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            After seven years on Europe's streets, she saw an old friend from the past—dismembered in an alley. She knew who was responsible. And she knew that next time the big man showed up, it would be her turn.
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Chapter 1
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Jan Frejman sat on a skerry in Norway, silently staring out at the sea. It was the same rock he used to fish from in his youth. But now, older, he let memories and quiet reflection take the place of rod and float.

He wasn’t just back to visit his sister for a holiday—there was a reason. And now he was sitting here, going over what the doctor had told him a few weeks earlier.

“Six months, Jan. That’s if you’re lucky.”

“You need to try and make peace with the fact that it’s over.”

“There’s nothing to be done. It’s too far gone.”

At first, he hadn’t said anything to his family. But his sister had sensed something wasn’t right. She asked him directly, and that’s when it broke. The pain had become too much. His whole body ached. Every single step was torture.

The first hint had come aboard a ship, and when they docked in Portugal, he went to see a doctor. The pain was unbearable, but morphine dulled it. The doctor didn’t hesitate—he prescribed enough to last the journey.

“Go home. Take the first flight. Get yourself into the best hospital Norway can offer,” the doctor had said.

Jan Frejman refused. He kept going. Signed on with another ship before finally understanding that he couldn’t do it anymore.

He didn’t tell his sister how little time he had left. The fear in her eyes when she found out offered no comfort, and he didn’t have the strength. Especially not when he knew he was going to take something valuable from her and give it to someone else.

But worst of all was the longing. The aching in every part of him for her—the woman he’d found. He would never see her again, never smell her skin, never touch her softness. It was over. Everything was over. Life, feelings, memories—it had all run out.

The only thing he wouldn’t miss was the pain.

It was the day after he told her. Earlier in the week, he’d seen a lawyer and written his will. And now he sat here, thinking. Thinking about his life and all the years at sea. The people he’d met. The adventures he’d had. It was time. He didn’t want to suffer anymore—not in his body, and not in his heart. Because he missed her so much. The one he could never have now.

To go against God. The worst sin. Jan knew it wasn’t allowed—but still. He hoped there was forgiveness. Even for him.

He took the filleting knife he’d brought from the kitchen. One quick slice from the front of his throat cut deep into the flesh. He felt the blade hit something—probably the larynx. So he pulled it back a little, turned it, and pushed it in deeper. With his massive hand, he forced the knife back as far as it would go, and from his carotid artery, a thick stream of blood burst out.

Jan sat still on the skerry for a minute before falling over. His body jerked a few times, curled up, and settled into the fetal position.

-
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When Jan’s sister, Maj Jacobsen, came home from her job at the care home in the town a few miles away, she was surprised to find a letter on the kitchen table. It was in her brother’s handwriting and addressed to her.

She read it, holding her hand to her face as she realized what it meant. Then she dropped everything and ran out of the house, down towards the shore.

At first, she didn’t see him. But when she waded out to the little skerry, she caught sight of his body. He lay at the water’s edge, where seaweed and gentle waves made his large sweater rise and fall slowly. Jan was dead.

As a few men from the local emergency service pulled the heavy body up and placed it on a stretcher, his sister thought about what he’d written in the letter.

Was it true? Or just the final confusion of a suffering mind? Did he really mean it—what he’d said?

When the body was carried off to the morgue, she went back inside. She picked up the letter, sat down, and read it again.

When her husband arrived fifteen minutes later, she was still sitting there, staring straight ahead with the letter in her lap. She didn’t answer him when he spoke—just held out the letter. He looked at her in confusion, took the letter, and began to read.

-
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Dear Maj,

If you’re reading this, it means I’ve decided to end my life here, in the place where we grew up. I’ve always longed for this place—even when I’ve stood in some of the most breathtakingly beautiful places the world has to offer.

But I’ve worked and saved and worked again. Because I believe that our hard work should allow us to help and support those who struggle. Work has been happiness for me, and I’ll meet God with a quiet and faithful heart.

You now bear the heavy responsibility of taking care of my funeral and everything that comes with it. Keep it simple. And forgive me for not having the strength to fight for something that’s already over.

The pain made the decision easier, and you’ll find me where I often sit and think of our elders and the times we’ve shared.

Life has been wonderful. You know that. And I believe yours has been the kind of life God wishes for good people to live—with the Bible in one hand and joy in the other.

You married a good, faithful man who does his best for his family. Two sons, whom I had hoped to see one last time. But their work in Oslo and Houston has made that impossible on such short notice.

Our brother Sten—I was lucky enough to run into him now and then when I was in port and he was working as a pilot. And his son, who turned into a solid man, captained my last voyage.

But now Sten is gone, after the terrible accident, and it’s just you and me left from the eldest in the Frejman family.

Maj, my dear sister—this is what I need to tell you now.

Mother and Father left behind the farm, two houses, and land. I inherited the forest, Sten got the farmland, and you received the main house with a generous plot, jetty, and boat.

Sten of course got the farm, and I took the cabin up in the highlands. We promised to keep our properties in the family and that the eldest child would inherit—at least in my case, since I have none, it would all go back to the eldest sibling. That would be you.

