
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			Three Minutes

			three minutes

			Also By

			Also by Roslund and Hellström

			Pen 33

			Box 21

			Cell 8

			Three Seconds

			Two Soldiers

			Title

			three minutes

			Roslund and Hellström

			Translated from the Swedish by Elizabeth Clark Wessel

			[image: ]

			Copyright

			First published in Sweden in 2016 by Piratförlaget under the title Tre minuter

			This ebook edition first published in 2017 by 

			[image: ]

			an imprint of 

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			An Hachette UK company

			Copyright © 2016 by Roslund and Hellström

			English translation copyright © 2017 by Elizabeth Clark Wessel

			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

			EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78429 533 2

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 

			businesses, organizations, places and events are 

			either the product of the authors’ imagination

			or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

			actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			Cover design © 2017 Ghost

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			always alone.

			trust only yourself.

			part one

			part two

			part three

			part four

			part five

			the next day

			four months later

			another four months later

			Heartfelt thanks from the authors

		

	
		
			always alone.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			It’s a good day. Sometimes you just know.

			Hot, like yesterday, like tomorrow. But easy to breathe. It rained recently, and he takes a deep, slow breath and holds the air inside, lets it lie there in his throat before releasing it a little bit at a time.

			He exits a city bus that was once painted red, and which departed just an hour ago from a bus stop in San Javier, Comuna 13 – a few high-rises and some low-rises, as well as buildings that aren’t entirely walled in. Some call it an ugly neighbourhood, but he doesn’t agree, he lives there, has lived there for the entirety of his nine years. And it smells different. Not like here, in the city centre. Here the scent is unfamiliar – exciting. A large square that has probably always been here. Just like the fish stalls and meat stalls and vegetable stands and fruit stands and the tiny restaurants with only three or four seats. But all these people crowding around, jostling each other, surely they haven’t always been here? People are born, after all, and die – they’re replaced. Right now he sees the ones that exist, but by the time he grows up some of those will be gone and new ones will have arrived. That’s how it works.

			Camilo crosses the square through narrow aisles and continues into La Galería. Here there are even more people. And it’s a little dirtier. But still lovely with all those apples and pears and bananas and peaches lying in heaps, changing colours. He collides with an older man who swears at him. Then he walks a little too close to the bunches of big, blue grapes and some fall to the ground. He picks them up and eats as many as he can before a woman who resembles his mother starts screaming the same curses that the older man just screamed at him. But he doesn’t hear them, he’s already moved on to the next stall and the next and the next. And when he passes by the last stalls of fish and long since melted ice – and here the smell is not exciting, dead fish don’t like the heat and the ones that haven’t sold by lunch smell even worse – he knows he’s almost there. A few more steps and there they are. Sitting on wooden benches and wooden chairs in front of the heavy tables that don’t belong to the merchants or the kitchens, which someone put at the far end of the market, where everything really has run out. That’s what they do, sit and wait together. He hasn’t been here that many times, he’s only nine years old. But he does as they do – sits down and waits and hopes that today, today he’ll get a mission. He never has before. The others are a little older – ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, a few even as old as fourteen, their voices are starting to drop, cutting through the air and occasionally losing grip, falling out of their mouths and fluttering here and there just when they’re about to speak. He wants to be like them, earn money like them. Like Jorge. His brother. Who is seven years his elder. Who was seven years his elder, he’s dead now. The police came to their home, rang the doorbell and told his mother that a body had been found in Río Medellín. They thought it might be him. They wanted his mother to come with them and identify him. She had. He hadn’t been in the water long enough to become unrecognisable.

			‘Hi.’

			Camilo greets them timidly, so timidly that they don’t even notice, or at least it seems so to him. He sits at the very edge of one of the benches where the other nine-year-olds are sitting. He comes here every day after school. The voices that cut the air, who’ve been here longer, don’t go to school at all, nobody forces them to, so they sit here all day. Waiting. Talking. Laughing sometimes. But meanwhile they keep glancing at the space between the last stalls – cauliflower and cabbages like soft footballs piled up on one side and large fish with staring eyes on the other – glancing, but pretending they don’t care at all. And everyone knows. Everybody knows they’re fooling each other and still everybody pretends their eyes aren’t glancing in that direction, when that’s all they’re actually doing. Because that’s the direction they usually come from. So you have to be ready. Clientes. That’s what they call them.

			Camilo takes a deep breath and can feel a cloud forming in his belly, white and fluffy and light. And a kind of pleasure fills his whole body, his heart beats faster, and the red on his cheeks deepens.

			Today.

			He wants it so much.

			He’s known since this morning. Today somebody is going to give him his very first mission. After today, he’ll have done it. And once you’ve done it, you’re for ever somebody else.

			It’s hotter now. But still easy to breathe. A city that’s fifteen hundred metres above the sea, and when people come just for the day, as customers often do, they complain about the lack of oxygen, their lungs seize up, and they swallow again and again trying to get more.

			There. There.

			A cliente.

			Camilo sees him at the exact same time as everybody else. And he perks up just like everybody else, stands up, and hurries towards him, flocking around him. A fat man with no hair wearing a black suit and black hat with small, sharp eyes like a bird. The man examines the kids flocking around him and after a fraction of a second, as intense as the beating of a drum, he points to someone in the middle. Someone who’s eleven, almost twelve, who’s done this before. And they go off together.

			Shit.

			Camilo swallows what might be a sob. Shit, shit, shit. That might be the only one who comes today.

			And he’d been so sure it was his turn.

			An hour passes. Then another. He yawns, decides not to blink an eye, counts how many times he can raise and lower his left arm in sixty seconds, sings the kind of silly children’s song that gets stuck in your head.

			Nothing today, either. Except waiting.

			Someone is coming.

			He’s sure of it.

			Determined steps. Headed straight for them.

			Someone is coming.

			And everybody does exactly like last time, like always, jumping up, flocking around him, fighting to be seen.

			A man this time too. Powerfully built, not fat like the other one, but big. An Indian. Or maybe not. Mestizo. Camilo recognises him. He’s seen him here before. He comes all the way from Cali, and he’s older than Camilo’s father. Or he thinks so anyway, he’s never seen his father and his mother won’t say much about him. The Indian, or Mestizo, usually gives his missions to Enrique – Enrique who hasn’t been around for a while, who’s done this a total of seventeen times.

			They are all filled with expectation. Usually no more than a few come here with a mission, and this is probably today’s last chance before they all have to head home having accomplished nothing more than waiting. They surround the Mestizo, and he watches them try to look like adults.

			‘You’ve all done this before?’

			They all answer simultaneously.

			‘Sí!’

			Everyone but Camilo. He can’t raise his hand and say yes, can’t lie. The others shout: eight times and twelve times and twenty-one times. Until the man looks at him.

			‘What about you?’

			‘Never. Or . . . not yet.’

			Camilo is sure of it, the Mestizo is staring only at him.

			‘Well then, it’s time for your first. Right now.’

			Camilo stretches as high as he can, while trying to take in what the man just said. It’s true. He’s going to do it. Today. And tomorrow, when he walks through those rows of stalls, everything will have changed, they will look at him with respect, because he’ll have done it.

			The car is illegally parked outside La Galería, near the square. A Mercedes G-Wagen. Black. Boxy. Large floodlights on the roof – Camilo counts four – broad and robust, which can be angled in different directions. Thick windows you can’t see into, not even through the windscreen. Bulletproof, he’s sure of it. And inside the car smells like animals, as new cars do. This one has soft, white leather seats. It hardly makes a sound as it starts up and rolls away. The Mestizo is at the wheel with Camilo in the passenger seat. He glances surreptitiously at the man who is so tall his head almost grazes the ceiling. Square face, square body, a bit like the car they’re sitting in. A squat, black braid of hair that resembles a burnt loaf of bread is tied back in a hairband woven with glistening gold threads. They don’t say a word to each other. It takes twenty minutes to drive to their destination as the city transforms from shabby to dirty to renovated to expensive and then back to shabby. Over the Carrera 43A and onto a smaller road that’s he’s unfamiliar with.

			Then they stop. Camilo looks at the street signs, they have stopped where Carrera 32 crosses Calle 10. The city is expensive again. A neighbourhood called El Poblado that he’s never been to before. A good neighbourhood. His mother has said so. And of course, people live here in their own houses with their own lawns and two cars in the driveway, not far from the city centre.

			From here, they can see the house without being seen. And the Mestizo points.

			‘There. She’s standing in the far window. Your mission.’

			Camilo sees her. And nods. Nods again when he’s given a towel and puts it on his lap, unfolds it. A handgun. A Zamorana, made in Venezuela, fifteen shots, nine millimetre. Camilo knows that. Jorge taught him almost everything.

