















THREE SECONDS



Roslund and Hellström


Translated from the Swedish by Kari Dickson


[image: image]




First published in Great Britain in 2010 by


Quercus
21 Bloomsbury Square
London
WC1A 2NS


Copyright © 2009 by Roslund and Hellström
English translation copyright © 2010 by Kari Dickson


Published by agreement with the Salomonsson Agency.


The moral right of Anders Roslund and Börge Hellström to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN (HB) 978 1 84916 150 3
ISBN (TPB) 978 1 84916 151 0


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Also by Roslund and Hellström


The Beast
The Vault




For Vanja
Who made our books better





PART ONE






sunday






An hour to midnight.


It was late spring, but darker than he thought it would be. Probably because of the water down below, almost black, a membrane covering what seemed to be bottomless.


He didn’t like boats, or perhaps it was the sea he couldn’t fathom. He always shivered when the wind blew as it did now and Świnoujście slowly disappeared. He would stand with his hands gripped tightly round the handrail until the houses were no longer houses, just small squares that disintegrated into the darkness that grew around him.


He was twenty-nine years old and frightened.


He heard people moving around behind him, on their way somewhere, too; just one night and a few hours’ sleep, then they would wake in another country.


He leant forward and closed his eyes. Each journey seemed to be worse than the last, his mind and heart as aware of the risk as his body; shaking hands, sweating brow and burning cheeks, despite the fact that he was actually freezing in the cutting, bitter wind. Two days. In two days he’d be standing here again, on his way back, and he would already have forgotten that he’d sworn never to do it again.


He let go of the railing and opened the door that swapped the cold for warmth and led onto one of the main staircases where unknown faces moved towards their cabins.


He didn’t want to sleep, he couldn’t sleep – not yet.


There wasn’t much of a bar. M/S Wawel was one of the biggest ferries between northern Poland and southern Sweden, but all the same; tables with crumbs on, and chairs with such flimsy backs that it was obvious you weren’t supposed to sit there for long.


He was still sweating. Staring straight ahead, his hands chased the sandwich round the plate and lunged for the glass of beer, trying not to let his fear show. A couple of swigs of beer, some cheese – he still felt sick and hoped that the new tastes would overwhelm the others: the big, fatty piece of pork he’d been forced to eat until his stomach was soft and ready, then the yellow stuff concealed in brown rubber. They counted each time he swallowed, two hundred times, until the rubber balls had shredded his throat.


‘Czy podać panu coś jeszcze?’


The young waitress looked at him. He shook his head, not tonight, nothing more.


His burning cheeks were now numb. He looked at the pale face in the mirror beside the till as he nudged the untouched sandwich and full glass of beer as far down the bar as he could. He pointed at them until the waitress understood and moved them to the dirty dishes shelf.


‘Postawić ci piwo?’ A man his own age, slightly drunk, the kind who just wants to talk to someone, doesn’t matter who, to avoid being alone. He kept staring straight ahead at the white face in the mirror, didn’t even turn round. It was hard to know for sure who was asking and why. Someone sitting nearby pretending to be drunk, who offered him a drink, might also be someone who knew the reason for his journey. He put twenty euros down on the silver plate with the bill and left the deserted room with its empty tables and meaningless music.


He wanted to scream with thirst and his tongue searched for some saliva to ease the dryness. He didn’t dare drink anything, too frightened of being sick, of not being able to keep down everything that he’d swallowed.


He had to do it, keep it all down, or else – he knew the way things worked – he was a dead man.


He listened to the birds, as he often did in the late afternoon when the warm air that came from somewhere in the Atlantic retreated reluctantly in advance of another cool spring evening. It was the time of day he liked best, when he had finished what he had to do and was anything but tired and so had a good few hours before he would have to lie down on the narrow hotel bed and try to sleep in the room that was still only filled with loneliness.


Erik Wilson felt the chill brush his face, and for a brief moment closed his eyes against the strong floodlights that drenched everything in a glare that was too white. He tilted his head back and peered warily up at the great knots of sharp barbed wire that made the high fence even higher, and had to fight the bizarre feeling that they were toppling towards him.


From a few hundred metres away, the sound of a group of people moving across the vast floodlit area of hard asphalt.


A line of men dressed in black, six across, with a seventh behind.


An equally black vehicle shadowed them.


Wilson followed each step with interest.


Transport of a protected object. Transport across an open space.


Suddenly another sound cut through. Gunfire. Someone firing rapid single shots at the people on foot. Erik Wilson stood completely still and watched as the two people in black closest to the protected person threw themselves over said person and pushed them to the ground, and the four others turned towards the line of fire.


They did the same as Wilson, identified the weapon by sound.


A Kalashnikov.


From an alleyway between two low buildings about forty, maybe fifty metres away.


The birds that had been singing a moment ago were silent; even the warm wind that would soon become cool, was still.


Erik Wilson could see every movement through the fence, hear every arrested silence. The men in black returned the fire and the vehicle accelerated sharply, then stopped right by the protected person, in the line of fire that continued at regular intervals from the low buildings. A couple of seconds later, no more, the protected body had been bundled into the back seat of the vehicle through an open door and disappeared into the dark.


‘Good.’


The voice came from above.


‘That’s us done for this evening.’


The loudspeakers were positioned just below the huge floodlights. The president had survived this evening, once again. Wilson stretched, listened. The birds had returned. A strange place. It was the third time he had visited the Federal Law Enforcement Training Centre, or the FLETC, as it was called. It was as far south in the state of Georgia as it was possible to go; a military base owned by the American state, a training ground for American police organisations – the DEA, ATF, US Marshals, Border Patrol, and the people who had just saved the nation once more: the Secret Service. He was sure of it as he studied the floodlit asphalt: it was their vehicle, their people and they often practised here at this time of day.


He carried on walking along the fence, which was the boundary to another reality. It was easy to breathe – he’d always liked the weather here, so much lighter, so much warmer than the run-up to a Stockholm summer, which never came.


It looked like any other hotel. He walked through the lobby towards the expensive, tired restaurant, but then changed his mind and carried on over to the lifts. Made his way up to the eleventh floor which for some days or weeks or months was the shared home of all course participants.


His room was too warm and stuffy. He opened the window that looked out over the vast practice ground, peered into the blinding light for a while, then turned on the TV and flicked through the channels that were all showing the same programme. It would stay on until he went to bed, the only thing that made a hotel room feel alive.


He was restless.


The tension in his body spread from his stomach to his legs to his feet, forcing him up off the bed. He stretched and walked over to the desk and the five mobile phones that lay there neatly in a row on the shiny surface, only centimetres apart. Five identical handsets between the lamp with the slightly over-large lampshade and the dark leather blotting pad.


He lifted them up one by one and read the display screen. The first four: no calls, no messages.


The fifth – he saw it before he even picked it up.


Eight missed calls.


All from the same number.


That was how he’d set it up. Only calls from one number to this phone. And only calls to one number from this phone.


Two unregistered, pay-as-you-go cards that only phoned each other, should anyone decide to investigate, should anyone find their phones. No names, just two phones that received and made calls to and from two unknown users, somewhere, who couldn’t be traced.


He looked at the other four that were still on the desk. All with the same set-up: they all were used to call one unknown number and they were all called from one unknown number.


Eight missed calls.


Erik Wilson gripped the phone that was Paula’s.


He calculated in his head. It was past midnight in Sweden. He rang the number.


Paula’s voice.


‘We have to meet. At number five. In exactly one hour.’


Number five.


Vulcanusgatan 15 and Sankt Eriksplan 17.


‘We can’t.’


‘We have to.’


‘Can’t do it. I’m abroad.’


Deep breath. Very close. And yet hundreds of miles away.


‘Then we’ve got a bastard of a problem, Erik. We’ve got a major delivery coming in twelve hours.’


‘Abort.’


‘Too late. Fifteen Polish mules on their way in.’


Erik Wilson sat down on the edge of the bed, in the same place as before, where the bedspread was crumpled.


A major deal.


Paula had penetrated deep into the organisation, deeper than he’d ever heard of before.


‘Get out. Now.’


‘You know it’s not that easy. You know that I’ve got to do it. Or I’ll get two bullets to the head.’


‘I repeat, get out. You won’t get any back-up from me. Listen to me, get out, for Christ’s sake!’


The silence when someone hangs up mid-conversation is always deeply unnerving. Wilson had never liked that electronic void. Someone else deciding that the call was over.