But when I was at the Norwegian church in London many years ago—long before I left behind the drink and the mess of my life—the priest there said something I’ve never forgotten. And now, today, I feel I must act on his words. He said:

“We make promises lightly and from the heart, wishing with all our being to keep them. But over time, life overwhelms those promises, no matter how much we meant them. The truth that comes for us all is this: Promises are made to be broken.”

And so it is with great pain that I feel I must break the vow we once made. My land and cabin will not return to you or to the family.

Why I haven’t told you before, I can’t say. I admire you. I’ve always loved you with all my heart. But I ask you now, open your heart to the one who will carry my legacy. I know you’ll be angry and hurt by my choice, and it’s easy then to turn your anger toward the one who is entirely blameless.

So I beg you, dear Maj, take your anger out on me. Curse me at the grave. But please, remember this was my decision—no one else’s. Don’t let hate take hold when you meet the person I’ve chosen. Don’t feel you’ve lost something. Instead, let the love in your heart remain.

God gave you a good family and a life in a beautiful place. Try to forgive. Find peace with the one who inherits what was mine.

That’s my only wish—that you might find something in each other, and live side by side in peace.

Your Jan

-
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Chapter 2
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After Jan Frejman’s funeral—attended mostly by people who had never set foot in the region before, but had come from all corners of the earth to pay their respects—everyone gathered at the parish hall, where light refreshments and coffee were served. The mood was subdued, and Maj Jacobsen, who was hosting the gathering, felt deeply embarrassed by the meager trays of cookies that barely stretched far enough—and certainly didn’t allow for second helpings.

So many had shown up. But from where? How did they even know? These questions circled in her head. But above all, what gnawed at her was the thought of who Jan had left the house and land to.

Who among these people would force her to share the property that had been in the family for generations? Had he given it all to some church? Or an old sailing buddy? She scanned the crowd, searching their faces, trying to guess who the heir might be.

In Jan’s will, it had been stated clearly: the announcement would be made immediately after the burial. The rain had poured down, and the coffin had been lowered in haste. Everyone had rushed for shelter in the cozy parish hall to dry off. The lawyer from town was present, and Maj, her husband, one of their sons, and their late brother’s son waited anxiously to see what mess Jan had left behind.

The property was extensive, and over the years many had tried to buy it. Tempting offers had come from developers eager to turn their little paradise into a commercial hotel and spa, but the family had stood firm—until now.

Now, within minutes, everything would change.

Jan had given it away. His beautiful house on the hill, with that magnificent view, and the forest and land around it.

Maj was sweating, and her husband—sensing another anxiety attack coming on, the kind that had hit her several times since Jan’s suicide—put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

.

In the old wooden church, Henrietta had wept uncontrollably. Everything was so beautiful, so overwhelming. But even though the pews were packed and many mourners had to stand along the walls, she felt completely alone as the tears streamed steadily down her face.

The priest spoke in both Norwegian and English so everyone could understand. But his rambling seemed endless. He kept interrupting himself to correct poorly chosen words and clumsy translations. The little church was stifling. People shifted in their seats and sighed. There was murmuring about the heat and the long-winded eulogy that just wouldn’t end.

Then the organist struck a few notes, and the most familiar melody from the Swedish heartland filled the air.

The music made everyone lift their heads. No matter where they’d come from, they recognized the tune. In churches across the world, from north to south, from the voices of great performers to the hums of children, this song had echoed for generations. Just like when Elvis had sung it, with tears in his eyes—now, voices in many languages rose together, filling the church.

The building swelled and rocked with the sheer volume, as hearts lifted. The song became a glorious patchwork of tongues in a moment of shared emotion and unity.

As the final notes drifted up into the rafters and rattling windows, the whole congregation smiled, filled with a deep, comforting satisfaction. Whether they knew each other or not, in this last breath of farewell, they were brothers and sisters.

The organist closed his sheet music—How Great Thou Art, written in 1885 by preacher Carl Boberg—wiped away a tear, climbed down from the loft, and took a generous swig just outside the sacristy.

Meanwhile, people quickly poured out of the sweltering church, desperate for air. They welcomed the pouring rain, which the northern wind hurled across the Norwegian coast with familiar force.

But the wind and rain grew harsher by the minute, and for many who had traveled from warmer climates, it was obvious the weather was more than they could bear.

The coffin was carried out on strong shoulders and lowered into the ground faster than a sail gets reefed in a storm. The priest skipped half of his well-rehearsed nonsense usually offered to the parish’s dearly departed.

Soil and words landed hard on the lid in quick succession, the final farewell drowned out by the clatter of chattering teeth and shivering in the freezing rain. Most people hurried past to escape the wet.

Only Henrietta remained, standing in the mud, letting her final tears fall on the white coffin below.

-
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The lawyer cleared his throat and stepped into the center of the parish hall. The gathered crowd fell silent, turning toward him with expectation.

“I have here Jan Frejman’s last will and testament,” the lawyer said, holding up a few handwritten pages.

“And I ask that you listen through to the end, and respect that these are the clear instructions of a man of sound mind. His words are witnessed and signed. There is no ambiguity in what I am about to read. And there will be no contesting Jan’s will. Nothing can or will change what is written here.

These,” he added, scanning the many eyes fixed on him, “are Jan’s words.”

-
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**“My time on this earth has been rich. I’ve worked hard, and I’ve been well rewarded for it.