			‘And you know the rest, right? What to do?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How to shoot?’

			‘Yeah. I’ve done that a ton of times.’

			They had, Jorge and Camilo. Practised. In the evenings they used to practise with the same kind of gun but an older version, which Jorge borrowed from a person Camilo was never allowed to meet. On a deserted lot quite far from here, in La Maiala.

			‘Good. We’ll meet in two hours. Same place as before, at the market. You’ll have to get back there by yourself.’

			His heart is hammering as much from joy as from expectation or excitement or fear.

			A sicario.

			After the car has disappeared, Camilo walks over to some trees that line the roadside and sits beneath one of them. From here he can observe the house and the window, and the woman standing there, clueless.

			Green dress. Not as old as he’d thought. She’s framed by what appears to be the kitchen window, and he can’t really make out what she’s doing. He screws on the silencer just as Jorge taught him to do and loads the magazine with the five bullets that were also in the towel. That’s what they give you.

			Focus.

			That’s what Jorge used to say, Focus, little brother, keep breathing slowly, close your eyes, and think of something you like. Camilo thinks of a boat. He likes boats, big boats with sails that float forward slowly when the wind is slow and fast when the wind is fast. He’s never been on a boat, but he’s thought about it so much he’s sure he knows how it feels.

			A few minutes. And he’s ready.

			Stands up. Stuffs the gun into his waistband and makes sure his shirt covers it. Walks to the door of the house the Mestizo pointed to.

			Bars. A security door. Extra thick. He’s seen this kind of door before.

			And he rings the bell.

			Steps. Someone is approaching. Someone is peeking through the peephole, he can tell from the shadow.

			He pulls the gun out of his pants and pushes the small switch located at the far end of the grip, turns off the safety at the precise moment he hears her unfastening the door chain.

			Then she opens the door, because she sees a nine-year-old child.

			And he meets her eyes just like Jorge told him to and raises his gun, aiming upwards, she’s so much taller than him.

			He holds it with both hands just like Jorge showed him.

			And pulls the trigger.

			Twice.

			The first shot hits her chest and she jerks, bounces a little, and looks surprised, in her mouth and in her eyes. Then he shoots again, at her head.

			And she sinks down, like a leaf gently falling from a tree, with her back against the doorframe and a bleeding hole in the middle of her forehead. But she doesn’t fall backwards or to the side, not like he’d imagined she would, like they do in movies.

			He sits on the bus, afterwards. All the way back. And it feels like but a moment ago that his heart was pounding with joy and excitement, yet not at all like a moment ago – now there is no fear. Now he’s done it. It will show on him, he knows, he can see it himself on others.

			The car is waiting at the same place. Near the square. The stocky Mestizo is in the front seat, the thick braid hanging on his shoulder. Camilo knocks on the window, and the passenger door opens.

			‘Done?’

			‘Done.’

			The Mestizo wears gloves as he takes back the handgun and pulls out the magazine. There are three bullets left.

			‘You used . . . two?’

			‘Yes. One in the chest, one in the forehead.’

			Me. A sicario.

			The bus again. The back of the bus is full, and he sits down on the only free seat, which is right behind the bus driver. He returned the pistol in a towel and got two hundred dollars. Camilo’s cheeks feel hot, red. Two hundred dollars! In his right pocket! And the bills are as warm as his cheeks, burning his thigh as if they want to come out, show themselves to the other passengers on the bus this evening, who don’t have two hundred dollars in their pockets, not even combined.

			Six zones along Rio Medellín turns into sixteen comunas and two hundred and forty-nine barrios. He is on his way to one of them a bit further up on the slopes of Comuna 13, San Javier. On his way home. He’s ridden this way so many times, with his mother and with Jorge and alone, but it’s never felt like it feels now. The cloud in his stomach is no longer moving back and forth, it’s made a place for itself next to his heart, and the fluffiness no longer presses out towards his chest, but inwards. He leans back against his hard seat and imagines his home, which is crowded and messy and full of sounds, how he’ll run there as fast as he can from the bus stop and rush inside and before he’s even seen her he’ll shout Mum, I told you I’d fix the fridge and I did, and he’ll hand her half the money. And she’ll beam with pride. And then he’ll go to the room they sleep in and to his secret spot – a flat tin box that once held thin pieces of chocolate and which he can hide almost anywhere – and he’ll put the other one-hundred-dollar bill in there, his first.
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			If dawn turns into morning. If July turns into August.

			If an ending turns into a beginning.

			Piet Hoffmann rolled down the windows of the truck – a draught – it wasn’t even eight in the morning yet, but the heat was already pressing against his temples, the shiny sweat covering his shaved head evaporating slowly as the wind whirred around him.

			If an ending turns into a beginning and therefore never ceases.

			It was on this day three years ago that he arrived in a country he never visited.

			On the run.

			A void.

			Life was now just about survival.

			He eased up on the throttle slightly, ninety kilometres per hour, just as they’d agreed. He checked the distance to the truck in front of him: two hundred metres, just as they’d agreed.

			They had long since turned off highway 65. Kilometre after kilometre and to their left, on the other side of dense shrubbery, the Rio Caquetá flowed, roared, forming the border to the Putumayo Province – the river had followed them the last hour, keeping its distance but still stubbornly sticking to the road. He chewed on coca leaves to stay sharp, drank white tea to stay calm. And occasionally drank some of the mixture El Mestizo forced on him before every delivery, some version of colada: flour, water, sugar and a lot of Cuban espresso. It tasted like shit, but it worked, driving away hunger and fatigue.

			On several occasions, especially during the last year, he’d believed the end really was an end, an opening, an opportunity to get back home. To Europe. Sweden and the Stockholm he and Zofia and Rasmus and Hugo considered the whole of their mutual world. And every time the opening quickly closed, the void had widened, their exile continued.

			Tonight. He’d see them again. The woman he loved, even though he’d once believed he wasn’t capable of loving, and two small people that he somehow loved even more – real people who had real thoughts and looked at him like he knew things. He’d never intended to have any children of his own. But now when he tried to remember what it was like before they arrived, there was only blankness, as if the memories were gone.

			He slowed down a little, he was getting too close. Maintain a constant distance, for maximum security. It was his responsibility to protect both of these trucks. They’d already paid for their passage through – this was the kind of place where if you joined the police or military, it wasn’t because you wanted to catch criminals or fight crime, it was because you wanted to make a good living collecting bribes.

			Protection.

			That’s what he did yesterday, was doing today, and would do tomorrow. Transport. People. As long as he did it better than anyone else, nobody would question him. If El Mestizo, or anyone else in the PRC guerrillas, doubted for even a moment that he was who he said he was, if he was exposed, it would mean instant death. For himself, for Zofia, for his children. He had to play this role every day, every second.

			Piet Hoffmann rolled up the two side windows, the heat neutralised for a moment – the breeze had scared away the foaming wave of sweat that slipped beneath his usual get-up. The bulletproof vest with two pockets he’d sewn on himself – the GPS receiver that stored the exact coordinates of every route and destination, the satellite phone that worked even in the jungle. Plus the gun hanging from a shoulder holster, a Radom, fourteen bullets in its magazine, the one he’d got used to wearing during his many years of undercover work with the Polish mafia, paid for by the Swedish police. In the other shoulder holster, he carried a hunting knife with a wooden handle, which he liked to hold, its two-sided blade newly sharpened. He’d carried it for a long time, since before the judges and prison sentences, since before he’d worked for Swedish special protection – maximum damage with a single stab. On the seat next to him sat a Mini-Uzi with a rate of fire of nine hundred and fifty rounds per minute and a customised collapsible stock that was as short as he needed it to be. Also, on the platform, just behind the truck’s cab, secured with two hooks, he had a mounted sniper rifle. He even had registrations for all of them. Issued by El Cavo in Bogotá for the right price.

			Over there. Beyond the unpainted shed that stood close to the road, just before the two tall trees that had long since died – naked and stripped branches that seemed to be waiting for someone who would never arrive. That was where they would slow down, turn right, and continue the last few kilometres down a muddy dirt road that was too narrow and whose deep potholes were filled with water. A fucking potato field. Thirty kilometres per hour, you couldn’t go faster than that. So Piet Hoffmann drove a little closer to the truck in front of him, half of the secure distance, never leaving a gap of more than one hundred metres.