He went over to the window again, searching in the bright light that seemed to make the practice ground shrink, nearly drown in white.


The voice had been strained, almost frightened.


Erik Wilson still had the mobile phone in his hand. He looked at it, at the silence.


Paula was going to go it alone.





monday



He had stopped the car halfway across the bridge to Lidingö.


The sun had finally broken through the blackness a few minutes after three, pushing and bullying and chasing off the dark, which wouldn’t dare return now until late in the evening. Ewert Grens wound down the window and looked out at the water, breathing in the chill air as the sun rose into dawn and the cursed night retreated and left him in peace.


He drove on to the other side and across the sleeping island to a house that was idyllically perched on a cliff with a view of the boats that passed by below. He stopped in the empty car park, removed his radio from the charger and attached a microphone to his lapel. He had always left it in the car when he came to visit her – no call was more important than their time together – but now, there was no conversation to interrupt.


Ewert Grens had driven to the nursing home once a week for twenty-nine years and had not stopped since. Even though someone else lived in her room now. He walked over to what had once been her window, where she used to sit watching the world outside, and where he sat beside her, trying to understand what she was looking for.


The only person he had ever trusted.


He missed her so much. The damned emptiness clung to him, he ran through the night and it gave chase, he couldn’t get rid of it, he screamed at it, but it just carried on and on … he breathed it in, he had no idea how to fill such emptiness.


‘Superintendent Grens.’


Her voice came from the glass door that normally stood open when the weather was fine and all the wheelchairs were in place around the table on the terrace. Susann, the medical student who was now, according to the name badge on her white coat, already a junior doctor. She had once accompanied him and Anni on the boat trip round the archipelago and had warned him against hoping too much.


‘Hello.’


‘You here again.’


‘Yes.’


He hadn’t seen her for a long time, since Anni was alive.


‘Why do you do it?’


He glanced up at the empty window.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Why do you do this to yourself?’


The room was dark. Whoever lived there now was still asleep.


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I’ve seen you out here twelve Tuesdays in a row now.’


‘Is there a law against it?’


‘Same day, same time as before.’


Ewert Grens didn’t answer.


‘When she was alive.’


Susann took a step down.


‘You’re not doing yourself any favours.’


Her voice got louder.


‘Living with grief is one thing. But you can’t regulate it. You’re not living with grief, you’re living for it. You’re holding on to it, hiding behind it. Don’t you understand, Superintendent Grens? What you’re frightened of has already happened.’


He looked at the dark window, the sun reflecting an older man who didn’t know what to say.


‘You have to let go. You have to move on. Without the routine.’


‘I miss her so much.’


Susann went back up the steps, grabbed the handle of the terrace door and was about to shut it when she stopped halfway, and shouted: ‘I never want to see you here again.’


It was a beautiful flat on the fourth floor of Västmannagatan 79. Three spacious rooms in an old building, high-ceilinged, polished wooden floors, and full of light, with windows that faced out over Vanadisvägen as well.


Piet Hoffmann was in the kitchen. He opened the fridge and took out yet another carton of milk.


He looked at the man crouching on the floor with his face over a red plastic bowl. Some little shit from Warsaw: petty thief, junkie, spots, bad teeth, clothes he’d been wearing for too long. He kicked him in the side with the hard toe of his shoe and the evil-smelling prick toppled over and finally threw up. White milk and small bits of brown rubber on his trousers and the shiny kitchen floor, some kind of marble.


He had to drink more. Napij się kurwa. And he had to throw up more.


Piet Hoffmann kicked him again, but not so hard this time. The brown rubber round each capsule was to protect his stomach from the ten grams of amphetamine and he didn’t want to risk even a single gram ending up somewhere it shouldn’t. The fetid man at his feet was one of fifteen prepped mules who in the course of the night and morning had carried in two thousand grams each from Świnoujście, onboard M/S Wawel, then by train from Ystad, without knowing about the fourteen others who had also entered the country and were now being emptied at various places in Stockholm.


For a long time he had tried to talk calmly – he preferred it – but now he screamed pij do cholery as he kicked the little shit, he had to damn well drink more from the bloody milk carton and he was going to fucking pij do cholery throw up enough capsules for the buyer to check and quality-assure the product.


The thin man was crying.


He had bits of puke on his trousers and shirt and his spotty face was as white as the floor he was lying on.


Piet Hoffmann didn’t kick him any more. He had counted the dark objects swimming around in the milk and he didn’t need any more for the moment. He fished up the brown rubber: twenty almost-round balls. He pulled on some washing up gloves and rinsed them under the tap, then picked off the rubber until he had twenty small capsules which he put on a porcelain plate that he had taken from the kitchen cupboard.


‘There’s more milk. And there’s more pizza. You stay here. Eat, drink and throw up. We want the rest.’


The sitting room was warm, stuffy. The three men at the rectangular dark oak table were all sweating – too many clothes and too much adrenaline. He opened the door to the balcony and stood there for a moment while a cool breeze swept out all the bad air.


Piet Hoffmann spoke in Polish. The two men who had to understand what he was saying preferred it.


‘He’s still got eighteen hundred grams to go. Take care of it. And pay him when he’s done. Four per cent.’


They were very similar, in their forties, dark suits that were expensive but looked cheap, shaved heads; when he stood close to them he could see an obvious halo of day-old brown hair. Eyes that were devoid of joy and neither of them smiled very often. In fact, he’d never seen either of them laugh. They did what he said, disappeared into the kitchen to empty the mule who was lying there, throwing up. It was Hoffmann’s shipment and none of them wanted to explain to Warsaw that a delivery had gone tits up.


He turned to the third man at the table and spoke in Swedish for the first time. ‘Here are twenty capsules. Two hundred grams. That’s enough for you to check it.’


He was looking at someone who was tall, blond, in shape, and about the same age as himself, around thirty-five. Someone wearing black jeans, a white T-shirt and lots of silver round his fingers, wrists and neck. Someone who’d served four years at Tidaholm for attempted murder, and twenty-seven months in Mariefred for two counts of assault. Everything fitted. And yet there was something he couldn’t put his finger on, like the buyer was wearing a costume, or was acting and not doing it well enough.


Piet Hoffmann watched him as he pulled a razorblade from the pocket of his black denim jacket and cut one of the capsules down the middle then leant forward over the porcelain plate to smell the contents.


That feeling again. It was still there.


Maybe the guy sitting there, who was going to buy the lot, was just strung out. Or nervous. Or maybe that was precisely what had made Piet call Erik in the middle of the night, whatever it was that wasn’t right, this intense feeling that he hadn’t been able to express properly on the phone.


It smelt of flowers, tulips.


Hoffmann was sitting two chairs away but could still smell it clearly.


The buyer had chopped up the yellowish, hard mass into something that resembled powder, scooped some up on the razorblade and put it in an empty glass. He drew twenty millilitres of water into a syringe and then squirted it into the glass and onto the powder which dissolved into a clear but viscous fluid. He nodded, satisfied. It had dissolved quickly. It had turned into a clear fluid. It was amphetamine and it was as strong as the seller had promised.


‘Tidaholm. Four years. That’s right, isn’t it?’


It had all looked professional, but it still didn’t feel right.


Piet Hoffmann pulled the plate of capsules over in front of him, waiting for an answer.


‘Ninety-seven to two thousand. Only in for three. Got out early for good behaviour.’


‘Which section?’ Hoffmann studied the buyer’s face.


No twitching, no blinking, no other sign of nerves.


He spoke Swedish with a slight accent, maybe a neighbouring country. Piet guessed Danish, possibly Norwegian. The buyer stood up suddenly, an irritated hand slightly too close to Piet’s face. Everything still looked good, but it was too late. You noticed that sort of thing. He should have got pissed off much earlier, swiped that hand in front of his face right at the start: don’t you trust me, you bastard.


‘You’ve seen the judgement already, haven’t you?’


Now it was as if he was playing irritated.


‘I repeat, which section?’


‘C. Ninety-seven to ninety-nine.’


‘C. Where?’


He was already too late.


‘What the fuck are you getting at?’


‘Where?’


‘Just C, the sections don’t have numbers at Tidaholm.’


He smiled.


Piet Hoffmann smiled back.


‘Who else was there?’


‘That’ll fucking do, OK?’