Over the years I’ve earned considerable sums and saved most of it. Even my funds, questionable as they are in nature, have done their job. My sponsor children in Africa and Asia grew up and went to school because of them.

That brought me great joy, and I’ve ensured there’s a small fund that will allow their children to do the same.

What troubles me most today is Gothenburg—and the Seamen’s Church there. This year I gave them a donation of 200,000 Swedish kronor. But their need is far greater, and their good work is worth at least ten times every krona spent.

I hope Swedish politicians stop pretending they’ll live forever and realize that help is needed now—not once neoliberalism has squeezed the last drop from us in the name of profit.

My life also took me out on the seas, where humanity is forced to be just that—human.

And somewhere, between sea and land, I met him. When I was drinking and without direction, he was still there. He was everywhere.

He took my broken life in his arms and made me whole. He made me human.

The person I became—after all those years—and never left again. Well, I left my old life. That is true.

And truth should not be silenced by shame.

At times, I gave in—to drink, to desire, to the foolish comforts of flesh. But there were also moments that weren’t weakness at all.

They were not indulgence. They were not sin.

They were love.

Pure and total love.

Not the devil’s temptation. Not even a whisper from him.

But a unity and truth I had never known.

And my faith, which I love, stood beside me and said: ‘This is you.’ ‘You are one.’

So, to a young woman whom I met only briefly, but felt in my heart—she, sent by God, is the one I wish to inherit what I leave behind.

All my belongings, land, funds, stocks, and anything that may come from interest or outstanding debt—

She is to have it all.

She shall care for the estate. And if, within five years of my death, she marries and produces at least one descendant—

That child may inherit and do with the land as they see fit.

Until then, she holds ownership of everything, with one condition: nothing may be sold or exploited.

If she has a child, she may manage the estate freely. But if no child comes into being—

then, when she passes or when the five years are up, everything shall return to my father’s bloodline.”**

-
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“In other words,” said the lawyer, looking around at the quiet crowd, all trying to grasp what he had just read, “the one who inherits owns everything, but may not sell it. If a child is born within five years, she gains full rights to use and dispose of the property as she wishes—and that child may inherit and do the same.”

He paused.

“If no child is born, then the property returns to the family.”

A ripple of understanding passed through the room. A soft wave of “Aha”s.

And then everyone started glancing around, trying to spot who the heir might be.

-
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Two hours later, Henrietta sat in the lawyer’s office in the small town, hearing it all explained.

“You can’t put enforcement clauses like that in a will,” he said with a shrug. “But Jan and I both agreed that his relatives—especially his sister—needed to hear something reassuring. So we made it sound like you were only allowed to live there ‘on trial’ for five years. But in reality, you don’t need to worry at all about marrying, or having children, or even staying here if you don’t want to.”

He smiled.

“You could sell the house and the land and leave. A rich woman.”

He leaned back in his chair.

“There’s only one condition—you have to offer the property to Jan’s relatives first. At market value, of course.”

He handed her a large ring of keys and a folder thick with documents explaining how to manage the estate for decent returns and to keep it from falling apart.

-
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Henrietta took a taxi up to the house. It sat on a slope high above the village, with the most stunning view she had ever seen. Compared to the dark woods around her father’s home in Småland, this was another world entirely.

Here she could see for miles. The sea rolled in toward fjords and mountains. It was beautiful. Her eyes filled with tears—for the old marine engineer who had only met her a handful of times and yet had made her a wealthy woman.

Why?

He had said he loved her. And there had been that one moment. A small, fragile moment of love—early one morning before sobriety had fully returned.

But still... all of this?

The forest alone was worth around twenty million Norwegian kroner. The house had been valued at six. And on top of that, there were stocks and funds worth almost as much again.

The income from the forest and investments would be more than enough to live a life of luxury without lifting a finger.

Probably for the rest of her life.
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Chapter 3
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Pontus had dug out his old police uniform and was sitting with a cookie in hand. He was visiting the old lady who lived on Köpmansgatan, in the apartment building with thirty-two flats—flats she also owned. The uniform was badly stretched, and neither the pants nor the jacket would close. But to the old woman, it was a magnificent sight to see her favorite policeman so dressed up.

Pontus was struggling to keep most of his belly inside the waistband and assured her that the coffee and cookies were some of the best he’d ever tasted. It had become a habit—these afternoon visits—just to make sure she didn’t forget who she had promised her fortune and property to. The old woman was slightly forgetful and easily confused. Sometimes she thought Pontus was her son, and sometimes her deceased husband, summoned back to scold her about her dodgy tax returns. But that didn’t bother Pontus one bit—he cheerfully played along with whatever role she assigned him.

“No, mother, of course I won’t,” he said when she warned him about the dangers of hard liquor. And the very next second:

“But my darling, there was nothing going on with the maid, you mustn’t think that. Gullan just happened to stumble and I caught her—that’s why she was in my arms.”

In any case, the old woman seemed to enjoy his visits and would always repeat the same story about her father, the Colonel, who was—according to her—a very dashing man and always carried a pistol.

Pontus, who had planned a quick end to his police career—retiring to a warm country and devoting the rest of his life to leisure—had been snared by the hope of a big payday. She had promised him everything. But only on one condition: that he continued working as a police officer. Her slightly skewed view of reality meant that a pensioner, regardless of background, simply wouldn’t do.