			He’d never transported anything to this particular cocina before. But they all looked alike anyway, all had the same purpose – processing coca leaves with chemicals in order to spit out over a hundred kilos of cocaine a week. About an hour along this godforsaken road, and they’d be in a PRC-controlled area – which had once been FARC-controlled – where labs are either owned by the PRC or by operators who rent their land from the PRC and pay to grow and produce. When he first got here, Hoffmann had assumed the mafia was in charge, that’s what he grew up with, that’s how myths were formed, took root. He knew now that wasn’t the case. The members of the mafia might rule in Colombia, might sit on the money, but without the owner of the jungle they were nothing. The mafia. The state. The paramilitary. And a mess of other organisations running around making war on each other. But there was no power without the PRC guerrillas – the cocaine demanded the jungle, demanded the coca leaf, and they weren’t cultivated on guerrilla land without guerrilla permission.

			‘Hello.’

			He’d planned on waiting to call. But he wanted it too much. Her hands on his cheeks, her eyes looking into his, wanting the best for him, loving, steadfast, beaming with confidence.

			‘Hello.’

			He’d been away for seven days. Like last time. That’s how it worked. Distance, waiting, long nights. He endured it because she did. They had no other choice. This was his only way to support them. If he went back to Sweden he’d be locked up. If he didn’t continue to play this role, he’d be dead.

			‘I miss you.’

			‘I miss you, too.’

			‘Tonight. Or maybe even this afternoon. See you then.’

			‘Love you.’

			He was about to answer. Love you too. When the call cut off. That happened out here sometimes. He’d call again, later.

			The already tiny road was becoming more like a path, narrower and narrower and with even wider potholes. It was difficult to maintain the correct distance. Sometimes the second truck disappeared around tight curves and behind high ridges. Hoffmann had just rocked the right rear wheel out of a crater when two brake lights lit up ahead of him, glowing like red eyes under the bright sun. It felt wrong. The other truck should not be slowing down, or stopping, not here, not now. He’d designed every detail of this transport himself, it was his responsibility, and he’d made it clear that no vehicle should slow down to less than twenty-five kph without warning him.

			‘Watch out.’

			El Mestizo’s voice in Piet Hoffmann’s ear, he adjusted the round and silvery receiver in order to hear better.

			‘Stop.’

			Hoffmann slowed too, then stopped just like El Mestizo. Eighty, maybe ninety metres away. And now he could see it, despite the sharp curve and bushes obscuring his view. In front of them on the road stood a dark green off-road vehicle. And on either side of it stood more. He counted four military vehicles in a semicircle, like a smile stretching from one edge of the jungle to the other.

			‘Wait and—’

			It crackled sharply, that electronic scraping turned angry and tore into his ear, and Hoffmann had a hard time making out the whole sentence as El Mestizo moved the pinhead microphone to his shirt collar and locked it into transmit mode.

			Hoffmann kept the engine running while he gazed at those green vehicles. Regular military? They’d already been paid. Maybe para­military? If that was the case, they had a problem. They weren’t on El Mestizo’s payroll.

			Then every cab opened at the same time. Men in green uniforms jumped out holding automatic weapons, but not pointing them.

			And now he could see.

			It wasn’t paramilitary. Those weren’t their uniforms. And he relaxed, somewhat. El Mestizo seemed to do the same, his voice became less of a growl, as it did when vigilance and suspicion took hold of him, the characteristics that defined him.

			‘We know them. I’ll be back.’

			Now the door to El Mestizo’s cab opened, too. He was heavy, tall and also wide, but when he landed on the muddy ground, he did so gently. Hoffmann had seldom seen so much body move with such coordination.

			‘Captain Vásquez? What’s going on?’

			The transmitter on his collar no longer crackled, instead transmitting clear and clean sound. Reproducing the overly long silence.

			Until Vásquez threw his arms wide.

			‘Going on . . .?’

			‘These vehicles. It looks like a goddamn roadblock.’

			‘Mmm. That’s exactly what it is.’

			Vasquez’s voice. Piet Hoffmann didn’t like it. There was something missing. A resonance. It was the kind of voice a man unconsciously affected when he didn’t mean you well. Hoffmann rose up gently from the driver’s seat, exited through the cab’s rear window and crawled out onto the covered bed of the truck. The sniper rifle was held down by two simple brackets and he undid them, took out the bipod, lay down and pulled the bolt upwards and towards himself while pushing the muzzle through one of the prepared holes in the tarp.

			‘You’ve been paid.’

			‘Not enough.’

			The telescopic sight brought him close. It was as if he was standing there with them, among them, El Mestizo on one side and Captain Vásquez on the other.

			‘You got what you asked for, Vásquez.’

			‘And it’s not enough.’

			Close enough to be part of El Mestizo’s face. Or Johnny’s face, he called him that more and more often. Shiny, like always when they left Cali or Bogotá for the jungle, mouth tense, eyes on the hunt, eyes that had once frightened Piet, but that he’d learned to like even though they so often turned from friendly to ruthless. And Vásquez’s face – the bushy, pitch-black moustache that he was so proud of, eyebrows sprawled like wild antennas. He looked as usual. And not at all. Just like his voice, his movements were different, not heated, violent, more confident. Yes, that’s what they were, slow, almost transparent, as if he wanted what he said to really sink in. He hadn’t looked like that when they negotiated with him, paid him at a hole-in-the-wall restaurant behind a church in Florencia, compensation for allowing three deliveries to pass. On those occasions Vásquez wore civilian clothes, seemed nervous, talking and moving jerkily, only settling down after he ripped open the envelope and – mumbling – counted the money bill by bill.

			‘You never told me how big your transport was. You didn’t tell the truth.’

			‘We have an agreement.’

			‘I didn’t know what it was worth. But I do now.’

			Piet Hoffmann peered through the telescopic sight, focusing on El Mestizo’s eyes. He knew them well. They were about to change shape. It always happened just as fast – pupils dilating, gathering more light for more power, preparing to attack.

			‘Are you joking? You’ve been paid.’

			‘I want just as much – again.’

			Vásquez shrugged his uniformed shoulders, pointed to the diagonal trucks and the four young men waiting outside them. And all of them simultaneously – without raising their weapons – put their right index finger on the trigger.

			A clear signal.

			Piet Hoffmann magnified the telescope on his rifle and moved the bullseye to the centre of Captain Vasquez’s forehead, aimed at the point between his eyebrows.

			‘You got what you wanted.’

			‘That’s what you think. But I don’t agree.’

			‘Be damn careful, Il Capitano.’

			Twenty-seven degrees outside. Hoffmann’s left hand on the rifle’s tele­scope. Windless. The small screw gently between his index finger and thumb. Distance ninety metres. He turned, one click.

			TPR1. Transport right one.

			Object in sight.

			‘Be careful . . . you know as well as I do that accidents happen easily out here in the jungle. So listen very closely, Vásquez – you’re not getting any more money.’

			Through the telescopic sight, Piet Hoffmann was almost a part of that thin skin, wrinkling up on the forehead, eyebrows drawing together. Captain Vásquez had just been threatened. And reacted.

			‘In that case.’

			What had been confidence and self-control now became aggression and attack.

			‘I hereby confiscate your transport.’

			Hoffmann felt it. They were on their way there. Where he didn’t want to go.

			Right index finger lightly on the trigger.

			Avoid all questions.

			Survive.

			His official duty was to protect. That was what El Mestizo believed and must continue to believe.

			Breathe in through your nose, out through your mouth, the calm, it had to be in there somewhere.

			He’d killed seven times before. Five times since he got here. Because the situation demanded it. To avoid being unmasked.

			You or me.

			And I care more about me than about you, so I choose me.

			But the others had been the kind who profited directly from the drug trade, which slowly took away people’s lives. Captain Vásquez was just an ordinary officer in the Colombian army. A man who was doing what they all do, adapting to the system, accepting bribes as part of his salary.

			‘So that means your truck is mine now . . .’

			Vásquez was armed, an automatic rifle hanging off his left shoulder and a holster on his right hip, and that was the gun he pulled – a revolver he pressed against El Mestizo’s temple.

			‘. . . and you’re under arrest.’

			The captain’s voice had become much quieter, as if this was just between them, and that’s probably why the metallic click sounded so loud as the gun was cocked and the barrel rotated to release a new cartridge.

			Breathe in, out.

			Piet Hoffmann was there now, where everything could be broken down into its separate parts and built back up again. This was his world, and it made him feel secure. One shot, one hit. No unnecessary bloodshed. Take out the alpha, it worked every time, forcing everyone else to look around for where that shot came from, take cover.

			‘Nobody puts a fucking gun to my head.’

			El Mestizo spoke softly, almost a whisper, while turning around, even though the gun dug into the delicate skin of his temple – there’d be a round, red mark there later.

			‘El Sueco.’

			And now he looked straight at the second truck. At Hoffmann.

			‘Now.’

