And they crashed because the old guy in charge shot himself in the knee. His car slammed on the brakes, and the others rammed him from behind. I told you, the kid with the drone explained everything.

– Before you shot him, yeah.

– Shut up, for God’s sake, not so loud. I didn’t mean to.
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General Odong Isanga had downed vast amounts of vodka and was screaming at his driver, whom he thought was going far too slowly. To make him step on it, he pulled out his pistol and waved it around, shouting tirades about what would happen if the pedal wasn’t pushed flat to the floor.

Both he and the nine men traveling in the three cars had been awake for two days straight, with a little chemical assistance. Sure, the stuff worked, and a touch of schizophrenia was fine considering the mission. But now, with the alcohol confusing more than it sharpened, Odong started ranting and threatening. The driver grew more nervous than usual and did as he was told.

He knew very well that the General was both capable and crazy enough to carry out his threats. Inside the organization, Odong had been the one to ensure defectors and opponents were executed under horrific circumstances. Everyone knew of his brutality, and that the stories told about his time back home were at least a hundred percent true.

So the trembling driver, sweating rivers, obeyed. The vision of being slowly dismembered piece by piece, simply because the General thought he was disobeying, played before his eyes like a TV screen.

“Faster!” the General’s voice thundered as he pressed the barrel of his revolver to the back of the driver’s neck. The driver floored the gas, pushing the car well beyond road limits, all the while staring into the rearview mirror to see if the General would make good on his threats.

In the dark, the increasingly frantic driver didn’t see the speed bumps—the bumps marking that they were entering a built-up area with a forty limit. The car bounced violently over them, and the General shot himself in the knee. The bang made the driver slam the brakes, while the two cars behind them launched high over the dark bumps. Both smashed into the lead car, and since none of the passengers wore seat belts, the crash killed four and left the rest badly injured. The General broke his neck, his driver was killed by a vodka bottle smashing into his temple, and two men were thrown through the windshield of the trailing car, dying on impact with the asphalt
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Henrietta and Abigale came speeding from the opposite direction a minute later. The crash forced them to stop—the wrecked cars were strewn all across the road.

The wounded who could move were crawling out, and one of them was a young man who managed to drag himself free from the first car along with his flying toys. He collapsed right in front of Henrietta, who had stepped out with her Uzi in hand. The kid was bleeding heavily from cuts across his face, and begged for help. He looked like he’d broken a few ribs and either sprained or broken an ankle, which was already swelling badly.

When Henrietta promised to call for help, the guy panicked and started babbling that he and the others were out on “secret business” and didn’t want the cops involved. Henrietta pressed him about who they were and what sort of business. In pain, desperate to be driven to a hospital without the authorities, the kid spilled everything.

He and the others had been sent out by an organization to hunt down and kill a deranged, possessed woman and her evil accomplice. Everything had gone according to plan until his boss lost it and shot himself in the leg. That “the woman” was Abigale, sitting in the car, and that Henrietta herself was one of “the accomplices,” didn’t seem to register with him.

So Henrietta “accidentally” slipped on the trigger, and the kid died in a spreading pool of blood. Then she fired a few rounds into one of the cars, hoping it would catch fire. But cars don’t go up like in the movies. Frustrated, she shot at a window, shattering it to pieces.

Giving up on fire, she turned the Uzi on two other men who had crawled out and were writhing on the ground. Both were badly injured, and their feeble attempts to shield themselves made no difference. Henrietta shot them dead.

Inside the wrecks, two more were still alive, both pinned down, one of them screaming in agony. She walked over, looked at him, raised her weapon—but the magazine was empty.

The Uzi clicked. She thought about getting more ammo, but mentally she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t reload, couldn’t pull the trigger again. The man’s tortured screams for help, his cries of pain and fear, echoed through the night and froze her in place. She wiped the sweat off her forehead, feeling lost and exposed.

Abigale hadn’t moved from the car. She didn’t dare get out and finish the job. Instead, she started shouting at Henrietta to hurry before the cops arrived.

Henrietta, catching her breath, shoved the Uzi into the drone-kid’s lifeless hand and took the pistol he had tucked in his waistband. Then she turned the car around and drove back the way they had come.

A few miles down the road she pulled into a rest stop. A cold shiver ran up her spine, and when she looked at Abigale she saw her teeth chattering with chills. Both Henrietta and Abigale cried and shook for a long time.

They stayed at the rest stop for half a day without a word between them. The silence spoke for itself until their nerves settled a little. Only late in the afternoon did Henrietta start the car again, and their journey toward Gothenburg began.

-
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The police arrived at the scene about half an hour after the crash. By then, several civilians had already been there trying to help. Early morning or not, the digital jungle drums had apparently dragged half the town out to gawk. Everywhere, curious onlookers ran around filming the wrecked cars and the dead. People had no sense at all—picking through scattered car parts like vultures. It turned into a macabre hunt for trophies, and not even the corpses were left in peace. Someone pocketed a beret, others rifled through the victims’ clothes. Any trace of Henrietta was, luckily, destroyed.

Instead, it was concluded that one of the men—the one with the Uzi and the smashed drone—had killed two others before being shot himself. Exactly how, or by whom, could not be determined. The cars were full of weapons and drugs, and the only survivor was too badly injured to be questioned.

