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About the Book


A lab destroyed.


An explosion in Stockholm claims the lives of an elite collection of scientists. Evidence suggests the blast was designed to eliminate all traces of their research. It’s up to Interpol director Nick Dial to uncover the truth about the lab and the attack.


A scientist on the run.


When Dr Mattias Sahlberg learns of the incident, he knows his life is at risk. He turns to the only men he can trust: ex-Special Forces operatives Jonathon Payne and David Jones. Together, they must save Sahlberg from the unknown forces that want him dead.


A miraculous discovery.


As Dial’s case intertwines with Sahlberg’s past, Payne and Jones uncover hidden truths and secret agendas involving the world’s greatest minds. But there are some who are desperate to keep such radical advances in the dark and will stop at nothing to have their way.


The new adrenaline-charged Payne & Jones adventure from the international bestseller.


High-octane action. Brilliant characters. Classic Kuzneski.
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Present Day



Monday, 22 July



Stockholm, Sweden


The lab was packed with many of the brightest minds in their field, all focused on a secret project that would change mankind for ever.


In a matter of seconds, they would all be dead.


Of course, none of them knew why they had been called to the facility in the middle of the night. Most had assumed a major breakthrough had occurred, and they had been brought in for an historic announcement that simply could not wait until morning.


Instead, they had been summoned to their slaughter.


The assault had started hours earlier, long before the researchers were misled. Guards had been killed. Locks had been breached. Specimens had been located and stolen. All had been done with a surgical precision the scientists might have appreciated under different circumstances – circumstances that wouldn’t lead to their deaths.


Dr Stephanie Albright was the last to arrive at the sprawling warehouse. Not because she was running late, but because she had the furthest to drive and was on the verge of exhaustion. Over the past few months she had averaged less than four hours’ sleep per day, a figure that included the naps she took when she was on the verge of passing out in the lab. But she never complained. Neither did the others. They knew how important their project was, and they were willing to forgo food and sleep if it meant reaching their goal a little sooner.


Tonight, they would give up more than that.


They would sacrifice their lives.


Albright rushed into the lobby and took the elevator to the third floor. She was so lost in her thoughts, she failed to notice the vacant guard station. And the blank security monitors. And all the other things that weren’t quite right. Most importantly, she overlooked the man in the boat who had watched her every move from the calm waters of Riddarfjärden Bay.


He had waited nearly twenty minutes for her arrival.


It was time to finish the job.


His detonator included a state-of-the-art transmitter. It was capable of igniting multiple devices from up to a thousand meters away. Explosives had been placed throughout the warehouse near load-bearing walls and columns. His goal was to collapse the floors, one after another, with no time for escape. A smoldering coffin of steel and concrete for those trapped inside.


The assassin smiled at the thought.


He had killed many times before, but never so many at once.


This would be his masterpiece.


With the touch of a button, the charges erupted with so much force, he felt it in the bay. Chunks of stone and shards of glass filled the air before crashing to the earth like hail. Columns cracked and walls crumbled as the warehouse screamed in pain. Amplified by the water, the deafening roar forced him to cover his ears, but he refused to cover his eyes.


The show was just getting started.


Acetone is commonly used in laboratories around the world to clean scientific instruments. Most of the time it is stored in polyethylene plastic containers, but this particular lab was equipped with a customized delivery system that would pump the acetone throughout the building to a multitude of cleaning stations. This set-up required large drums of acetone to be housed in the upper floors of the building.


The assassin knew this and used it to his advantage.


To cover his tracks and to prevent survivors, he had rigged the barrels of acetone to rupture from the initial force of the blast. The flammable liquid rained down on the destruction below. Within seconds, the fumes ignited and a flash fire occurred. Flames swept through the warehouse like a blistering flood, killing everyone in its wake. The heat from the blaze was so intense that bodies and evidence literally melted.


Like a crime-scene crematorium.


On most jobs, he preferred to work alone. But that wasn’t the case tonight. This project was far too complex for a single cleaner, even someone with his experience. To pull it off, he needed the help of a local team – men to do the lifting, and the drilling, and the grunt work.


Men to do the things he didn’t have time to do.


Men who were expendable.


He had thanked them for their service with gunfire.


Then he had left them to burn with everyone else.
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Interpol Headquarters


Lyon, France


Nick Dial was miserable. Absolutely miserable.