			One shot, one hit.

			Piet Hoffmann squeezed the trigger a little more.

			And I care more about me than about you, so I choose me.

			And when the ball hit Captain Vásquez’s forehead it looked just like it always did with this ammunition – a small entrance wound, just a centimetre wide, but a huge exit wound, an explosion as the whole back of his head disappeared.

		

	
		
			He had never seen anyone die before. Not midstep. Breath, thoughts, love, longing, and then – nothing.

			He had faced death, of course, had been hunted by cowardly, ugly, shitty death and learned to hate it, but in another way – he knew what it felt like to hold it in your arms while you said goodbye, to lose the one you love the most one glacial moment at a time.

			Timothy D. Crouse stared at a screen covering an entire wall of the room that bore his name. The satellite, which had just filmed and recorded a bullet from a sniper rifle hitting the middle of a man’s forehead, was floating right now according to the operator’s computer at an altitude of one hundred and sixty kilometres, orbiting Earth every eighty-eight minutes.

			An image angled from above.

			The man in uniform – probably an officer, he’d moved that way in relation to the four other men in uniforms -– had pressed his gun against the head of one of the truck drivers. Four military vehicles had formed a roadblock, and it was clear the commander and the driver had argued. Then his life had been extinguished in front of his men, who became confused, uncertain where the shot had come from. Soon they too were under fire. Shots to the side, in front, and behind them. It was as if the shooter, who so accurately hit the officer’s head, was deliberately missing, content to intimidate, control. The four soldiers had thrown themselves to the ground. Not falling, just needing to get down to the ground as fast as possible. While the shots rained down, the burly, almost square driver with the thick, dark braid drew his own weapon and ran over to them, tying them up one by one, their arms pinned behind their backs and their faces in the mud.

			Timothy D. Crouse was absorbed by the monitor.

			Everything had stopped. The burly man in the middle of the screen was waiting for something. Or someone. Then Crouse saw what – the shooter came running in from the right side of the image, slipping on the muddy, uneven road, a weapon in his hand.

			‘Eddy . . . you OK?’

			A murder streamed live. Watched by two viewers. He himself on one seat and the satellite operator, one of the people responsible for monitoring Colombia, on the other.

			‘I’m OK, sir.’

			‘Take a break, if you like. This shit . . . seeing this, it’s rough.’

			‘I’ll be fine.’

			‘In that case, Eddy, I’m gonna leave you here for a minute. I need some air.’

			Crouse put a hand on the operator’s shoulder and stood up. Threw a cursory glance at the two giant screens which covered other walls in the Crouse room – one of which looked over the Golden Triangle – Laos, Burma and Thailand – and the other concentrating on the Golden Crescent – Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan.

			Cultivated coca on its way to cocaine kitchens in Colombia. Poppy fields headed for the opium factories of Asia. All of it ended up in drug transports, drug sales, drug abuse. Death. The sort that he’d just witnessed. Or the kind he’d given birth to, dressed up, and seen end.

			Crouse opened the locked door with his plastic card and went out into the endless corridor. Stifling, dusty air. The kitchenette was halfway down the other end of the hall, and empty, just as he’d hoped. He put a kettle of water on the stove and watched it warm up, start to emit steam, squeal loudly. He liked to let it boil a little too long, surrounded by vapour and that sustained note. Spooning several scoops of instant coffee, had to make it really strong, into a porcelain cup with NGA written on it. With that first sip came the rush to his chest. He wanted to remain inside that wet steam and with that coffee, warming him from throat to stomach, felt so good sometimes to fall into the void, escape death and demands and responsibilities. The speaker of the house. Technically, the third most powerful person in the US after the president and vice-president. And here he stood, in a cramped kitchenette in the building he increasingly sought out, where for a moment he could be nobody at all.

			He continued down the corridor, which seemed a little less sultry. Passed by the room where the sign still hung on the door even though the mission was completed, Operation Neptune’s Spear – the information gathered there had formed the basis of the US military raid on a house in Abbottabad, Pakistan, where someone named Osama bin Laden had been hiding. Passed by the room with a sign that read Operation Iraqi Freedom – the continuing hunt for the fifty-two most wanted men in the invasion of Iraq; passed by an entirely new room for something called Operation Aladdin and a room marked Operation Mermaid, which was not yet up and running.

			Then the endless corridor came to an end.

			And he stepped out into one of the world’s largest rooms – an atrium with a glass roof big enough to house the Statue of Liberty. With mug in hand he sought a bench at the far end near the stairs, not particularly elegant but he liked sitting there, drinking his coffee and glancing up at the blue sky hanging above the glass roof, which hid the satellites much of his work depended on.

			Liz.

			He missed her every day. Many times a day. It never passed, never lessened. Instead, he felt it more. And even when he thought he couldn’t bear any more, he knew tomorrow would bring even more.

			Death always brought back death.

			Crouse took slow, deep breaths as he looked around a compound that housed eight thousand employees, yet remained almost unknown, often confused with the NSA. National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency – the NGA – the US government agency tasked with analysing images from aerospace, commercial satellites, other nations’ satellites.

			And our own satellites.

			One of which had just taken him to another part of the world. A reality he would soon return to, continue to be in.

			‘Sir? I don’t like you sitting here.’

			‘And I don’t like you pointing that out. As usual.’

			Crouse smiled at the tall, well-built man who had snuck up behind him. Dark suit, gun in a holster across his chest, a radio, he looked like all the others, but he wasn’t. Crouse knew his name, the man who spent the most time with the speaker. One of several bodyguards, but the one that had been at his side the longest, since he was elected minority leader and first started receiving threats – there was always someone who was angry or disappointed or needed someone to take that anger out on.

			‘You were supposed to let me know if you left the Crouse Room.’

			‘And I didn’t do that, Roberts. Because I wanted to be left alone.’

			‘My job, sir, is not to respect the privacy of your coffee breaks. It’s to keep you alive.’

			‘And I’m alive. Aren’t I?’

			They walked back, and Roberts followed him all the way to the door that read The Crouse Model, and only then did he stop and stand outside. He’d still be standing there when Crouse came out again.

			‘It’ll be just a minute, sir, until we get the live feedback.’

			The operator at the Colombia desk nodded towards the giant screen on the wall. It was black.

			‘A new window is about to open. Another satellite.’

			Timothy D. Crouse sank down onto a simple wooden chair he used so often that it almost felt like his own. A few years ago, when the Crouse Model was first initiated, black silence had dominated that wall, broken up only now and then in limited intervals by extremely low-res, hard-to-interpret images. Now it was the opposite. Only a few times a day did a short window of time arise when spy satellites, which circled the earth closer and faster than other satellites, didn’t overlap, thus making a specific location inaccessible.

			‘There. The window is gone. We can follow them again.’

			Crouse looked up at the screen. The satellite image had altered, now had a new centre. The scene had changed. Half of the four military vehicles that had formed a roadblock were gone. But the four men in uniform remained on the ground, bound and guarded by the burly man.

			‘We’re gonna get in real close now.’

			The operator grabbed what looked like an electronic pen, held it over the disc on the desktop, and zoomed in on the burly man.

			‘Close enough to almost be able to identify them.’

			Crouse watched a powerfully built man on a winding road in the Amazon jungle, unaware he was being watched, walk back and forth beside prone soldiers, giving them a sharp kick now and then if one of them moved too much. This image was also from above, the satellite’s angle, but was vastly more detailed. That hadn’t been possible in the beginning – the first time he sat here they’d been using spy satellites that conveyed sequences in which every pixel corresponded to ten-­centimetre resolution – which meant that it was impossible to make out anything in these unprocessed images, no one was identifiable. A new generation, three-centimetre resolution, had also been inadequate. Now they were using satellites with one-centimetre resolution in anticipation of the next generation, zero point one, evolving – at that point they’d be able to read the fine print in a newspaper.

			‘Can we get any more detail?’

			‘Unfortunately not, sir.’

			The face dissolved into colourless squares. It didn’t matter. Crouse had already guessed who it was – had watched him several times before, just like this, four thousand kilometres away and close enough to be able to touch him.

			His physique, the way he moved. It was him. El Mestizo – Johnny Sánchez. Professional killer. The man the FBI had classified as the fourth most dangerous member of the PRC guerrillas.

			But it was his companion that Crouse was more curious about. The other truck driver. The sniper. Who now came running for a second time from the edge of the image, this time from the left.

			‘I want you to change focus – go right up to him instead.’

			A new zooming in. More colourless squares. A hairless man with what appeared to be a large tattoo on his shaved skull. Slightly shorter than Sanchez, slender, a hunting vest worn over his shirt, jeans, boots, dark gloves.