The buyer was talking in a loud voice, so he would sound even more irritated, even more insulted.


Hoffmann could hear something else.


Something that sounded like uncertainty.


‘Do you want to get on with business or not? I was under the impression that you’d asked me here because you wanted to sell me something.’


‘Who else was there?’


‘Skåne. Mio. Josef Libanon. Virtanen. The Count. How many names do you want?’


‘Who else?’


The buyer was still standing up, and he took a step towards Hoffmann. ‘I’m going to stop this right now.’


He stood very close, the silver on his wrist and fingers flashing as he held his hand up in front of Piet Hoffmann’s face.


‘No more. That’s enough. It’s up to you whether we carry on with this or not.’


‘Josef Libanon was deported for life and then disappeared when he landed in Beirut three and a half months ago. Virtanen has been put away in a maximum security psychiatric unit for the past few years, unreachable and dribbling due to chronic psychosis. Mio is buried—’


The two men in expensive suits with shaved heads had heard the raised voices and opened the kitchen door.


Hoffmann waved his arm at them to indicate that they should stay put.


‘Mio is buried in a sandpit near Ålstäket in Värmdö, two holes in the back of his head.’


There were now three people speaking a foreign language in the room.


Piet Hoffmann caught the buyer looking around, looking for a way out.


‘Josef Libanon, Virtanen, Mio. I’ll carry on: Skåne, totally pickled. He won’t remember whether he did time in Tidaholm or Kumla, or even Hall for that matter. And as for the Count … the wardens in Härnösand remand cut him down from where he was hanging with one of the sheets round his neck. Your five names. You chose them well. As none of them can confirm that you did time there.’


One of the men in dark suits, the one called Mariusz, stepped forward with a gun in his hand, a black Polish-made Radom, which looked new as he held it to the buyer’s head. Piet Hoffmann utspokój się do diabla shouted at Mariusz; he shouted utspokój się do diabla several times, Mariusz had better utspokój się do diabla take it easy, no fucking guns to anyone’s temple.


Thumb on the decocking lever, Mariusz pulled it back, laughed and lowered the gun. Hoffmann carried on talking in Swedish.


‘Do you know who Frank Stein is?’


Hoffmann studied the buyer. His eyes should be irritated, insulted, even furious by now.


They were stressed and frightened and the silver-clad arm was trying to hide it.


‘You know that I do.’


‘Good. Who is he?’


‘C. Tidaholm. A sixth name. Satisfied?’


Piet Hoffmann picked his mobile phone up from the table.


‘Then maybe you’d like to speak to him? Since you did time together?’


He held the telephone out in front of him, photographed the eyes that were watching him and then dialled a number that he’d learnt by heart. They stared at each other in silence as he sent the picture and then dialled the number again.


The two men in suits, Mariusz and Jerzy, were agitated. Z drugiej strony. Mariusz was going to move, he should be on the other side, to the right of the buyer. Blizej głowy. He should get even closer, keep the gun up, hold it to his right temple.


‘I apologise. My friends from Warsaw are a bit edgy.’


Someone answered.


Piet Hoffmann spoke to whoever it was briefly, then showed the buyer the telephone display.


A picture of a man with long dark hair in a ponytail and a face that no longer looked as young as it was.


‘Here. Frank Stein.’


Hoffmann held his anxious eyes until he looked away.


‘And you … you still claim that you know each other?’


He closed the mobile phone and put it down on the table.


‘My two friends here don’t speak Swedish. So I’m saying this to you, and you alone.’


A quick glance over at the two men who had moved even closer and were still discussing which side they should stand on to aim the muzzle of the gun at the buyer’s head.


‘You and I have a problem. You’re not who you say you are. I’ll give you two minutes to explain to me who you actually are.’


‘I don’t understand what you’re talking about.’


‘Really? Don’t talk crap. It’s too late for that. Just tell me who the hell you are. And do it now. Because unlike my friends here, I think that bodies only cause problems and they’re no bloody good at paying up.’


They paused. Waiting for each other. Waiting for someone to speak louder than the monotonous smacking sound coming from the dry mouth of the man holding his Radom against the thin skin of the buyer’s temple.


‘You’ve worked hard to come up with a credible background and you know that it crumbled just now when you underestimated who you were dealing with. This organisation is built around officers from the Polish intelligence service and I can check out what the fuck I like about you. I could ask where you went to school, and you might answer what you’ve been told, but it would only take one phone call for me to find out whether it’s true. I could ask what your mother’s called, if your dog has been vaccinated, what colour your new coffee machine is. One single phone call and I’ll know if it’s true. I just did, made one phone call. And Frank Stein didn’t know you. You never did time together at Tidaholm, because you were never there. Your sentence was faked so you could come here and pretend to buy freshly produced amphetamine. So I repeat, who are you? Explain. And then maybe, just maybe, I can persuade these two not to shoot.’


Mariusz was holding the handgrip of the gun hard. The smacking noises were more and more frequent, louder. He hadn’t understood what Hoffmann and the buyer were saying, but he knew that something was about to go down. He screamed in Polish, ‘What the fuck are you talking about? Who the fuck is he?’ then cocked his gun.


‘OK.’


The buyer felt the wall of immediate aggression, tense and unpredictable.


‘I’m the police.’


Mariusz and Jerzy didn’t understand the language.


But a word like police doesn’t need to be translated.


They started shouting again, mainly Jerzy, he roared that Mariusz should bloody well pull the trigger, while Piet Hoffmann raised both his arms and moved a step closer.


‘Back off!’


‘He’s the police!’


‘I’m going to shoot!’


‘Not now!’


Piet Hoffmann lurched towards them, but he wouldn’t make it in time, and the man with the metal pressed against his head knew. He was shaking, his face contorted.


‘I’m a police officer, for fuck’s sake, get him off me!’


Jerzy lowered his voice and was bliźej almost calm when he instructed Mariusz to stand closer and to z drugiej strony swap sides again – it was better to shoot him through the other temple after all.


He was still lying in bed. It was one of those mornings when your body doesn’t want to wake up and the world feels a long way off.


Erik Wilson breathed in the humidity.


The south Georgia morning air that slipped in through the open window was still cool, but it would soon get warmer, even warmer than yesterday. He tried to follow the fan blades that played on the ceiling above his head, but gave up when he got tears in his eyes. He’d only slept for an hour at a time. They had talked together four times through the night and Paula had sounded more and more tense each time, a voice with an unfamiliar edge, stressed and desperate, on the verge of fleeing.


He had heard familiar sounds from the great FLETC training grounds for a while now, so it must be past seven o’clock, early afternoon in Sweden – they would be done soon.


He propped himself up, a pillow behind his back. From his bed he could look out through the window at the day that had long since dawned. The hard asphalt yard where the Secret Service had protected and saved a president yesterday was empty, but the silence after a pretend gunshot still reverberated. A few hundred metres away, in the next practice ground, a number of bright-eyed Border Patrol officers in military-like uniforms were running towards a white and green helicopter that had landed near them. Erik Wilson counted eight men clambering on board, who then disappeared into the sky.


He got out of bed and had a cold shower, which nearly helped. The night became clearer, his dialogue with fear.


I want you to get out.


You know that I can’t.


You risk ten to fourteen years.


If I don’t complete this, Erik, if I back out now, if I don’t give a damn good explanation … I risk more than that. My life.


In each conversation and in many different ways, Erik Wilson had tried to explain that the delivery and sale could not be completed without his backing. He got nowhere, not with a buyer and the seller and mules already in place in Stockholm.


It was too late to call it off.


He had time for a quick breakfast: blueberry pancakes, bacon, that light, white bread. A cup of coffee and the New York Times. He always sat at the same table in a quiet corner of the dining room as he preferred to keep the morning to himself.


He’d never had anyone like Paula before, someone who was as sharp, alert, cool; he was working with five people at the moment and Paula was better than all the others put together, too good to be a criminal.


Another cup of black coffee, then he had to rush back to the room: he was late.


Outside the open window, the green and white helicopter whirred high above the ground and three Border Patrol uniforms were hanging from a cable below, about a metre apart, as they shimmied down into pretend dangerous territory near the Mexican border. Yet another practice, always a practice here. Erik Wilson had been at the military base on the east coast of the USA for a week now; two weeks left of this training session for European policemen on informers, infiltration and witness protection programmes.