No, at her funeral there had to be a man in uniform standing at attention, armed. Police or military didn’t matter—she’d even accept a parking warden. Though in that case, she admitted, one couldn’t count on a proper weapon. Maybe just a baton, or—if they didn’t use those anymore—at least a sharply sharpened pencil.

So, eager to please the old lady, Pontus had gone back to work part-time. Lasse, his boss, had to find a place to put him, and for the time being let him serve as chief coffee maker under his two best surveillance officers. Most of the time, Pontus sat in his office doodling or reading something interesting he’d found at the second-hand bookshop. But now and then, staff shortages forced him out on real assignments—like shadowing suspects.

That’s exactly what he was doing the last Sunday before Christmas.

Korpen and Henkan were the most active members of the police’s new task force. Their job was to disrupt the suburban gangs and try to prevent them from killing each other on a daily basis.

Pontus had been ordered to help and was sitting in his car, freezing, waiting for his shift to end. He had reluctantly been sent to photograph everyone entering and leaving a well-known pizzeria in Majorna. To pass the time, he flipped through a book about Hitler’s fantastic childhood, in which he supposedly inherited an enchanted flute capable of luring all the town’s cats into the river to drown themselves. Apparently, the flute was somewhere in Skåne, and Pontus drifted into dreams of becoming a flute-hunter, once he’d inherited the old lady’s endless cash flow.

Suddenly, an explosion.

The blast was deafening, and a rain of shattered glass came crashing down onto the street. The explosion had been powerful enough to hurl the restaurant door several meters, and tables and chairs were pulverized to splinters. Pontus, sitting fifty meters away, lost his hearing for several minutes.

Stunned and dazed, he looked toward the restaurant. When he saw people on fire, bloody, running from the building—it felt unreal, like a dream.

He flung open the car door and ran out, but stopped just beyond the vehicle. He staggered, had to grip the roof to stay upright. More wounded people emerged from the restaurant. Some crawled on their knees, others clutched injured limbs or tried to hold their intestines inside.

Blood flowed everywhere. The screams of the injured, mixed with smoke and fire and panic, created a nightmare scene beyond imagining.

Pontus pulled himself together enough to reach a young girl lying on the ground. Her left eye was gone, her cheek marked with horrific black burns. Pontus grabbed her to help her up, but blood suddenly sprayed from her mouth and he saw that one of her legs was missing. There was nothing he could do but gently hold her head and watch as the life faded from her.

People were running, and someone had begun putting out fires with an extinguisher. But the screams didn’t stop, and Pontus’s head was pounding so hard he lay down beside the dead girl and covered his ears.

People stumbled through the chaos, some tripping over the dead in blind panic. The sounds of the wounded and terrified pierced through bone and marrow. When the sirens finally wailed, his body began to convulse in violent spasms. He screamed in pain.

Pontus rolled back and forth, hands clamped over his ears, howling as the first paramedics reached him. He was quickly sedated and given painkillers and was among the first to be taken to Sahlgrenska's emergency ward.

-
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When Pontus woke up two days later in the afternoon, the old lady was sitting by his bedside reading a grocery flyer from ICA. She seemed especially intrigued by the discounted flour, which she had circled with a red marker that also sometimes doubled as lipstick—by mistake.

She couldn’t explain how she had found her way there with her walker. But a nurse who came in to check on him explained that someone had called the number labeled “Mom” in his phone, thinking it actually was his mother and that she should be notified.

The old woman had written down the address, gotten help from special transport services, and had been sitting by his side since early morning.

A little while later, Vicky arrived—looking more than a little worried.

-
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The explosion had been part of the ongoing feud between two rival gangs, a conflict that had dragged on for years and was now escalating—with powerful blasts where no one seemed to care whether innocents got caught in the middle. Six people had died, and eight more were seriously injured. Three of the dead belonged to one of the factions. The rest were just regular guests—people who had only wanted to calm their hunger with a bit of Swedish pizza made by a Croatian man and his Thai wife.

No suspects had been arrested. Police had interviewed everyone on site and combed every inch of the restaurant but had found nothing—not a shred of evidence to lead to any arrests. Henkan and Korpen had been given additional resources, and the team’s growing number of officers and investigators meant more time spent managing things from the station. There was no time for visiting Pontus. The best they could do was a brief call from Korpen to Vicky.

“Korpen sends his regards,” she said bluntly, then hung up.

Vicky looked at Pontus and shook her head.

“What the hell, why didn’t you say anything?” she snapped. “You’ve got something wrong with your head. And I don’t just mean something wrong—I mean wrong with your actual head.”

“What do you mean?” Pontus asked, confused. He still hadn’t been properly told what had happened—or why he’d reacted the way he had. His memories of the explosion were fuzzy, partly from the medication, mostly from sheer refusal to understand.

The nurse’s quick check-up earlier had been no help at all. When he’d asked what was wrong, she’d said, “You were caught in an explosion and your pituitary gland was affected, so you passed out,” before rushing off to her next patient.

But Vicky had insisted on seeing the medical report. A doctor—rushed off his feet, diagnosing everyone in sight—had reluctantly handed it over.