			‘You see, sir?’

			Twelve seconds was as long as they were able to follow him before he jumped into one of two remaining off-road vehicles and drove away with it, back into the jungle.

			‘Yep. I saw him.’

			The man the FBI placed at number seven out of a total of thirteen on that same Most Wanted list of the cocaine-financed PRC-guerrilla hierarchy.

			The only one who had yet to be identified. 

			‘El Sueco, right?’

			‘El Sueco.’ 

			From his appearance, and according to their few sources, not South American. Not necessarily Swedish, as the name suggested, but probably northern European, or maybe Australian, even North American, that was as far they could get with facial recognition software.

			‘Every time we’ve seen him, every time, we’ve registered Sánchez at his side. Or rather – this guy is always at Sánchez’s side. According to our patchy information, his closest companion. His right-hand man. He protects the cocaine fields, the cocaine kitchens, and cocaine deliveries. Protects weapons shipments. Protects Sánchez.’

			A murder streamed live.

			And they were still streaming, guarding the bound soldiers and moving the vehicles as if nothing had happened. Just another day in the drug trade, where a life was worth less than money. Crouse took a slow lap around the large room with that restlessness that never left him alone – he could feel it again, death brought death. He passed the next screen and the operator watching the anonymous factory buildings that handled opiates in Laos, then the screen showing the poppy fields in Afghanistan and the many farmers harvesting with simple tools. Further into the room, those responsible for the development of the Crouse Force. He said hello and told them to prepare for a site visit tomorrow, and beyond them sat the leaders of the Crouse Group – the heart of the Crouse Model, the analysts who compiled the images taken in via the NGA’s spy satellites, the audio intercepts and documents downloaded via their cousin the NSA’s signal reconnaissance-program, and the insider information that came from the DEA’s undercover work.

			It didn’t help.

			That damned restlessness continued to pursue him, and he continued to flee.

			A man had been breathing. Then he wasn’t any more.

			A slow second turn around the hall before returning to the Colombia investigative desk. By far the largest producer. Eighty-five per cent of all cocaine that was snorted, smoked or injected originated there and was transported by the Mexican cartels to six million Americans.

			His own daughter was one of them.

			Had been one of them. 

			Crouse closed his eyes, took a breath, held in the air, keeping it in his abdomen as he’d learned to. It didn’t help. The restlessness turned to anger. The anger became more restlessness.

			What a fucking anniversary.

			1915 – cocaine became illegal. 2015 – more tons of cocaine are smuggled across the border than ever before.

			One hundred years of failure.

			Crouse looked up at the screen and for a moment the resolution was perfect. The truck had been moved and was parked behind the one Sánchez drove. He was alone in the picture. The man they called El Sueco was no longer visible to the satellite cameras.

			Sánchez seemed hesitant, as if he was waiting for something. Without being in any particular hurry.

			They’d murdered someone.

			And unlike those who were several thousand kilometres away watching that murder, they didn’t seem hunted.

			Then, suddenly, he moved, turning in the direction of the muddy road, clearly searching for something.

			‘Can you zoom out?’ 

			The satellite operator took his electronic pen, pulled it over the plate on his desk. Zooming out five steps. Until Crouse saw what they were waiting for. A minibus and two motorcycles, men in uniforms, approaching rapidly.

		

	
		
			Piet Hoffmann rolled out his sleeping bag onto the rough, gritty truck bed. He’d spread out a newspaper, the centre spread of yesterday’s El Espectador, to cover the truck bed properly. And on top of the paper stood his disassembled weapon – twelve parts that needed to be sprayed, wiped clean of powder residue, and oiled.

			He had killed a man. They would discuss it this evening, he and Zofia. Not that she would judge him, condemn him – she never did – but he’d learned that he had to talk about it. Or, she had taught him that.

			Hoffmann looked at his wristwatch, counting. They’d been waiting for an hour and forty minutes. It wasn’t far to Puerto Arango, but El Cavo would soon be here.

			A revolver. Pressed against his temple.

			Johnny – he was Johnny at that moment – had stood ninety metres away.

			And slowly turned back towards him, whispering, El Sueco, now.

			Johnny trusted him. Even when his life hung in the balance.

			The one person he shouldn’t trust.

			Four young soldiers from the regular military had been forced down onto their stomachs, tied up tightly with their faces in the mud and hands behind their backs. Piet Hoffmann had moved his own truck closer to El Mestizo’s and parked behind it. That was after he read the topographic map and found a slope half a kilometre into the partially cleared jungle – terrain that had not yet begun to form new walls of bark and leaves, fragile vegetation that was more reminiscent of the kind he and Zofia sometimes walked through far out in the Stockholm archipelago. The kind you could drive on. He drove the first military vehicle through the jungle to the precipice, backing up close to one of nature’s own cavities, where a small, blue river wound by twenty-five metres below. He’d left the jeep in reverse, pressed down the clutch, and replaced his foot with a heavy stone attached to a string to hold the pedal down. After that it had been enough to pull up the hand throttle, jump out of the car, and with rope in hand gently pull away the stone. Until the car started to move. Then he snatched away the stone completely and the jeep coughed a couple of times before rolling backwards over the edge of the precipice and down into the river. He had driven away the fatigue that came with oppressive heat and humidity, and time after time run back and picked up the next military vehicle. All four six-wheeled vehicles were now at the bottom of the ravine, scattered here and there like a wilted bouquet of flowers.

			You pay if you threaten El Mestizo.

			Piet Hoffmann had finished spraying and wiping away any powder residue and carefully oiled the barrel, the very last part of his gun. Twelve pieces of metal on the open newspaper. Each of them harmless. But when they were bolted together again they’d be deadly.

			That fucking image wouldn’t go away.

			Right between the eyebrows.

			A small entry, an explosion as it exited the back of his head.

			He crawled out through the gap near the back of the tarp covering the truck bed, sniper rifle slung over one shoulder. He chose a tree a hundred and fifty metres away, mounted the laser instrument, and checked the telescopic sight against a red point to make sure it was perfectly calibrated. He loaded a new magazine with nine bullets – ready to fire.

			‘They’re here now.’

			El Mestizo pointed in the direction they’d come from. You couldn’t see them yet, but you could hear them. Two, maybe three vehicles coming along a muddy, narrow, waterlogged dirt road. Hoffmann went back up on the truck bed, fastened the sniper rifle to its two hooks and jumped down again.

			Two motorcycles and a minivan with six seats. Eight police officers. But only one of them counted. El Cavo.

			El Mestizo waved them over to the edge, greeted a tall, skinny man who was a little pigeon-toed, rare among police officers.

			‘Sánchez. It’s been a while.’

			El Mestizo seldom answered to his surname. But they had that kind of relationship nowadays.

			‘And every time the same . . .’

			El Cavo broke off suddenly. He’d just noticed the corpse.

			‘. . . circumstances.’

			Or rather, the uniform on the corpse. And recoiled.

			‘A . . . captain? From the regular army?’

			‘Shit happens.’

			‘This is not even close to what’s included in our agreement!’

			El Mestizo had signed agreements with more people than Hoffmann could keep track of – and he’d been working by his side for almost two and a half years – still, someone new was always popping up. Some customs official who could manipulate declarations, prosecutors who don’t bring charges, a judge who fabricated findings, soldiers who registered weapon licences, police officers who turned a blind eye. There were a ton of those types, when it came to documents. But then there were the others. Hoffmann had met them in at least seven of Colombia’s thirty-two provinces. High-up police officials who take care of something a little trickier than paper – dead bodies. For example, this El Cavo, whose jurisdiction was in the province Caquetá. Hoffmann had seen him once before, then it had been Johnny who’d done the shooting, someone who leased the land, grew the crops, and forgot a little too often to pay his fee.

			‘It was this boy here.’ 

			El Mestizo pointed at Piet Hoffmann. 

			‘He’s from Sweden. And accidentally shooting someone here in Colombia could make it complicated with his papers. So I’d appreciate it if you took care of this.’

			Hoffmann didn’t shake his head, but wanted to.

			Boy? I’m thirty-eight years old. Not much younger than you are.

			But understand what El Mestizo was up to. Marginalising. Generating sympathy.

			‘So I’ll give you nine million pesos right now. In addition to your monthly payment.’

			‘Nine million?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Hey, man, there’s eight of us. You want us to split nine mil?’

			The tall thin one, who squinted just as often at the blown-off back of the head as at the four soldiers tied up on the ground, spoke in a strange dialect that Hoffmann had never heard before. Even though his Spanish had become almost as good as his Swedish or Polish, he still had difficulty following these twisted words and sentences that seemed to form their very own language.