He closed the window as the cleaners didn’t like them being open – something about the new air conditioning in the officers’ accommodation, that it would stop working if everyone aired their rooms whenever they pleased. He changed his shirt, looking at the tall and fairish middle-aged man in the mirror who should by now have been making his way towards a day indoors in a classroom with his fellow students and policemen from four American states.


He stood still. Three minutes past eight. They should be done now.


Paula’s mobile phone was the extreme right of the five on the desk and just like all the others only had one number stored.


Erik Wilson didn’t even have time to ask.


‘It’s a total fucking mess.’


Sven Sundkvist had never learnt to like the long, dark and, at times, damp corridors of the homicide unit. He had worked with Stockholm City Police all his adult life, and from his office at one end of the unit, not far from the pigeonholes and vending machines, had investigated every category of crime in the penal code. This morning, as he made his way through the dark and damp, he stopped suddenly as he passed the open door to his boss’s office.


‘Ewert?’


A large, rather bulky man was crawling along one of the walls.


Sven knocked gingerly on the doorframe.


‘Ewert?’


Ewert Grens didn’t hear him. He continued to crawl in front of a couple of large, brown cardboard boxes and Sven repressed that sinking feeling. He had once before seen the obstreperous detective superintendent sit on another floor in the police headquarters. Eighteen months ago. Grens had sat on the floor in the basement with a pile of papers from an old case in his lap and slowly repeated two sentences over and over. She’s dead. I killed her. A twenty-seven-year-old preliminary investigation into an assault on a constable, a young policewoman who had been seriously injured and would never again be able to live outside a nursing home. When he read the report later, Sven Sundkvist had come across her name in several places. Anni Grens. He had had no idea that they were married.


‘Ewert, what on earth are you doing?’


He was packing something into the large brown cardboard boxes. That much was plain to see. But not what. Sven Sundkvist knocked again. The room was completely silent, and yet Ewert Grens still didn’t hear him.


It had been a difficult period.


Like all others who grieve, Ewert’s first reaction had been denial – it hasn’t happened – and then anger – why have they done this to me? But he hadn’t moved on to the next phase, he just carried on being angry, his way of dealing with most things. Ewert’s grieving process had probably not started until very recently, a few weeks ago – he was no longer as irascible, but more reserved, more pensive, he talked less and presumably thought more.


Sven went into the room. Ewert heard him, but didn’t turn round, sighing loudly instead as he often did when he was irritated. Something was bothering him. It wasn’t Sven, something had been bothering him since he had gone to the nursing home, which usually gave him peace. Susann, the medical student who had been there for so long and looked after Anni so well and who had now become a junior doctor, her comments, her disgust, you can’t regulate your grief, well it was bloody easy enough for a little girl to run around Lidingö spreading her twenty-five-year-old wisdom, what you’re frightened of has already happened. What the hell did she know about loneliness?


He had driven away from the nursing home faster than he’d intended, straight to the police headquarters, and, without knowing why, gone down to the stores to get three cardboard boxes and carried them to the office that he’d had for as long as he could remember. He had stood for a while in front of the shelf behind his desk and the only things that meant anything to him: the cassettes of Siw Malmkvist songs that he had recorded and mixed himself, the early record sleeves from the sixties that still had strong colours, the photograph of Siwan that he had taken one evening in Kristianstads Folkets Park; everything that belonged to a time when all was good.


He had started to pack it all away, wrapped in newspaper, and then stacked one box on top of the next.


‘She doesn’t exist any more.’


Ewert Grens sat on the floor and stared at the brown cardboard.


‘Do you hear me, Sven? She will never sing in this room again.’


Denial, anger, grief.


Sven Sundkvist was standing directly behind his boss, looking down at his balding pate and seeing images from all the times he had waited while Ewert slowly rocked back and forth alone in his room in the dismal light – early mornings and late evenings and Siw Malmkvist’s voice, standing dancing with someone who wasn’t there, holding her tight in his arms. Sven realised that he would miss the irritating music, the lyrics that had been forced on him until he knew them by heart, an intrinsic part of all the years he had worked with Ewert Grens.


He would miss the picture.


He should laugh, really, because finally they were gone.


Ewert had gone through his adult life with a crutch under each arm. Anni. Siw Malmkvist. And now, finally, he was going to walk alone. Which was presumably why he was crawling around on the floor.


Sven sat down on the tired sofa and watched him lift up the last box and put it on top of the two others in a corner of the room, then laboriously and carefully tape it up. Ewert Grens was sweating and determined. He pushed the boxes until they were exactly where he wanted them and Sven wanted to ask how he felt, but didn’t, it would be wrong, mostly out of consideration to himself, because the very fact that Ewert was doing what he was doing was answer enough in itself. He was moving on, though not yet aware of it himself.


‘What have you done?’


She hadn’t knocked.


She had walked straight into the room and stopped abruptly in the absence of music, in front of the gaping hole on the shelf behind the desk.


‘Ewert? What have you done?’


Mariana Hermansson looked at Sven who first nodded at the gap on the shelf and then at the pile of three cardboard boxes. Never before had she been to his room without hearing music, the now removed Siw Malmkvist. She didn’t recognise it without her voice.


‘Ewert …’


‘You want something?’


‘I want to know what you’ve done.’


‘She no longer exists.’


Hermansson went over to the empty shelf, ran a finger along the dusty lines left by the cassettes, the cassette player, speakers, and a black and white photo of the singer that had stood there all these years.


She wiped off a dust ball, hid it in her hand.


‘She doesn’t exist?’


‘No.’


‘Who?


‘Her.’


‘Who? Anni? Or Siw Malmkvist?’


Ewert finally turned around and looked at her.


‘Did you want something, Hermansson?’


He was still sitting on the floor, leaning against the boxes and wall. He had been grieving for nearly a year and a half now, lurching between a breakdown and madness. It had been an awful time, and she had told him to go to hell more than once and just as many times apologised afterwards. On a couple of occasions she had almost given up, resigned and walked away from this difficult man’s bitterness that seemed to have no end. She had gradually come to believe that one day he would capitulate, go to pieces completely, lie down and never get up again. But his face now, in the midst of all the suffering, had something purposeful about it, a determination that had not been there before.


Some cardboard boxes, a gaping hole on a bookshelf, things like that could spark unexpected relief.


‘Yes, I did want something. We’ve just had a call-out. Västmannagatan 79.’


He was listening, she knew that, he was listening to her in that intense way that she had nearly forgotten.


‘An execution.’


Piet Hoffmann looked out of one of the beautiful apartment’s big windows. It was a different flat in a different part of the centre of Stockholm, but they were similar, three carefully renovated rooms, high ceilings and light-coloured walls. Only there was no prospective buyer lying on the wooden floor here, with a gaping hole in one temple and two in the other.


Down on the wide pavement, groups of well-dressed people were making their way, full of anticipation, into a matinee performance at the large theatre; breathless and slightly hammy actors going in and out of doors onto the stage, proclaiming their lines.


Sometimes he longed for that kind of life, just everyday, normal people doing normal things together.


He left the dressed up, excited people and the window with a view of both Vasagatan and Kungsbron, and crossed the largest room in the flat, his room, his office with its antique desk and two locked gun cabinets and an open fire that was very effective. He heard the last mule spewing up in the kitchen – she had been at it for a long time now, she wasn’t used to it: it took a couple of trips before you were. Jerzy and Mariusz were standing by the sink with yellow rubber gloves on, picking out the bits of brown rubber that the young woman threw up, along with the milk and something else, in the two buckets on the floor in front of her. She was the fifteenth and final mule. They had emptied the first one in Västmannagatan, and had been forced to empty the rest here. Piet Hoffmann didn’t like it. This flat was his protection, his cover, he didn’t want it to be linked with either drugs or Poles. But they didn’t have time. Everything had gone wrong. A person had been shot through the head. He studied Mariusz; the man with the shaved head and expensive suit had killed someone only a couple of hours ago, but showed nothing. Maybe he couldn’t, maybe he was being professional. Hoffmann wasn’t frightened of him, and he wasn’t frightened of Jerzy, but he respected the fact that they had no limits; if he had made them nervous, suspicious of his loyalty, the shot that had been fired could just as easily have been aimed at him.


Anger chased frustration chased dread and he struggled to stand still with all the turmoil inside him.


He had been there and he hadn’t been able to prevent it.


To prevent it would have meant death for him.


So another person had died instead.