Pinned down with a crushed pelvis, he remained sedated in intensive care for several days. When, after a week, doctors tried to wake him, all he could say was that “the car jumped.” He remembered nothing else.

The investigation showed the cars had been traveling at about 140 kilometers an hour—recklessly fast—and the crash had happened when the drivers ignored road signs and markings. Investigators assumed one or two cars had been chasing the lead, and desperation had led to reckless driving. Bullet holes in one car and the executions of those who crawled out were strong evidence. Whether anyone had escaped was unclear, but the local police were told to keep an eye out. Most likely, they said, it was a black man with injuries. Caution advised: he was probably armed.

After a few weeks with no trace, the case was closed. Just another gang shooting. One among many.
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Abigale downed her drink and continued:

– I’ve promised Him that from now on I’ll live the life a true Christian should live. From here on, I’ll devote myself to atonement and penance. I’ll help the weak and the sick and pray for their souls. I’ll never again take up a weapon, or do harm.

– “Hurts so good,” Henrietta sang with a grin, seeing the spark flash in Abigale’s eyes. Just kidding, she added quickly, before Abigale could curse her out or hurl her glass—something she’d done before in her rages. Hey, I was joking, Henrietta repeated, which seemed to calm her.

Instead Abigale poured herself another drink, downed it in one go, and glared at Henrietta.

– You, she said. You think you’re damn funny, don’t you? With your smart-ass comments. Well, I’ve decided not to argue or let myself be provoked. So you can act like an idiot all you want. I don’t care anymore. I’m going to dedicate myself to God.

– Okay, okay, sorry Abbi. I just can’t help it sometimes.

– I know, you little rat.

– Chubster.

– Creeping bug, I’ll stomp you flat.

– Fat old hag—go back to your monkey relatives in the desert.

– Monkey relatives? Ha ha ha! In the desert? Are you really that fucking stupid? Ha ha!

– Nah, ha ha.

They both laughed and poured more of the disgusting swill Abigale had mixed a week earlier—cheap store cola with syrupy rum from a carton—sliding down their throats with ease. But since Abigale’s stomach demanded food, they decided it was time for lunch at the nearest joint.
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Killing someone hadn’t really affected Henrietta much. At first it had been strange to see the kid’s head leaking across the asphalt as he fell. The sheer power of the weapon. But no anxiety or real fear had struck her. Instead she had marched straight at the two crawling from the wrecks.

After the failed attempt to blow up the cars, she had turned her weapon on them. One tried to stand, but his leg was mangled and he collapsed. The other sat on the curb clutching his belly—something inside was wrecked. When Henrietta came closer he began to beg, pleading for mercy. But Henrietta aimed carefully and put two rounds in his forehead. The other groaned in pain and panic, raising his arms to shield his head. She emptied the rest of the magazine into his throat.

Out of curiosity she had then taken a small camera from the drone kid—the first she had killed. When she shoved her Uzi into his hand and took his pistol in return, she had spotted it among the wreckage of his broken drone.

-
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Now, after lunch, she remembered the camera. While Abigale went off to the Norwegian church to see her old priest friend, Henrietta pulled it out to see what might be recorded on it.

Through a USB cable, Henrietta could watch something on her laptop that looked a hell of a lot like High Chaparral. The drone had flown low over the area, trying to capture everyone on camera. Whenever someone walked by, it darted in front of them and filmed their face. Round and round it went, zooming in on every soul in sight. But it was fairly dark, and most of the footage was blurry or too poorly lit.

Henrietta realized immediately—they’d been after Abigale. The cars in the crash had been sent to hunt her down and kill her. No doubt about it.

Providence—or just dumb luck—had turned everything upside down. The hunter had become the prey. Nine more men, on top of the six who had already died in the search for Abigale and Henrietta, were now corpses.

The organization, already under heavy fire after the Danish branch had been compromised, was collapsing. No new African girls were arriving, and those who were already here were breaking free and going solo. You couldn’t whip or murder them into obedience anymore—the chain back to the source was broken.

Instead, the organization was now under attack from rivals who wanted to take over. Time was running out for “Blood Sword.” The bosses would have to retreat home. Of this, Henrietta knew nothing, as she sat there staring at footage from the amusement park.

The film rolled on, and Henrietta was about to shut it down when the drone swept over a parking lot. Two figures were dragging a third. They stopped at a car where a woman was yanking on the handle. Henrietta thought she recognized her. Not until the door opened and the dome light came on did she see it—Nora, the woman from the bar.

The drone moved on, but Henrietta rewound. Clear as day: Nora, with the help of two men, stuffed an unconscious body into the driver’s seat of a car. The car looked like the same Mercedes she and Abigale had been forced to drive by the lunatic Hilde Knaus.

The drone then landed in a black SUV, and the camera went dead. When it came back on, someone must have swapped the battery pack. It buzzed back into the park, filming everything it saw. Then suddenly, near the parking lot again, it stopped. Something had caught the pilot’s eye.

The drone circled tight, then hovered. The camera locked on the car it had filmed earlier. The car was now engulfed in flames, burning wreckage scattered all around. Likely an explosion. That must have been the blast Henrietta had heard—the one that made the drone hesitate.
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