			‘What are you thinking here, Sánchez? There won’t be anything left.’

			‘I think you get a good salary from me already. Usually without having to do shit.’

			‘If I, we, are gonna clean this up it’ll cost nine million. Times eight.’

			‘You better goddamn . . .’

			‘Look at me, Sánchez. If you shoot a military officer that’s just how much it costs. And I want it in dollars. Thirty-five hundred dollars each. That’s twenty-eight thousand. How do you want it?’

			El Mestizo rarely gave in in a discussion about money, or any discussion at all. But this time he did. He went to the cab of his truck, rustled around in the glove compartment and returned with a brown envelope. El Cavo stretched out a slender arm and took it. They both knew what would happen next. A phantom image of someone who had never been there. A call over the radio, a black man was seen running from the scene.

			But that’s not how things ended this time.

			El Mestizo handed over the envelope, nodded after the completion of the negotiation, and walked towards the dead officer. A machine gun hung around his lifeless neck. He unfastened it, nodded back towards El Cavo and continued towards the four bound and prone soldiers – who you really could call boys – and set the weapon to burst mode.

			Then he shot them one at a time, in the back, in the direction of their hearts.

			‘If you’re getting paid that much, you might as well take care of this, too. Earn your pay.’

			El Mestizo nodded a third time towards the chief of police, silently holding a brown envelope.

			‘Twenty-eight thousand dollars. Divided by the five bodies. An average cost of . . . fifty-six hundred. That feels a hell of a lot better. Right, chief?’

			—

			Piet Hoffmann reached out through the open window and adjusted the side mirror – El Cavo and his men were getting smaller and smaller, but not as quickly as he hoped. The two trucks were moving almost painfully slow, twenty kilometres on a road that started out undrivable and got even worse, which meant forty-five minutes of driving.

			Side mirror again, still not quite right – needed to be turned a little more to the left. There. Maybe angled slightly downward. Perfect. He saw what he expected to see – El Cavo’s little troop had already started digging. Not very deep, the forest dogs had to be able to catch the scent. He’d seen their tracks when he dumped the off-road vehicles, they were close by, hiding, and waiting patiently. They usually came down quickly, working in teams like wolves, making it to the bottom of a two-foot deep grave in ten, fifteen minutes tops. And tore the bodies up quickly too – knowing their time was limited, ate quickly, the smell would spread and with it came competition. Condors and vultures would circle overhead, then start to attack the dogs who gave up and loped away. The big birds continued the meal, but more calmly – nothing would disturb them until nightfall when the Andean bear took over and cleaned up, first crushing the bones to get to the marrow. Until the jaguar challenged it. Until they both left with a femur. Only the skulls would remain, stripped to the bone, there at the bottom of the hole – by tomorrow morning five people would have disappeared.

			The conversation with Zofia felt all the more heavy, all the more fucked up.

			At first she would try to comprehend that her husband killed another man. Because he thought he had no choice. And when she’d done it, she’d attempt to comprehend that four boys had been buried and then dug up. Because El Mestizo had felt he had no choice and did what he always did when he felt threatened or wanted to position himself. And then she would try her best to understand why someone she never met, someone called El Cavo and his men had cleaned up body after body for thirty-five hundred dollars each.

			Hierarchy. Money. And it just . . . kept going.

			As it does when the system outside you becomes the system inside you. When you are born into it, nurtured by it, embraced by it. Until eventually you embrace it back. And your breath is no longer your own survival, it’s the death of others.

			‘Zofia?’

			Cell phone in hand. It took her a few rings to answer.

			‘Hello. Again. It cut off before?’

			‘I’m . . . in the jungle, you know.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Tonight, Zofia.’

			‘If you . . . I’ll wait for you here.’

			‘I love you.’

			The call broke off again. This time because of his index finger on the answer button. It was enough. She knew what it meant. She should put Rasmus and Hugo to bed early, and they would sit across from each other in the kitchen and talk through this until they were done, then sit next to each other in the sofa hand in hand without saying anything at all.

			The jungle tightened around him. It was becoming more difficult to move forward as branches and leaves and lianas whipped against the windows. A road the guerrillas had built up, dug out, routes to meeting places and camps that no one else could find, a world of its own. And inside it, the sounds. The strange hum of hundreds of thousands of insects hovering in black clouds, herons and giant toucans and macaws amplifying each other’s calls, and the monkeys, who sat in almost every tree, sounding their warning calls – a dark-green reality that formed a giant greenhouse with its own primordial soundscape.

			Piet Hoffmann read the map, again. And he was sure it couldn’t be far away, a kilometre, not more. He wiped his shirtsleeve across his neck, face, scalp, but was no less sweaty, just added new moisture from the fabric. There. There. He glimpsed a zinc roof, and walls of bamboo and dried mud. Cocina. Work and home for ten people – the camp manager, two chemists, three chemist assistants, and four guards. He stopped the truck just as El Mestizo was stopping his, got out, said hello. First to the camp manager, El Comandante, who welcomed them in his slightly bigger caleta. He lived alone, a stained straw mattress on his floor, a simple desk under a bare bulb, and outside his door a large TV hanging from a tree, with an adjustable antenna, connected to the generator like the lamp. Then the older chemist, the only one not in camouflage, introduced himself as Carlos. Hoffmann smiled, all five head chemists he’d met so far had called themselves Carlos.

			The two truck platforms looked identical, covered by tarps. Six rows with four large bags in each, stacked two by two, the bulky kind reminiscent of packs you see outside construction sites – all of them brimming with coca leaves. And then, at the back, four oil barrels filled with chemicals.

			The crane rooted around like a hunting claw, an arm of metal sticking up between the cab and trailer, easy to manoeuvre. One by one sacks and barrels landed on pallets holding them up from the mud that drowned everything else, with every step Piet Hoffmann’s hiking boots were stained by that soft, brown gruel.

			Hoffmann, like El Mestizo, had handled this kind of load several times before – a half-hour, and the truck bed was empty.

			‘You hungry?’

			El Comandante tied mosquito nets to branches and nails and rolled out black plastic bags over the wooden planks that connected his own caleta to the guards’ and chemists’, creating an open living room in the middle of their jungle home.

			‘Ajiaco? Today’s main course. And for the first time we have the pleasure of serving cold beer to our guests.’

			There was a small shack behind the chemists’ cocaine kitchen and the camp manager proudly led them inside and showed them a fairly new refrigerator connected to a generator. He smiled broadly as he opened it, revealing several rows of Aguila and Club Colombia bottles, light and easy to drink. El Comandante and the chemist Carlos settled down onto the plastic-covered wooden boards, invited El Mestizo and El Sueco to sit opposite, and they all ate potato soup with chicken and sweetcorn and toasted with cold beers while the guards and assistants stood a bit further away awaiting their turn.

			Hidden by a wall of trees at least thirty metres high, which prevented sunlight from penetrating and satellites from discovering them. Inside this demarcated terrain, the cocina became an inaccessible fortress impossible to survey. The cocaine laboratories that Piet Hoffmann had visited so far were all like this, or located in desolate regions close to Venezuela, which offered a different kind of protection – if the military attacked, and the PRC were at a disadvantage, the guerrillas could always flee across the border. The domestic troops never followed them there. A blown cocina was not worth the risk – armed soldiers in a foreign land could be interpreted as an attack and result in launching another war between two countries that were tired of fighting each other.

			‘Dessert?’

			The camp manager was waiting for one of the chemist’s assistants to clear the table and take the plates and cutlery to a primitive, but functioning kitchen – water in a plastic can and a crumpled piece of metal as a sink.

			‘Not me . . .’

			El Mestizo nodded towards Piet Hoffmann.

			‘. . . But maybe this young man?’

			‘Arroz con leche de coco. Any interest?’

			The camp manager smiled at his other guest, as proud as when he opened the refrigerator.

			‘It’s not every day I can offer you that out here.’

			‘Thank you. But I’m good.’

			‘You know the coconut, it . . . my friend, you can’t even taste the rice.’

			Hoffmann patted his stomach lightly.

			‘Still – I’m full.’

			El Comandante lifted a hand, held it up smiling, a gesture of defeat.

			‘Well then. More for me. Right? But in that case I insist you take some tamales with you. We’ve got some ready to go. It’ll do you good.’

			Rice, chicken, vegetables. Inside a can of Coke. Piet Hoffmann nodded and stood up, stretched, looked in the direction where he guessed the river flowed. He didn’t see it. The green walls were in the way. But according to the map it lay close by.

			He had to go there before they headed back.

			Only a criminal.

			He had to be alone.

			Only a criminal can play a criminal.