The young woman in front of him was done. He didn’t know her, they had never met. He knew that she was called Irina and she came from Gdańsk, that she was twenty-two and a student and was prepared to take a risk that was far greater than she imagined and that was enough. She was a perfect mule. Just the sort they were looking for. Of course there were others, junkies from the suburbs of larger cities who flocked in their thousands, willing to use their bodies as containers for less than she was paid, but they had learnt not to use drug addicts as they were unreliable and often seemed to throw up by themselves long before they reached their destination.


Inside, the anger and frustration and dread, more emotions, more thoughts.


There hadn’t been any operation. But there had been a delivery over which he had no control.


There hadn’t been any results. The Poles should have been back in Warsaw by now, his tool for mapping and identifying another partner.


There hadn’t been any deal. They had shipped in fifteen mules unnecessarily, ten experienced ones who they supplied with two hundred capsules each and five new ones who took one hundred and fifty capsules each, in total more than twenty-seven kilos of freshly produced amphetamine which, once it had been cut for sale, would come to eighty-one kilos with a street value of one hundred and fifty kronor per gram.


But without any back-up, there was no operation, no result, not even a deal.


It was an unchecked delivery that had ended in murder.


Piet Hoffmann gave the young, wan woman called Irina a brief nod. The money had been in his trouser pocket since the morning, counted and rolled up in bundles. He pulled out the last bundle and flicked through the banknotes so she could see it was all there. She was one of the new ones and didn’t yet have the capacity that the organisation expected. She had only delivered fifteen hundred grams on her first trip, which would be three times as much when cut to its sellable form, worth a total of six hundred and seventy-five thousand kronor.


‘Your four per cent. Twenty-seven thousand kronor. But I’ve rounded it up to three thousand euros. And if you dare to swallow more next time, you’ll earn more. Your stomach stretches a little each time.’


She was pretty. Even when her face was pale and her hairline sweaty. Even when she had been on her knees in a three-room flat in Sweden, puking up her guts for a couple of hours.


‘And my tickets.’


Piet Hoffmann nodded to Jerzy who took out two tickets from the inner pocket of his dark jacket. One for the train from Stockholm to Ystad and one for the ferry from Ystad to Świnoujście. He held them out to her, and she was just about to take them when he pulled back his hand and smiled. He waited a bit then held them out again, and just when she was about to take them, he pulled back his hand, again.


‘For fuck’s sake, she’s earned them!’


Hoffmann snatched the tickets from him and gave them to her.


‘We’ll be in touch. When we need your help again.’


The anger, the frustration, the dread.


They were finally alone in the flat that functioned as an office for one of Stockholm’s security firms.


‘This was my operation.’


Piet Hoffmann took a step closer to the man who had shot and killed a person that morning.


‘I am the one who speaks the language and I am the one who gives the orders in this country.’


It was more than anger. It was rage. He had contained it since the shooting. First they had to take care of the mules, empty them, secure the delivery. Now he could release it.


‘If anyone is going to shoot, it’s on my order and only my order.’


He wasn’t sure where it was coming from, why it was so intense. If it was disappointment that a business partner had not materialised. If it was frustration because a person who probably had the same brief as he did had been killed without reason.


‘And the gun, where the fuck is it?’


Mariusz pointed at his chest, to the inner pocket of his jacket.


‘You murdered someone. You can get life for that. And you’re so fucking stupid that you’ve still got the gun in your pocket?’


Rage and something else tearing at him. You should have been reporting back to Poland. He blocked out the feeling that might equally be fear, took a step towards the man who was smiling, pointing at his inner pocket, and stopped when they were face to face. Play your role. That was all that mattered, power and respect, taking and never letting go. Play your role or die.


‘He was a policeman.’


‘And how the fuck d’you know that?’


‘He said so.’


‘And since when did you speak Swedish?’


Piet Hoffmann took measured breaths. He realised that he was irritated and tired as he walked over to the round kitchen table and the metal bowl that contained two thousand, seven hundred and forty-nine regurgitated and cleaned capsules: a good twenty-seven kilos of pure amphetamine.


‘He said police. I heard it. You heard it.’


Hoffmann didn’t turn round when he replied.


‘You were at the same meeting as me in Warsaw. You know the rules. Until we’re done here, it’s me, and only me, who decides.’


He had been uncomfortable during the short journey from Kronoberg to Vasastan. Or rather, he’d been sitting on something. When Hermansson swung into Västmannagatan and pulled up outside number 79, he lifted his heavy body a touch while he felt around on the seat with his hand. Two cassettes. Siw mixes. He held the hard plastic cases in his hand and looked at the music that should have been packed away, and then at the passenger seat and glove compartment. There were two more cassettes in there. He bent down and pushed them as far under the seat as possible. He was as scared of being near them as he was of forgetting to take them with him, the last four remnants of another life that would remain packed away in a cardboard box sealed with tape.


Ewert Grens preferred sitting here in the back.


He no longer had any music to play and he had no desire to listen to or answer the frequent calls on the radio. And anyway, Hermansson drove considerably better than both Sven and himself in the busy city traffic.


There wasn’t much room on the street; three police cars and forensics’ dark-blue Volkswagen bus double-parked alongside a tight row of residents’ cars. Mariana Hermansson slowed down, drove up onto the pavement and stopped in front of the main door, which was guarded by two uniformed policemen. They were both young and pale and the one closest rushed over to the unknown men and a woman in a red car. Hermansson knew what he wanted and at precisely the same moment that he tapped on the window, she rolled it down and held up her police ID.


‘We’re investigators. All three of us.’


She smiled at him. Not only did he look young, he was probably considerably younger than she was. She guessed he was in his first weeks of service, as there weren’t many who didn’t recognise Ewert Grens.


‘Was it you who took the call?’


‘Yes.’


‘Who raised the alarm?’


‘Anonymous, according to the CCC.’


‘You mentioned an execution?’


‘We said it looked like an execution. You’ll understand when you get there.’


Up on the fourth floor, the door furthest away from the lift was open. Another uniformed colleague was standing watch. He was older, had been in the force longer, he recognised Sundkvist and gave him a nod. Two steps later Hermansson had her ID ready and was just about to show it, and she wondered if she would ever stay anywhere long enough to be recognised by more than her immediate colleagues – she didn’t think so, she wasn’t the sort who stayed.


They put on their white coats and transparent shoe covers and went in. Ewert had insisted on waiting for the lift that was slow down and slow up, so he’d be there soon.


A long hallway, a bedroom with nothing in it but a narrow bed, a kitchen with nice cupboards painted in a shade of green, and a study with an abandoned desk and empty shelves.


And one more room.


They looked at each other, and went in.


The sitting room really only had one piece of furniture. A large, rectangular oak dining table with six matching chairs. Four of them were by the table, the fifth had been pushed back at an angle, as if the person sitting there had got up suddenly. The sixth was lying on the floor. The heavy chair had for some reason fallen and they went over to establish why.


The dark patch on the carpet was the first thing they saw.


A large, brownish stain with uneven edges. They guessed about forty, maybe fifty centimetres in diameter.


Then they saw the head.


It was in the middle of the stain, on top of it, as if it was floating. The man looked relatively young – it was hard to tell as his face was mangled, but his body was strong, and his clothes were not the sort that older men often wear: black boots, black jeans, a white T-shirt, lots of silver round his neck, wrists and fingers.


Sven Sundkvist tried to concentrate on the gun in his right hand.


If he only looked at it for long enough, if he blanked everything else out, he might avoid the ugliness of death that he would never understand.


It was shiny and black, nine-millimetre calibre and a make that he didn’t often see at crime scenes: Radom, a Polish weapon. He bent down closer to it, thereby distancing himself from the life that had spilled out onto the expensive carpet and left a large dark stain. It seemed that the ejector was stuck in the discharge position and he could clearly see the bullet casing in the chamber. He studied the barrel, the butt, the grip safety, looking for something to fix his eyes on, anything but death.


Nils Krantz was standing further away, flanked by two younger colleagues. Three forensic technicians who together would scour every nook and cranny in the room. One of them had a video camera in his hand and was filming something on the white wallpaper. Sven took a step away from the head, and looked at what the camera was focused on: a small discoloured patch of something, something harmless and sufficiently far away from the lifeless eyes.


‘The victim has one entrance wound from one shot to the head.’