“You’ve got a goddamn tumor,” she said, voice rising. “Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

“Shhh, don’t scare the boy,” the old woman hissed, trying to shush her. “He’s just had a bit too much of his father’s brandy.”

“Hey, listen here,” Vicky snapped back, glaring. “Your taxi’s here. Time to go.”

“Oh good,” said the old woman. “Then I’ll make it before the shops close.” She stood up, placing her flyers in the basket of her walker—along with several mobile phones and a variety of junk she’d apparently picked up here and there. Most of it she carried around without remembering why.

She waved cheerfully to Pontus and shuffled out into the corridor.

“What the hell do you mean?” Pontus asked, his voice trembling now that Vicky’s words had sunk in. “Tumor?”

“They scanned your head,” she said. “They found a tumor in your pituitary gland.”

“Jesus Christ. I haven’t felt a thing.”

“That’s why you were so sick. A guy who saw you said you screamed like hell, and the paramedics sedated you because you were shaking hysterically. They thought you had internal injuries, but when they finally scanned your head yesterday, they saw it.”

The news left Pontus completely silent. He just lay there, staring at the ceiling. Vicky didn’t say anything either. She sat beside him, wiping his sweaty forehead with a paper tissue.

Suddenly, Pontus’s phone rang on the bedside table. Vicky grabbed it and answered.

“Hello?”

It was the old lady, calling from the hallway, wondering where Pontus had gone. He was supposed to buy tickets for the ballet, but now he’d disappeared.

“No, he’s lying in a hospital bed. You’re supposed to be going home. I’ll call a taxi. Go down to the main entrance.”

“Oh, well that’s good then. I’ll still make it to ICA before they close. Can you believe it—only sixteen kroner for two kilos of flour! And you’re allowed to buy eight packs each!”

“So Pontus can get my share too, and that’ll cover all the Christmas baking. I wonder where he went?”

“Go to the entrance!” Vicky barked and hung up.

“Take it easy—she’s old,” Pontus muttered reproachfully.

“Shut up. I’m calling her a cab.” Vicky grabbed her own phone and began dialing, when Pontus’s phone rang again. This time, he answered himself.

And heard the same enthusiastic pitch about the flour sale.

“How wonderful,” he said. “Good thing I can help and pick up a few extra for you.”

Vicky listened to him sweet-talk the old woman, joking and smiling like nothing had happened, while she booked the taxi.

He’s unbelievable, she thought. Might be dying—and still thinks he’s going to inherit. Idiot. Stupid fucking idiot. I should walk out and never come back.

She stormed out into the corridor and found the old woman in a linen closet, calling Pontus from what she thought was the elevator.

A few minutes later, she was on her way to ICA in a taxi, and Vicky returned to Pontus’s room.

-
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Investigators Göran “Korpen” Persson and Henrik “Henkan” Paulsson were perhaps the most experienced police officers in Västra Götaland when it came to gang crime. Both had a background investigating the motorcycle gangs that had once swept into Sweden. Bloody showdowns between rival factions had terrified the country back then—gangs fighting to carve out as large a piece of untouched territory as they could.

Their experience gave them a perspective and a way of solving problems that politicians today would call “undemocratic.” Picking off gang members one by one as they happened to slip up and then letting a court lock them away for minimal time in open prisons felt utterly pointless to the two detectives.

Gangs, after all, were just that—gangs. Knock over the king and another simply stepped in to take his place.

As long as society couldn’t offer legal drugs and free luxury cars, the kids would gravitate to where the world seemed exciting and fun.

But if you could scatter the gangs, break up their unity, then most of the members would eventually feel alone and start looking for another sense of belonging, another kind of security. Henkan and Korpen were convinced of that. If only society could offer real alternatives—where work felt like the right path, something to take pride in as a citizen of the country you lived in. That, they believed, would be a good start toward a crime-free nation.

But no politician had ever gone that far. Winning votes was all about “stopping crime here and now” without actually changing a thing.

Henkan was a technically skilled investigator, digging through background facts and combing through every piece of information his computer could find. Korpen, on the other hand, was more hands-on. He was always first at a crime scene, checking everything and everyone in its vicinity.

Together, they were good. Very good. They got the job done, and they got it done well. But their opinions about how it should be done—and which laws they might have to bend or break to get there—were carefully hidden from their happy boss and everyone else.

Privately, though, they had plans. Plans to show the public that it could be fixed—even if, to most, it looked hopeless.

In the “old” gangs, crime had been about the usual: drugs, women, weapons. But once the money started coming in, in ever bigger piles, it became important to stop the constant wars and invest in things that would provide proper retirement funds.

Now the battles were fought on paper—against the tax authorities and the bailiffs—and the real money ended up in the pockets of lawyers and accountants.

The old gangs left the dirty work to the youngsters desperate to earn enough for an “authentic blonde.” These were easiest to find in lower-class, immigrant-heavy neighborhoods, where family and brotherhood were ingrained from birth.

The new, violent gangs fighting for territory, scrabbling for crumbs from the old gangs’ table, were not—contrary to what many claimed—immigrants who had come here to “play mafia.” They were created on the same premise as most criminals: people who had been given the chance to join the tough guys and convinced themselves they’d get rich.

Henkan and Korpen had a plan.