			He took a slow lap around the sacks and barrels, ran his hand through the tightly packed coca leaves and knocked on the rounded metal – a muffled sound, filled to the top with chemicals. This was the heart of the cocina, the main building, which also had a roof of zinc, panels and walls of widely spaced bamboo. Earth-packed floor, which got looser near the middle and had a tendency to turn to mud. As soon as the others finished their meal, the coca leaves would be soaked in ethanol inside those sawn-open oil drums, methodically drained of their juice. Then moved to the next barrel where the gasoline would be separated out, and the coca mixed with ammonia, then filtered. A long time ago – before Zofia and the children, before the lies and the promises that he eventually started to keep – he’d smoked a lot of the sticky mass that was created midway through this process. Freebasing. That’s what they’d called it back when he bought and sold it in downtown Stockholm; in this country they called it bazuko and, according to Johnny, it was of an entirely different quality, gave a different buzz, total fucking paranoia, anyone who tried got stuck inside it for days.

			Now and then he longed to do it again, of course, but he never did.

			That last step, from bazuko to cocaine, the white powder, was the same – more chemicals. The ones he’d transported here today. Ether, butanone, hydrochloric acid. That was all he could make out from the waybill. And there was more, he couldn’t decipher the contents of the last barrels.

			‘Something wrong in here?’

			El Mestizo had put his hand on Piet’s shoulder. That didn’t happen often. He was in a good mood.

			‘Yes.’

			Piet Hoffmann had already scanned the laboratory as he always did when he entered a new space. Now he did it a second time. Workbenches made of empty shipping boxes. The other benches made of plywood balanced on sawn-off tree trunks. Plastic barrels, plastic buckets, metal containers, serving trays, fabric, microwave ovens, pallets, fragile racks of test tubes.

			It all fitted.

			‘But those seem a little . . . out of place.’

			There was a pile of bags in one corner. Bags stacked on top of each other. Handbags on top of briefcases on top of suitcases of various sizes. All in the same colour and material, some kind of leather.

			‘You’re right. And wrong. They don’t quite fit in. And yet they do. Carlos?’

			El Mestizo shouted through the gap-filled wall to the chemist standing outside with a cigarette in his mouth.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Come in here. I want you to show our European friend your little secret.’

			The head chemist dropped his cigarette into the mud, stomped on it with the heel of his boot, and went into the laboratory. Carlos. Piet Hoffmann remembered his predecessor who’d borne the same name – just like his predecessor – had been the type to get a little too chatty sometimes and so last year El Mestizo had had to take care of him. Now this version of Carlos went over to the pile of bags, grabbed a mid-size suitcase and put it on one of the workbenches.

			‘And you are absolutely sure . . .’

			The head chemist made sure to look at El Mestizo as he spoke.

			‘. . . that you want him to . . .’

			‘Carlos?’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Show him.’

			Two unexpectedly callused hands opened the suitcase, whose interior looked just like any other suitcase.

			‘This is our method for providing a customer with . . . selected samples.’

			The head chemist pointed with one of his callused hands at the empty suitcase.

			‘Small bag, not much cocaine. Big bag, lots of cocaine. This transports about three kilos.’

			Three kilos. Samples? Hoffmann didn’t know much about street value these days, but back when he was dealing in Stockholm that amount of coke would have meant a huge party and a shitload of money.

			‘The exterior is made of leather. You see? And inside, some plastic, but mostly leather – here too, basically the whole interior – the compartments, the bottom, the sides.’

			Carlos ran his hands over the leather, which was an unassuming brown.

			‘The leather contains cocaine. Which I have killed. Or the smell, anyway. Completely odourless cocaine. You can get through any customs you want, pass by any dog you like.’

			El Mestizo gestured that he wanted the bag, and the head chemist handed it over.

			‘The first time I saw this, Peter, I was just about to kill him. Do you remember that, Carlos? I came in here and saw a huge saucepan with some black goo boiling inside it. I asked what it was and Carlos replied that’s your cocaine. It made me fucking furious. I’ve never seen it before. What the hell are you doing, you idiot, you’re destroying it! I screamed until Carlos interrupted me. I’m not destroying anything, let me show you.’

			El Mestizo took hold of one of the bag’s inside pockets, ripped it loose, and held up the bit of leather.

			‘There are two steps. The first, you have to kill the stuff, I’ve never seen it done. And I haven’t pressured anybody. I understand you, Carlos. I’ve explained that it’s your technique, your and your colleagues’ livelihood, and you have to protect that.’

			The head chemist smiled guardedly, as if afraid El Mestizo could change his mind at any time, become less understanding.

			‘There aren’t many who can do this. Just a few chemists. I know of one in Cali, one in Bolivia, one in Venezuela, and there’s one more here in the Guaviare province, but much further into the forest. We kill the scent and then melt the cocaine into the leather. And when I do it, I don’t let anyone in here. But step two, bringing the cocaine back to life, that I can show you. It’s easier, and our customers receive instructions on how to do it by themselves.’

			A blue plastic barrel stood in the corner near the stack of bags. Smelling strongly of chemicals. Carlos picked it up, placed it on the workbench.

			‘Give me the leather.’

			He nodded towards El Mestizo, who handed over the scrap he’d just ripped out of the suitcase.

			‘Like this.’

			And then he sank the oblong piece into the chemical mixture.

			‘Ether. I dip it, rub it, as if I’m washing it and . . . voilà . . . as you can see, it turns white. Or maybe not so much white as colourless. What do you think, maybe we should call it a whitish yellow?’

			The leather’s dark brown hue was gone. Carlos picked up another plastic container of chemicals – permanganate, sulphuric acid – and lowered the now colourless leather into it. Two layers slowly formed. A yellowish surface layer, and below that a second layer of pure water. Or at least it looked like water.

			‘Now we restore it. Bring it back to life.’

			He reached over to the shelf filled with test tubes and chose the one that stood closest.

			‘A drop of this into the white. One more drop. One more. Do you see? It gets thicker, almost looks like . . . sperm. The more drops you give it the thicker the goo, as Sánchez calls it. Or maybe batter sounds better? And then, if we had more time, I would have heated the mixture to ninety-eight degrees, put it on a tray and let it dry. In a few hours you’ll have cocaine of the highest quality, ninety-four per cent, sometimes even ninety-six. We call it fish scales. They don’t have it where you come from, but there’s nothing better and it . . . glitters, like the scales on a beautiful fish.’

			Piet Hoffmann had come across yet another form of the drug that once controlled his life. Now possessed knowledge that few others did. But that was not what this was about. Confidence. That was the real message. El Mestizo, who didn’t put his trust in anyone, had once again done just that, shown his confidence in him, and now seemed a little pleased with himself while waiting for the man he kept closest to realise that. It had taken two and a half years, but he was now more deeply embedded in the core of the PRC guerrillas than any other informant ever had been.

			‘The river? Is it that way?’

			El Mestizo smiled.

			‘Are you going for a swim, Peter?’

			‘I need to wash off. Before we head back. This heat has crawled into my pores and won’t let go.’

			‘You know there are crocodiles, right?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And in this province, you know, they don’t just bite off whatever’s sticking out, they chew.’

			His smile spread even wider. Hoffmann also smiled and headed out alone down the carved tunnel, surrounded by the screams of monkeys and buzzing of insects. And ants formed thick black ropes as they criss-crossed the path in front of him.

			A few minutes and he was there. It was beautiful. Wide, open water, he guessed seventy-five metres to the other side and a strong current in its middle. One of the many tributaries that carved the Amazon jungle into pieces, leading from nowhere to nowhere.

			A light wind, pleasant, cooling.

			He stripped naked and took the first steps towards the shore and then saw a log lying not far into the water. He bent down, picked up a good-sized rock and took aim. A hit. The log moved in irritation, splashed as it disappeared below the surface and swam away, small eddies following behind it.

			He moved further out, dipped his whole body, put his shaved head well below the surface of the water. Silence. Even more cool. It was like a cold balm against his blazing skin. He stayed in longer than he’d planned, needed a private moment without the punishing heat.

			Johnny had shown trust in him when he urged him to shoot.

			And again when he showed him the bags.

			The one person he shouldn’t trust.

			Piet Hoffmann waded towards the shore between jagged rocks, dried himself off as best he could with his damp shirt, dressed and looked around cautiously.

			He was still alone.

			The GPS receiver lay there in the fabric pocket of his vest. He took it out, pressed a button labelled mark,

			57.308326, 15.1241899

			and checked the decimal grade on the display.

			The precise latitude and longitude of this location – but in a coded program.