Nils Krantz had sneaked up behind his filming colleague and was now close to Sven Sundkvist’s ear.


‘But two exit wounds.’


Sven turned away from the wallpaper and discolouring and looked askance at the older forensic scientist.


‘The entrance wound is larger than both exit wounds because of the contact gas pressure.’


Sven heard what Krantz was saying, but he didn’t understand and chose not to ask. He didn’t need to know and instead followed the finger that was pointing at the discolouring on the wallpaper.


‘By the way, what we’re just filming and what you’re looking at right now comes from the victim, brain tissue.’


Sven Sundkvist took a deep breath. He had wanted to avoid death and had therefore chosen to focus on the discolouring on the wallpaper, but he had only found more death, as real as it ever could be. He lowered his eyes and heard Ewert come in to the room.


‘Sven?’


‘Yes?’


‘Perhaps you should go down and talk to our colleagues who took the call? And maybe some neighbours? The people who aren’t here.’


Sven looked at his boss with gratitude, hurried away from the dark stains on the carpet and discolouring on the wallpaper, while Ewert Grens hunkered down to get closer to the dead body.


The balance of power had been redistributed and restored. But it would happen again. And he had to win every time.


Carry on acting. Or die.


He stood between Mariusz and Jerzy at Hoffmann Security’s round kitchen table, emptying two thousand, seven hundred and fifty capsules of amphetamine. The latest delivery from the factory in Siedlce. Their white medical-gloved fingers first picked off the brown rubber that was there to protect the mule’s stomach in case of any leaks, then cut open the capsule with a knife and poured the powder into large glass bowls where it was mixed with grape sugar. One part amphetamine from eastern Poland to two parts grape sugar from the supermarket on the corner. Twenty-seven kilos of pure drugs transformed into eighty-one kilos that could be sold on the street.


Piet Hoffmann put a metal tin on some kitchen scales and filled it with exactly one thousand grams of cut amphetamine. A piece of tin foil was placed carefully over the powder and then something that resembled a sugar lump was put on the foil. He held a match to the methaldehyde pellet and when the white square started to burn, he fitted the lid of the tin. The flames would then die when the oxygen ran out and one kilo of amphetamine would be vacuum-packed.


He repeated this operation, one tin at a time, eighty-one times.


‘Benzine?’


Jerzy opened the bottle of petroleum ether, splashed some of the colourless fluid on the tin lids and sides and then rubbed the metal surfaces with cotton wool. He lit another match and a bluish flame flared that he then smothered with a rag after ten seconds.


All the fingerprints had now been removed.


The bloodstains were smallest on the hall carpet, slightly bigger on the wall at the other end of the spacious sitting room, even bigger by the table, and largest by the overturned chair. They also got darker and deeper the closer to the body they were, and the most visible was the large patch on the carpet in which the lifeless head was floating.


Ewert Grens was sitting so close that if the body on the floor had started to whisper he would hear it. This death didn’t feel like anything, it didn’t even have a name.


‘The entrance wound, Ewert, here.’


Nils Krantz had crept around on all fours, filmed and photographed. He was one of the few experts Grens actually trusted and had proved often enough that he wasn’t the kind of person who would take shortcuts just so he could get home an hour earlier to watch TV.


‘Someone held the gun hard to his head. The gas pressure between the muzzle and the temple must have been enormous. You can see for yourself. Half the side’s been blown off.’


The skin on his face was already grey, his eyes empty, his mouth a straight line that would never talk again.


‘I don’t understand. One entrance wound. But two exit wounds?’


Krantz held his hand near the hole that was as large as a tennis ball in the middle of the right side of the head.


‘I’ve only seen this a couple of times in thirty-odd years. But it happens. And the autopsy will confirm it – that it’s only one shot. I’m sure of it.’


He tugged at the sleeve of Grens’s white overalls, his voice eager.


‘One shot to the temple. The bullet was jacketed, half lead and half titanium, and it split when it hit one of the skull bones.’


Krantz got up and stretched his arm in the air. It was an old flat and the ceiling was about three metres high. A few hairline cracks, but otherwise in good nick, except for where the forensic technician was pointing: a deep gash in the whitewash.


‘We took half the bullet down from there.’


Small pieces of plaster had fallen where careful fingers had dug out the hard metal.


Some way off, there was a considerably larger tear in some soft wood.


‘And that is from the other half. The kitchen door was obviously closed.’


‘I don’t know, Nils.’


Ewert Grens was still sitting by the head that had too many holes.


‘The call-out said execution. But having looked … it could just as easily be suicide.’


‘Someone has tried to make it look like that.’


‘What do you mean?’


Krantz slid his foot closer to the hand that was holding a gun.


‘That looks staged. I think that someone shot him and then put the gun in his hand.’


He disappeared out into the hall and came back immediately with a black case in his hand.


‘But I’ll check it. I’ll do a GSR test on the hand. Then we’ll know.’


Ewert started to calculate, looked over at Hermansson; she was doing the same.


One hour and forty-five minutes since the alarm was raised, they still had plenty of time. The body hadn’t yet started to attract enough foreign particles to make a residue test worthless.


Krantz opened his case and looked for a round tube of fingerprint lifting tape. He pressed the tape against the victim’s hand several times, in particular the area between the index finger and thumb. Then he went out into the kitchen, to the microscope that had been set up on the worktop, put the fingerprint lifting tape on the glass plate and studied it through the ocular.


A few seconds passed.


‘No gunshot residue.’


‘As you thought.’


‘So the hand that was holding the gun didn’t fire it.’


He turned around.


‘This is murder, Ewert.’


He put his left hand to his right shoulder and pulled at the leather strap until the pressure on his shoulders was released and he could hold the holster with one hand. He opened it and pulled out a Radom with a nine-millimetre calibre. He did a recoil operation, put the last bullet in the magazine, so that fourteen were in place.


Piet Hoffmann stood still for a while, his breathing so loud he could hear himself.


He was alone in the room and the flat that looked out over Vasagatan and Kungsbron. The last mule had taken the train south a couple of hours ago, and Mariusz and Jerzy had just started their car and headed off in the same direction.


A long day, but it was still only the afternoon and he had to stay awake for hours yet.


The gun cabinets stood on the floor behind the desk. Two identical cabinets, a couple of metres high, about a metre wide, a smaller shelf on top and two rifles on a considerably larger shelf below. He put the gun on the top shelf in the first cabinet, and the full magazine in the same place in the second.


He walked through the rooms that had functioned as offices for Hoffmann Security AB for two years now. One of Wojtek Security International’s many branches. He had visited most of them several times, and the ones furthest north in Helsinki, Copenhagen and Oslo more often.


The fireplace with its dark tiles and white frame was beautiful, the sort that he knew Zofia wanted at home. He fished up a handful of small dry twigs from the bottom of the wood basket and lit them, then waited until the larger, thicker logs that he placed on top started to burn before taking his clothes off. The jacket, trousers, shirt, underpants and socks were all eaten by the yellow flames. Next, a pile of Jerzy’s and Mariusz’s clothes. The flames were red and intense now, and he stood naked in front of the fire, enjoying the warmth until they died down sufficiently for him to close the bathroom door and shower away this awful day.


A person had had half his head blown off.


A person who probably had the same job as him, but had a less solid background.


He turned on the shower and the hot water pummelled his skin, testing his pain threshold, but if he persevered, his body would eventually go numb and be filled with a strange calm.


He’d been doing this for too long; he sometimes forgot who he was and it frightened him when his life as someone else encroached on his life as a husband and father, and day-to-day reality in a house in a neighbourhood where people cut their grass and weeded their flowerbeds.


Hugo and Rasmus.


He had promised to pick them up just after four. He turned off the water and took a clean towel from the shelf by the mirror. It was nearly half past four. He hurried back into the office, checked that the fire had died down, opened the wardrobe and picked out a white shirt, a grey jacket and worn jeans.


You have sixty seconds to leave and lock the flat.


He jumped and realised that he would never get used to the electronic voice that spoke to him from the coded lock on the front door, as soon as he had punched in the correct six digits.


The alarm will be activated in fifty seconds.


He should contact Warsaw immediately, he should have done it already, but had waited on purpose, he wanted to know that the delivery was secure first.


The alarm will be activated in forty seconds.