In both the old and the new gangs, there were only a few who really made big money. Most just hung around, believing they were “hardcore” because they could buy some flashy thing now and then. These scraps, combined with constant partying, went all the way to the bank—for the smart ones at the top.

Getting anyone to testify or share secrets with the police was impossible. Nobody ever ratted anyone else out. That was the hardest part of the job: being the snitch simply didn’t happen. Nobody wanted to be in that position.

Catching the ones at the top was a dream, but hardly a realistic one.

But creating internal conflicts that would fracture the gangs—that was a goal Henkan and Korpen believed was possible.

Their plan was to spread lies and rumors, to make a few people “disappear.” But even that might not be enough, and some “families” might be so tightly bound together that nothing could break them.

No one was doing anything to make sure their kids turned into the “good citizens” that clueless politicians kept claiming they were.

-
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There was another plan.

Go after the young gang members’ families.

Killing their parents would only create more hatred and violence. But if their close relatives were deported—and the blame placed squarely on the youth gangs themselves—things might change. Even if grandma had been a citizen for decades, she would still be sent out as an example.

The young punks were the foundation that allowed the higher-ups to make their money. Remove them, and the situation would look very different.

Remove a few families, and the others would feel threatened by the same fate and might finally get a grip on their kids. Here, the strong family bonds would actually work to the police’s advantage.

The old gangs, mostly made up of native Swedes, often cut ties with their relatives and didn’t care. But today’s members weren’t individuals in their culture; they were part of a family.

So Henkan started drawing up plans to remove a few families from Sweden without the authorities interfering, while Korpen reached out among his colleagues, looking for like-minded officers.

They had already found a few young guys who were at odds with their crew and quietly fed them “secret” information.

The message was clear: the law would soon change, and families would be deported. Rumors spread that the ones chosen for deportation were being handpicked by their boss or others higher up in the gang—people with contacts in the police and justice system.

These bosses were supposedly paying bribes with money earned by the street kids, to ensure they themselves were spared, letting the lowest ones and their families take the fall.

At first, nobody believed the rumors. But relentless work and repetition eventually made some of the kids keep it in the back of their minds.

Time was on Henkan and Korpen’s side. Similar ideas were being whispered in many workplaces across the country. No politician could openly propose punishing an entire family for one kid’s crimes, but the thought was whispered even in parliament.

So when Korpen presented the plans to a few colleagues, it took only minutes for them to join. The group was now close to the twenty people Henkan had calculated they would need. It was time to ramp up the rumor mill and point out who was going to be taken out of their concrete-world reality.

-
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The first to get a more concrete “proof” was a kid named Abdan, who lived in Gårdsten. He and his friend Abdiqasim, both of Somali origin, usually hung out at the square, selling little bags of “interesting” contents.

Abdan had no previous convictions and had been with the gang for two years, since he turned fifteen.

When he came home at three in the morning, there was a letter lying just inside the door. It was from the Social Insurance Agency. He usually helped his parents read and fill out government papers, so he opened the letter to see what they wanted.

-
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“From the Swedish Social Insurance Agency:

Due to recent changes in legislation, immigrants whose refugee status has been revoked or whose citizenship has been annulled due to the criminal activity of a close relative will immediately lose access to social benefits upon family deportation.

This decision cannot be appealed.

Sincerely,

The Swedish Social Insurance Agency.”

-
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Abdan read the letter several times before he fully understood what it said. Then he grabbed his phone and called his friend.

Abdiqasim was horrified by what he heard.

After hanging up, he searched the entire apartment, which he shared with four brothers, two sisters, and his parents. But no such letter had arrived—at least not yet.

His frantic rummaging in the middle of the night woke the family. And when he explained what he was looking for, his father slapped him across the face for believing something so outrageous.

“What kind of friend do you have? That’s not how things work in Sweden.”

“I’m telling you, Abdan got a letter. The whole family has to leave. No money if anyone gets caught.”

The discussion escalated. His father forbade him from leaving the apartment until they figured out what was really going on.

A visit to the Social Insurance Agency the next day calmed him slightly. But when Abdan showed up later that afternoon and presented the letter, the fears reignited.

Abdan was thrown out.

And Abdiqasim was ordered never to associate with his “thieving friend” again.

-

[image: ]


More letters were sent—delivered quietly to certain individuals Henkan had marked as likely to panic and help spread rumors about “new laws.”

In the mosque, a well-informed imam stood in the pulpit and declared that it was all a mistake by the authorities. But many still wondered if there might be some truth in the letters, and the unease began to spread—first in Gårdsten, then across the entire city.

Gang members started worrying about what would happen if the police conducted a raid or pulled over their car. One rumor claimed that even a single joint could mean deportation.

It didn’t matter if you had just arrived from Syria or were third-generation Bosnian. Anyone could be affected.

Some tried to get out. Those who saw themselves as leaders responded with threats—beatings at the very least—if they didn’t stay and do their job.

The atmosphere was far from stable. A downward spiral had begun, and with every nervous glance and whispered rumor, more and more people were simply waiting—for something to happen.
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Chapter 4
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Henrietta was sitting alone in the cabin, talking to her father on the phone. She was having a hard time convincing him that the whole inheritance thing was real. But he promised to drop everything—which mostly meant the cigarette he was smoking, and not much else—and come visit in a few days.