			If they ended up in the wrong hands, if someone else got hold of the figures before he gave them to his handlers in Bogotá or Cartagena, they’d have no idea what they meant. The coordinates they found would lead them to another continent – to one of the churches he liked so much, Korsberga in southern Sweden. And which they had agreed to always use as a diversion. The real coordinates of a PRC-controlled cocaine kitchen in the Amazon jungle would only appear after his DEA handler ran them through her encryption device.

			He put the GPS receiver back in its place in his vest pocket and took a few steps back towards the water, squatted down and rinsed his face again, staring down into a wavy mirror. Somewhere in the green behind him was the cocina. After about an eight-week wait, to keep from throwing any suspicion on his visit, the newly formed Crouse Force would crack down right here on the basis of the coordinates he’d just downloaded – and shut down this cocaine lab by force. And only a few people would be aware of what had happened, few would know how they’d been able to find their way here, the conditions necessary for an informant’s survival. Not even the powerful US politicians who initiated his mission, who reaped the benefits of it, knew that he, a convicted prisoner on the run from a European prison, was actually working for them.

		

	
		
			Timothy D. Crouse couldn’t cry. Not any more. It was as if he’d run out of tears four years ago, as if they’d all run down into the ground, making a softer bed for the one who rested there. For ever.

			He didn’t cry now either. Even though he was watching images for the seventh time of another grave being filled, other human beings that no longer existed. Rage. That’s what he felt. That was why he moved away from the satellite operator, stepped over to the big screen on the wall, leaned in close to minimise reality. It didn’t work. Sánchez, the burly man with the ponytail, who was also called El Mestizo by the PRC guerrillas, had taken the automatic weapon from the dead man’s shoulder and fired it at the young men in uniform.

			One death had become five. And another patrol, probably of police, had taken an envelope, probably money, and watched while Sánchez shot them.

			A patrol that then started digging.

			Crouse didn’t scream. He never did. That wouldn’t solve anything. But he ended today’s visit, nodded to Roberts guarding the door outside in the corridor where they’d parted, walked faster than usual, heels hard against the polished plastic floor.

			‘Sir?’

			‘We’re going there, Roberts. Tomorrow.’

			‘Where, sir?’

			‘Where they dig graves for profit rather than grief.’

			The black car was waiting in his parking spot, just outside the entrance to the eight-storey building. It wasn’t much more than a six-mile drive from NGA and Fort Belvoir to the Pleasant Valley Memorial Park. He visited the project that bore his name at least three times a week, and on his way back to the Capitol, he always stopped to be with her. With Liz. The one who held all his tears.

			‘Tomorrow, sir?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘First to Liz, then to the House of Representatives, then home. That’s today’s schedule. Tomorrow we’ll arrive in Bogotá just after lunch. I just let them know I’m coming.’

			‘You’re . . . not giving me much time.’

			‘Roberts?’

			It wasn’t often he snapped at the man he entrusted his life to. But that’s what happened now. Bodies shovelled into holes should call forth those who’d watched it.

			‘Sir?’

			‘Take care of it.’

			His driver parked by the chapel, next to the main road. Crouse always wanted to approach her headstone on foot, watch it grow from small and grey to something that comprised his whole world.

			She only made it to twenty-four.

			Outgoing. Happy. Maybe too outgoing, too happy. Though he didn’t think so at the time. On the contrary, he encouraged it without understanding how it slowly turned to a lack of boundaries. She never said no – she always followed along. She’d been fifteen years old when he confronted her about the pills she kept under her bed, and she told him they were given to her by somebody whose name she didn’t even know. At the next confrontation she changed ‘been given’ to ‘paid a friend for’. Next time ‘paid a friend for’ turned into ‘slept with a man for’.

			Beautiful green lawns surrounded a narrow, winding path towards the graves. Her headstone lay there, framed by two shrub-like trees, and was similar to the one that lay next to her plot. Mother and daughter together in life and death.

			He’d contacted an addiction counsellor to help him clarify issues that Liz didn’t want to hear. Together they’d arranged an intervention. And he got his answers. The ones he didn’t want. Starting at the age of twelve, she’d tried every drug he’d ever heard of and some he hadn’t, by then she was in the grasp of a mix of benzodiazepines, barbiturates, alcohol and marijuana. He’d checked her into a private treatment centre, and again hadn’t understood. After less than two weeks her stay there resulted in new drug contacts and running away with a crack addict nine years her senior. Crouse hadn’t known at the time what crack was – cocaine you smoked, that reached the brain faster, that you could become addicted to after using it just once.

			‘Sir?’

			Roberts never usually interrupted him here. Not with her. When he did, it was important.

			‘Yes?’

			‘I apologise . . . but I’ve looked into it and I just can’t get an acceptable security detail together in time for tomorrow.’

			‘And I’m not gonna sit in front of a television screen any more without participating. I need to do this. Because I can. This is why the Crouse Force exists. So tomorrow, Roberts, we’re headed to Bogotá, no matter what you say, headed to the barracks.’

			‘And we’ll stay there?’

			‘Yes, just there.’

			He loved her headstone. Granite. A simple engraving – Elizabeth Crouse to the left, the day of her birth and death to the right.

			‘Not like last time, sir? When we were also just going to be staying in the barracks area, and you left the outer perimeter of the security zone to inspect where the new recruits burned down some coca plantations on the border with Venezuela? Or the time before that, when you, without informing me, departed with a captain from the Crouse Force to oversee the dismantling of a warehouse full of chemicals outside Cumaribo?’

			‘One day and one night. Back the next day. OK?’

			Crouse squatted down, straightening the vase of flowers stuck into the grass just behind the stone, the roses inside starting to wilt, but they had a few more days in them.

			‘The outer security zone, five men. The inner zone, four men. Close-range zone, three men. Sir, that’s not enough in my book.’

			‘If that’s what there is, then that’s what you have.’

			He snapped again. But this time he felt in the right.

			‘Roberts, if you’ll excuse me?’

			The bodyguard retreated to a tree some distance away and watched while Crouse watered the heather growing in front of Liz’s mother’s stone. By the time their daughter was born they were already separated, but now some kind of connection had returned.

			The sudden breeze blew a few dry, brown leaves down onto his daughter’s grave. He ran his hand over them, as he used to do when she was little, spreading his fingers through her long hair, pushing her fringe a bit to the side, before she put it back the way she wanted it.

			She was sixteen years old when she ran away from the rehab centre. They didn’t speak much after that. A phone call here, an impromptu visit there, always shaky, nervous, broken. He got the call from the Sacramento police the day before her birthday. She was lying in a cold morgue with a steel frame beneath her head, and she looked the same age as her father. Weighed seventy-five pounds. He’d kissed her forehead and squeezed her stiff, bird-thin hand. An overdose-induced heart attack.

			He’d decided long ago. And on that day he did so again.

			He would hunt down those drugs.

			Not to punish anyone – but to remove the source. He was no longer driven by a desire for revenge, but by grief.

		

	
		
			He stepped out of the car and into the protective darkness. There’d been a time when he feared what now engulfed him, drowning in it while it protected others – the ones who were there to attack. This darkness was like the light, leading him forward, holding onto his hand.

			Piet Hoffmann lingered in the narrow backyard. Cool, dry air. Starry sky. And from where he was standing right now he could see into the kitchen, where she was sitting at a round oak table with a glass of wine in hand, a newspaper open in front of her, alone just as she promised she’d be.

			So different from the hellish humidity and insects of the jungle. He’d taken the muddy path back to the road, and they’d exchanged their trucks for a car in Florencia, took turns at the wheel as usual. Eight hundred kilometres and neither of them had talked much, not because they’d decided not to, but they let each other be, neither one afraid of silence. He liked that about Johnny, there weren’t many who could deal with silence, remain comfortable inside it. Not even when he dropped him off at the large hacienda outside Pradera did they say anything to each other, just nodded. They’d meet again in a few hours at the brothel anyway for a new day that would need new words.

			The white plaster house with its semi-worn tiled roof looked just like every other house in the district of Los Guayacanes in Comuna 5 of north-eastern Cali. That’s how it had to look. An ordinary car outside an ordinary house with ordinary people on a narrow, winding street with non-existent street lighting. He’d bought it seven, almost eight years ago on a trip here from Stockholm with Erik Wilson as his guide. His Swedish handler had been the one who told him he had to find a way out and helped him to arrange it. They’d both known that if he was ever discovered by the group he’d infiltrated on behalf of the Swedish police, or burned and abandoned by his employer, he’d have to flee with his family – immediately. Flee from his own death sentence. A couple of successful crack deals in southern Stockholm – which the Swedish police turned a blind eye to as long as he continued to provide them with useful information on organised crime – had paid for the house as well as the caretaker who looked after it for the four years it stood empty.
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