He locked the front door of Hoffmann Security AB and closed the wrought-iron gate. A security firm. That was how the organisation worked. That was how all branches of the Eastern European mafia worked. Piet Hoffmann remembered his visit to St Petersburg a year ago, a city with eight hundred security firms, established by ex-KGB men and intelligence agents, different fronts for the same business.


He was halfway down the stairs when one of his two phones rang.


The mobile phone that only one person knew about.


‘Wait a minute.’


He had parked the car just down Vasagatan. He opened the door and got in, then carried on the conversation without the risk of being overheard.


‘Yes?’


‘You need my help.’


‘I needed it yesterday.’


‘I’ve booked a return flight and will be back in Stockholm tomorrow. Meet you at number five at eleven. And I think you should make a trip yourself, before then. For the sake of your credibility.’


The gaping holes in the dead man’s head seemed even larger from a distance.


Ewert Grens had followed Nils Krantz into the kitchen, but turned round again after a while to look at the man who was lying by an overturned chair and had one entrance wound in his right temple and two exit wounds in his left. He had been investigating murders for as long as the man on the floor had been alive and had learnt one truth – each death is unique, with its own story, its own sequence of events, its own consequences. Every time he was faced with something he had not seen before, and he knew even before he looked into the empty eyes that they were looking in a direction that he couldn’t follow.


He wondered where this particular death had ended, what these eyes had seen and were looking towards.


‘Do you want to know or not?’


Krantz had been squatting on the kitchen floor for a bit too long.


‘Otherwise I’ve got plenty else to be getting on with.’


His hand was close to a crack in the marble floor. Ewert Grens nodded, I’m listening.


‘That spot there, can you see it?’


Grens looked at something that was whitish with uneven edges.


‘Bits of stomach lining. And it’s definitely no more than twelve hours old. There are several similar spots in this area.’


The forensic scientist drew a circle with his hand in the air around himself.


‘All with the same content. Food remains and bile. But also something far more interesting. Bits of rubber.’


When Grens looked closer, he could see the white spots with uneven edges in at least three places.


‘The rubber is partly corroded, probably by stomach acids.’


Krantz looked up.


‘And traces of rubber in vomit, we know what that means.’


Ewert Grens gave a loud sigh.


Rubber meant human containers. Human containers meant drugs. A dead man in connection with a delivery meant a drugs-related murder. And a drugs-related murder always meant investigation and lots of hours, lots of resources.


‘A mule, a swallower who’s delivered the goods right here in the kitchen.’


He turned towards the sitting room.


‘And him? What do we know about him?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing?’


‘Not yet. You have to have something to do, Grens.’


Ewert Grens went back into the sitting room and over to the man who no longer existed, watched as two men took hold of his arms and legs, as they lifted him and put him into a black body bag, as they pulled up the zip and put the body bag on a metal stretcher trolley that they only just managed to push down the narrow hall.


He left Vasagatan and then got caught in a traffic jam by Slussen. It was nearly five o’clock and he should have been at the kindergarten an hour ago.


Piet Hoffmann sat in the car and desperately tried to fend off the stress and heat and irritation caused by the afternoon traffic, which he could do nothing about. Three lanes at a standstill as far down the tunnel as he could see. To combat this battle with the city, he often thought about the soft skin on Zofia’s face when he stroked it, or Hugo’s eyes when he managed to cycle on his own, or Rasmus’s hair, splashed with carrot soup and orange juice, standing out in every direction. It didn’t work. Who did you do time with? Images of the people he was thinking about merged every time into images of a deal in a flat in Västmannagatan that had ended in another man’s death. Skåne. Mio. Josef Libanon. Virtanen. The Count. How many names do you want? Another infiltrator with the same mission as him. Who else? But the other infiltrator who sat facing him just didn’t act as well. Who else? He, if anyone, should know what a faked background looked like, how it was put together, and which questions were needed to make it collapse. They had both been working for the police in their respective ways and ended up in the same place. He didn’t have any choice, otherwise they might both have died, and one was in fact enough, one who wasn’t him.


He had seen people die before. It wasn’t that. It was part of his daily life and his credibility required it; he had learnt to shrug off dead people who weren’t close to him. But he had been in charge of this operation. A murder, he risked life imprisonment.


Erik had phoned from the airport outside Jacksonville. Nine years as a secret civil servant on the unofficial payroll of the Swedish police had taught Piet Hoffmann that he was valuable. The authorities had magicked away offences in both a private and professional capacity before, so Erik Wilson should be able to make this one vanish too. The police were good at that, a few secret intelligence reports on the right bosses’ desks was usually enough.


The temperature had risen in the stationary car and Piet Hoffmann dried away the sweat from his shirt collar just as the blasted queue started to move. He fixed his eyes on a number plate that was edging slowly forwards a few metres ahead and forced his mind back to images of Hugo and Rasmus and his real life, and twenty minutes later got out of the car in the visitors’ car park at Hagtornsgården, in the midst of all the flats in Enskededalen.


By the front door he suddenly stopped with his hand in the air, a few centimetres from the handle. He listened to the voices of the noisy, boisterous children who were playing and smiled, lingering a while in the best moment of the day. He went to open the door, but stopped again; something tight across his shoulders. He quickly felt under his jacket, heaved a sigh of relief – he had remembered to take off his holster.


He opened the door. It smelt of baking, a late snack for some of the children who were sitting round a table in the lunch room. The noise was coming from further in, the big play room. He sat down on a low stool in the entrance, near the tiny shoes and colourful jackets on pegs marked with the children’s names and hand-drawn elephants.


He nodded at one of the young women, a new member of staff.


‘Hi.’


‘Are you Hugo and Rasmus’s dad?’


‘How did you guess? I haven’t—’


‘Not many left.’


She disappeared behind some shelves filled with well-used jigsaw puzzles and square wooden building blocks and reappeared almost immediately with two boys aged three and five who made his heart laugh.


‘Hello, Daddy.’


‘Hello-lello, Daddy.’


‘Hello-lello-lello, Daddy.’


‘Hello-lello-lello—’


‘Hello, you two. You both win. We haven’t got time for any more hellos today. Maybe tomorrow. Then there will be more time. OK?’


He reached out for the red jacket and pulled it on to Rasmus’s outstretched arms, then sat him on his lap to take his indoor shoes off the feet that wouldn’t keep still, and put on his outdoor shoes. He leant forwards and glanced at his own shoes. Shit. He’d forgotten to put them in the fire. The black shininess might be a film of death, with traces of skin and blood and brain tissue – he had to burn them as soon as he got home.


He checked the child car seat that was strapped onto the passenger seat, facing backwards. It felt as secure as it should and Rasmus was already picking at the pattern on the fabric as was his wont. Hugo’s seat was more like a hard square that made him sit a bit higher and he fastened the seat belt tight before giving his soft cheek a quick kiss.


‘Daddy’s just going to make a quick phone call. Will you be quiet for a while? I promise to be finished before we drive under Nynäsvägen.’


Capsules with amphetamine, child car seats secured, shoes shiny with the remains of death.


Right now he didn’t want to see that they were different parts of the same working day.


He closed his phone the moment the car passed the busy main road. He had managed to make two quick calls, the first to a travel agent to book a ticket on the 18.55 SAS flight to Warsaw, and the second to Henryk, his contact at head office, to book a meeting there three hours later.


‘I did it! I finished on this side of the road. Now I’m only going to talk to you.’


‘Were you talking to work?’


‘Yes, the office.’


Three years old. And he could already distinguish between the two languages and what Daddy used them for. He stroked Rasmus’s hair and felt Hugo leaning forwards to say something behind him.


‘I can speak Polish too. Jeden, dwa, trzy, cztery, pięć, sześć, siedem—’


He stopped, and then carried on in a slightly darker voice: ‘—eight, nine, ten.’


‘Very good. You know lots of numbers.’


‘I want to know more.’


‘Osiem, dziewięć, dziesięć.’


‘Osiem, dziewięć …dziesięć?’


‘Now you know them.’


‘Now I know.’


They drove past the Enskede flower shop and Piet Hoffmann stopped, reversed and got out.


‘Wait here. I’ll be back in a moment.’


A couple of hundred metres further on, a small red plastic fire engine was standing in front of the garage and he just managed to avoid it, but only by scraping the right-hand side of the car against the fence. He released the seat belts and child car seats and watched their feet run over the moss green grass. They both threw themselves down on to the ground and crawled through the low hedge into the neighbour’s garden, where there were three children and two dogs. Piet Hoffmann laughed and felt a warmth in his belly and throat, their energy and joy, sometimes things were just so simple.