It had been two days since the funeral, and Christmas was around the corner.

Anton, who was currently not on speaking terms with his half-mad sister, had expected—for the first time in years—to spend the entire holiday alone with his little dog. He figured New Year’s would be celebrated the same way. But now—

Now that Henrietta had made an offer, and apparently already booked—and, good heavens, paid for—his train and flight tickets, and even promised to send a car and cover the Christmas buffet?

Well, it was hard to argue that such a pleasant surprise didn’t outweigh a lonely Christmas with canned meatballs and low-alcohol beer.

Henrietta had actually been scheduled to be tossing around somewhere in the North Sea, just off the coast of Scotland. But a message from a law office in a tiny Norwegian village had made her cancel before she even boarded—and rush off to a funeral.

It had all happened so fast. And Henrietta, who now suddenly had access to more money than she’d ever imagined, felt completely at a loss.

The house was lovely. Just the right size for a small family. But it was out of the way, so she’d rented a car at the gas station in town and had just been driving around the area.

She wanted to get a feel for what was here, and where things were—and if anything at all was worth existing for.

The area was beautiful, and the town itself looked like something out of a Disney movie. But the best part was the house itself—and the view across the bay.

Henrietta was overwhelmed and had several times caught herself thinking she was about to wake up.

At the same time, she felt quite alone.

No one had called or visited—apart from the lawyer, who had checked in the day after the funeral.

She wasn’t sure if she dared to drive the three kilometers down to Jan’s sister’s house, like the lawyer had suggested, or up over the mountain to visit his nephew.

She’d met him once on the Arabic Moose, back when she worked the galley and he was captain. But at the reception in the parish hall, all they’d exchanged was a brief handshake. She’d heard he was shipping out again on Christmas Day, so it felt strange to impose—just to avoid being alone.

Apparently, he was married and had young kids. So he probably wanted to spend his time at home with them.

Besides, she’d thought he was rather stiff and honestly kind of ugly when they’d worked on the boat. Nearly bald at thirty-five, with a crooked nose. His body had been both skinny and flabby at once.

Tight-lipped and humorless, he’d walked around with his hands on his hips, issuing short orders to the first officer. His handshake had been anything but firm, and Henrietta had often wondered what his wife must be like. Maybe she was muscular and had a mustache. Or maybe she was blind and deaf, she chuckled to herself, as she dialed her father’s number.

It was already dark outside, but the wind had shifted, so it was finally possible to go outdoors without holding on for dear life to avoid being swept off the mountain.

Henrietta had ordered groceries from the shop in town and had just settled into the armchair in front of the TV when there was a knock at the door.

She jumped up and ran to the kitchen window to look out. Outside stood a man in his early thirties, waving a little shyly. He’d seen the curtain twitch and the tip of her nose fog up the glass.

“Hi, it’s Runar—Jan’s nephew,” he called through the door.

“My mom’s Maj, if you remember.”

Oh, Henrietta remembered. She remembered the cold handshake and those icy eyes from a rather solid woman.

She’d shaken hands with everyone so quickly that day, not knowing who was who—least of all who the heir was. So she’d given the same tight smile and sharp “Maj Jacobsen, pleased to meet you, thank you for coming” to all the younger women in turn, before moving swiftly to the next guest.

The lawyer had instructed her not to reveal her identity at the funeral. She’d already been told what to do—show up at his office a few hours later. That’s where she’d learned the details about Jan’s finances... and about his suspicion that his family, especially his sister, wouldn’t be thrilled to lose the land that had been theirs for generations.

Henrietta opened the door and introduced herself to Runar Jacobsen.

And the moment their eyes met, something sparked deep in her chest.

Runar was tall, well-built, with a finely chiseled face and dimples that made her feel completely dizzy.

What Runar saw was a confident, sensual woman. Someone who had everything a plastic surgeon might dream of when sculpting their insecure clients into half-decent replicas of someone else's idea of perfect.

Henrietta invited him in, and he didn’t hesitate one bit when the all-important question of coffee was raised.

She fluttered around the kitchen, trying to locate a percolator, which she had never used before. Runar kindly stepped in to give her a detailed demonstration—while she batted her eyelashes at him like she’d trained for it.

Runar didn’t need much encouragement and made sure to stand just close enough to bask in the warm glow of her seductive scent.

They didn’t get very far with the coffee.

Runar suddenly picked Henrietta up and carried her into the large bedroom, undressing both of them at a speed that left socks and buttons flying.

Half an hour later, his phone rang. He sat up in bed, his sweaty face flushing with an odd Norwegian redness that spread all the way down his neck.

“Yes, Mom. No, no, we’re just talking. Yes, I’ve said what I was supposed to say. Yes, Mom. I’m on my way now.”

He gave Henrietta a guilty little smile, looking completely miserable.

Then he cleared his throat.

“Um, that was my mother. I was supposed to let you—uh, you—know that you’re welcome to come down to our place for lunch on Boxing Day. You know, so we could, um... get to know each other.”

He looked sheepish. Henrietta reached out and grabbed his shrinking dingedong and gave it a gentle tug.

“Yeah? So we can ‘get to know each other’?”

“Well, I, um, I mean we, I... that didn’t come out right. We haven’t really talked, and I—uh—”

“Ha! Relax. I know. It happened. No big deal. Just tell her I’ll come. If it’s okay, I’ll bring my dad. He—”

“Your dad?!” Runar jumped and looked around the room in panic.