He held the flowers in one hand as he opened the door to the house that they had left in such a rush – it had been one of those mornings when everything took a little bit longer. He would tidy away the breakfast dishes that were still on the table, and pick up the trail of clothes that spread through every room downstairs, but first he had to go down into the cellar and the boiler room.


It was May and the timer on the boiler would be turned off for a long time yet, so he started it manually by pressing the red button, then he opened the door and listened to it cranking into action and starting to burn. He bent down, undid his shoes and dropped them into the flames.


The three red roses would go on the middle of the kitchen table in the vase that he liked so much, the one they’d bought at the Kosta Boda glassworks one summer. Plates for Zofia, Hugo and Rasmus in the places where they had sat every day since they left the flat the same summer. Half a kilo of defrosted mince from the top shelf in the fridge which he browned in the frying pan, salt and pepper, single cream and two tins of chopped tomatoes. It was starting to smell good, a finger in the sauce – it tasted good too. A half-full pan of water and a bit of olive oil so that the pasta wouldn’t boil over.


He went upstairs to the bedroom. The bed was still unmade and he buried his face in the pillow that smelt of her. His overnight bag was in the wardrobe, already packed: two passports, wallet with euros, zloty and US dollars, a shirt, socks, underwear and a toilet bag. He picked it up and carried it down into the hall. The water had started to boil, half a bag of dry spaghetti into the bubbling water. He looked at the clock. Half past five. He didn’t have much time, but he would make it.


It was still warm outside, the last of the sun would soon disappear behind the roof of the neighbouring house. Piet Hoffmann went over to the hedge that would have to be pruned properly this summer. He saw two children he recognised on the other side and called to them that food was ready. He heard a taxi approaching down the narrow road. It pulled up and parked in the driveway by the garage. The red plastic fire engine survived once again.


‘Hi.’


‘Hi.’


They hugged each other, like they always did and every time he thought he would never let go.


‘I can’t eat with you. I have to go to Warsaw this evening. An emergency meeting. But I’ll be home again tomorrow night. OK?’


She shrugged.


‘No, not really. I was looking forward to having the evening together. But OK.’


‘I’ve made supper. It’s on the table. I’ve told the boys food is ready so they’re on their way. Or at least, they should be.’


He kissed her quickly on the lips.


‘One more. You know.’


One more. Always an even number. His hand on her cheek, two more kisses.


‘Now it’s three. So one more.’


He kissed her again. They smiled at each other. He picked up his bag and walked over to the car, looked back at the hedge and the hole at the bottom in the middle where the children would appear.


No sign of them. He wasn’t surprised.


He smiled again and started the engine.


Ewert Grens looked at the mat that disappeared under the passenger seat and Sven Sundkvist. He had pushed the two cassettes in there. Two more were lurking in the glove compartment. He would take them with him sometime, pack them away, forget them.


The two young, but slightly less pale uniformed police were still standing on the pavement between the bonnet of the car and the entrance to Västmannagatan 79. Hermansson had started to reverse when one of them came over and knocked on the window, and Sven rolled it down.


‘What do you think?’


Ewert Grens leant forwards from the back seat.


‘You were right. It was an execution.’


It was late afternoon at Kronoberg, and finding a parking place on Bergsgatan wasn’t easy. Hermansson drove round the tired police headquarters three times before parking on Kungsholmsgatan, by the entrance to Normalm Police and the County Criminal Police, despite protests from Ewert Grens. Grens nodded vaguely at the security guard and walked in through the entrance he hadn’t used for years; he had long since learnt to appreciate routine and had stuck to his rigidly in order not to fall apart. One corridor and a narrow staircase and then they came out into the County Communication Centre, the heart of the vast building. In a room the size of a small football pitch, a police officer or a staff employee sat at every second computer, watching the three small screens in front of them and the considerably larger ones that covered the walls from floor to ceiling, ready to deal with the four hundred or so emergency calls that came in every day.


Holding a cup of coffee each, they sat down next to a woman in her fifties, one of the civvies, and the sort of woman who put her hand on the arm of the person she was talking to.


‘At what time?’


‘Twelve thirty-seven, and a minute or so earlier.’


The woman who still had her hand on Ewert’s arm typed in 12.36.00, and then the silence that felt like eternity, as is often the case when several people sit together listening to nothing.


Twelve thirty-six twenty.


An automatic voice, the same one that was used in the rest of the police world, followed by the voice of a real woman who was crying as she reported a domestic at an address in Mariatorget.


Twenty thirty-seven ten.


A child screaming about a dad who’d fallen down the stairs and there was alotalotalot of blood coming from his cheek and hair.


Twelve thirty-seven fifty.


A scraping sound.


Obviously somewhere indoors. Possibly a mobile phone.


Unknown number on the screen.


‘Pay-as-you-go card.’


The female operator had removed her hand from Ewert Grens, so he didn’t answer in order to avoid any more physical contact. It was years since anyone had touched him and he didn’t know how to relax any more.


‘Emergency services.’


The scraping sound again. Then a buzzing interference. And a man’s voice that was tense, stressed, but he spoke in a whisper that was trying to sound calm.


‘A dead man. Västmannagatan 79.’


Swedish. No accent. He said something more, but the buzzing sound made it difficult to hear the last sentence.


‘I want to listen to it again.’


The operator slid the cursor back along the time code that stretched across one of the computer screens like a black worm.


‘A dead man. Västmannagatan 79. Fourth floor.’


That was it. The buzzing disappeared and the call was cut. The monotone electronic voice said twelve thirty-eight thirty and a distressed old man reported a robbery in a newsagent on Karlavägen. Ewert Grens thanked her for her help.


They walked together through the endless corridors of the police headquarters to the homicide unit. Sven Sundkvist slowed down to talk to his boss who limped more with each passing year, but refused to use a stick.


‘The flat, Ewert. According to the owner, it was rented out a couple of years back to a Pole. I’ve asked Jens Klövje at Interpol to find him.’


‘A mule. A body. A Pole.’


Ewert Grens stopped by the stairs that would take them up two storeys. He looked at his colleagues.


‘So, drugs, violence, Eastern Europe.’


They looked at him, but he didn’t say any more and they didn’t ask. They went their separate ways at the coffee machine, and with a cup in each hand he managed to open the door to his office. Out of habit he went to the bookshelf behind his desk, lifted his arm and then suddenly stopped. It was empty. Straight lines of dust, ugly squares of varying sizes: the cassette player had stood there, and all his cassettes, and there, two identical squares, the loudspeakers.


Ewert Grens ran his fingers through the traces of a lifetime.


The music he had packed away that belonged to another era would never again play in this room. He felt like he’d been tricked, tried to get used to a silence that had never existed here before.


He didn’t like it. It was so damn loud.


He sat down on the chair. A mule, a body, a Pole. He had just seen a man with three big holes in his head. So, drugs, violence, Eastern Europe. He had worked for thirty-five years in the city police force and seen crime rise steadily, get worse. In other words, organised crime. Not surprising that he sometimes chose to live in the past. That’s to say, mafia. When he started out as a young policeman who had thought he could make a difference, the mafia had been something far away in southern Italy, in American cities. Today, executions like the one he had just seen, the brutality, it was all so dirty – colleagues in every district could only stand by and watch while money was laundered from all kinds of organised crime: drugs, gun running, trafficking. Every year, new players made a violent debut in police investigations, and in recent months he had been introduced to the Mexican and Egyptian mafias. This was another he had not come across before, the Polish mafia, but it had the same ingredients: drugs, money, death. They investigated a bit here and a bit there, but would never catch up; every day the police risked their lives and sanity and every day they lost a little more control.


Ewert Grens sat at his desk for a long time, looking at the brown cardboard boxes.


He missed the sound.


Of Siwan. Of Anni.


Of a time when everything was far simpler.


The arrivals hall at Frédéric Chopin airport in Warsaw was always overcrowded. The number of departures and arrivals had increased steadily in line with the airport’s expansion and he had lost his cases twice in the past year in a chaos of bewildered travellers and large forklift trucks that drove too fast and too close.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/images/9781849167062.jpg
New York Times Bestseller

THREE
ECONDS

ROSLUND &
HELLSTRAM

‘Extraordinarily compelling’ DAILY MAIL










OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