“Relax! He’s not here. He’s coming tomorrow.”

“Oh. Okay.” Runar leapt up and started gathering his things. He had nearly gotten dressed when the phone rang again.

“Oh, uh, uh... yeah, I—uh—that—uh.”

“Oh for God’s sake, cut it out. Who is it now? Your mother again?” Henrietta gave him a puzzled look as he buttoned his shirt and walked out into the hallway. He put on his shoes and coat while the phone kept ringing and ringing.

He opened the door and stepped outside. But then he turned around.

“I’m sorry. It was... magical. I’m sorry. I—I... mm—I have to, uh...”

Henrietta, who had followed him out wearing nothing but a thin negligee, grabbed his arm.

“Shhh, calm down. I’m not your mother. Just say what you need to say.”

“It’s... uh... my wife.”

Henrietta stood there, nearly naked, in the cold wind for a long moment as Runar disappeared into his car.

She was freezing, but the chill felt good—cooling her burning skin and the swirl of thoughts in her head.

It had just happened.

Like some kind of animal impulse, they had barely spoken. They’d just thrown themselves at each other. Desire struck like lightning, and the closeness had exploded into a kind of ecstasy that felt larger than anything.

And then, just a few words later, her mind was spinning. She didn’t know what to think.

He was gone.

And everything that had been so intense, so incredible, had suddenly turned into emptiness—and something sour gnawing at her gut.

Runar. What a goddamn name.

Henrietta only knew one other person who’d had that name, and he had been an absolute weirdo.

Does that make me Carola? she thought, and began humming a famous tune once sung by the incredible Carola but now a tune that no one would have recognized as music.

-
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Anton Ljung packed a bag and clipped the leash to his dog. Then he grabbed his old coat and headed out to the garage. He pulled up the door and revealed his beige Volvo 244 from ‘78.

After fiddling for a bit—reconnecting the battery he’d charged overnight in the basement—he managed to start the car and backed it out of the garage. Then he pulled an old map from the glovebox and spread it out on the seat beside him.

As the car rolled onto the gravel road and he floored the gas pedal, the dog, who had climbed up on the dashboard, tumbled down into a pile of crumpled map pieces.

Anton grinned and patted the dog on the head.

“Hell if I’m flying without you,” he said. “We’ll drive. Just as good—and we’ll pick up a new map at the gas station. Gotta fuel up anyway.”

He shifted into a higher gear with a nasty grinding noise, and the car bounced over a little hill and disappeared into the woods.

After talking to Henrietta, he’d called the airline and SJ and claimed he’d broken his leg and couldn’t travel. The refunds had gone through, which made Anton breathe easier—he couldn’t imagine his daughter ever affording the kind of fortune SJ and the domestic airlines charged for a crummy ticket.

No, she must’ve dipped into the damages money. He was sure of it—and that wasn’t good. She was supposed to use that for a down payment on an apartment in Gothenburg, not waste it on her old man.

They had both gotten compensation from the Danish government after being wrongfully targeted by police officers who’d fired shots into his hallway furniture and an armchair.

It had ended well, and even the dog was enjoying the leftovers Anton now felt he could afford to share.

He was going to call Henrietta and let her know he was driving instead—and would likely be a little late.

But not yet. That would have to wait until he was at least halfway there. Far enough that she couldn’t do anything about it. Besides, she didn’t need to worry about him driving, considering his condition. His liver had seen better days, and sure, the road did occasionally wobble a bit due to his dizziness.

But as long as no doctor had had the sense to take his license, well—he was still allowed to drive.

Granted, he had said “no” when the doctor asked if he had a license. Possibly the fresh-faced, newly graduated physician hadn’t yet learned that old people are excellent liars—and therefore hadn’t checked. Or maybe he was just as clueless as Anton assumed anyone with a higher education must be.

Either way, smoke puffed cheerfully from the old Volvo, which lacked any kind of emissions system, as it chugged on through the tangled forests of Småland.

The journey continued, and by afternoon he pulled into the big parking lot outside Nya Ullevi to let the dog stretch its legs. He had no interest in Gothenburg itself, but he liked horse racing and figured he’d go sightseeing and look at the track that regularly swindled him out of most of his pension.

Unfortunately, the new map he’d bought had all the arenas marked—but no text. So when he saw the oval-shaped building, mostly used for concerts and athletics, he assumed it had to be Åby.

His disappointment was great when he circled around Gårda and didn’t spot a single horse. But the dog was whining, and was now busily relieving herself on the tiny patch of lawn next to the Norwegian Church.

The church’s placement—wedged between two enormous high schools, right next to the Bergakungen movie complex and Sweden’s biggest arena—was more than a little out of place.

Teenagers darted around the greenery that surrounded the property, trampling flower beds while they smoked weed out of sight of school staff.

On event nights, when the arena was packed with fans for some dreary Håkan Hellström concert or other nonsense, the area became one big public toilet for thousands of half-drunk visitors.

But the worst was at night, when cars filled with horny locals, having picked up a cheap junkie prostitute down by Rosenlund, used the bushes and lawns for quick meetups involving bodily release and financial transactions.
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