He hated his office. And his desk. And the stacks of paperwork on his desk. He hated going to sleep after midnight and waking up before dawn. He hated the brown gruel the locals called coffee and the miniature mugs they served it in. Worst of all, he hated wasting his days in meetings instead of doing what he did best: finding clues and catching killers.


He was a cop at heart, not an executive.


Unfortunately, his business cards disagreed.


Dial was the director of the homicide division at Interpol, the largest international crime-fighting organization in the world. His job was to coordinate the flow of information between police departments any time a murder investigation crossed national boundaries. All told he was in charge of 190 member countries, filled with billions of people and hundreds of languages.


One of the biggest misconceptions about Interpol was their role in stopping crime. They seldom sent agents across borders to investigate a case. Instead they used local offices called National Central Bureaus in the member countries. The NCBs monitored their own territory and reported pertinent facts to Interpol’s headquarters in Lyon. From there, information was entered into a central database that could be accessed by agencies around the globe.


Interpol’s motto: Connecting Police for a Safer World.


Dial was fully committed to a ‘safer world’, and he was more than willing to do his part. That was why he had left his position at the FBI to work for the Europe-based organization. At the time, the decision to accept the job was a no-brainer. Not only was he the first American to be named as a department head at Interpol, but he had been asked to run the new homicide division.


How could he possibly turn that down?


Initially, Dial was thrilled with his position. He wrote the rules. He set the budget. He hand-picked the personnel in his department. On a few occasions, he even went into the field to work on high-profile cases. Not because he had to, but because he wanted to. It was his way of staying sharp while he transitioned from a field agent to an administrator.


Plus, he loved doing it.


Being a cop was in his blood.


Over the years, Dial had never seen the harm in working on an occasional case – especially if he followed the local laws and customs. However, the new secretary general disagreed. He felt the personal involvement of a division head in an open investigation could lead to bad press or, even worse, an international incident. Dial had protested fiercely but was told in explicit terms that his participation in an active case would lead to his suspension and/or termination.


That was four months ago.


Since then, Dial had written and rewritten his resignation several times.


The wording still wasn’t right, but it would be soon.


After all, there are only so many ways to say shove it.


Dial had just entered Interpol headquarters, an impressive fortress overlooking the Rhône, when he spotted a familiar face sneaking outside. Unlike most of the analysts who roamed the hallways in pressed shirts and polished shoes, Henri Toulon stood out from the crowd.


And not in a good way.


Known for his gray ponytail and his horrible disposition, the hard-drinking Frenchman had been cited for so many work violations over the years he should have been fired long ago. Sleeping during important meetings. Coming and going as he pleased. Using the nearest restroom, regardless of its intended gender. All were worthy of discipline, but Dial had overlooked his bad habits and promoted him to assistant director because he realized something that few people did: Toulon was a brilliant son-of-a-bitch.


And that wasn’t just an expression.


Dial had met Toulon’s mother on three occasions, and there was little doubt she was the meanest person on the planet. Like Darth Vader in a dress. In fact, her looming presence explained nearly everything about Toulon – from his bad attitude to his drinking problem.


The only thing it didn’t explain was his greasy ponytail.


There was no excuse for that.


Dial glanced at his watch and realized it was awfully early to be taking a break, even for a misfit like Toulon. Dial immediately assumed something tragic had happened in the world, something so bad that the son of the Antichrist had to sneak outside for a breath of fresh air.


That is, if it was possible to get fresh air while smoking.


Dial followed him to find out.


By the time he caught up to Toulon, the Frenchman was sitting on a bench with a half-burned cigarette in his mouth. How he had smoked it so quickly was a mystery. His body was slouched, his head hung low. His eyes were closed, and he was humming a song to himself. As he did, ashes landed on his shirt like dirty snow.


Dial stared at him for several seconds, but Toulon didn’t notice. He didn’t think Toulon was reckless enough to drink at work, but he still had to ask. ‘Are you drunk?’


‘Not yet,’ Toulon answered without raising his head. The cigarette bobbed in his mouth as he spoke, threatening to fall from his lips at any moment. ‘I’m saving that for later.’


‘Troubles at home?’ Dial wondered.


Toulon straightened his back and cracked his neck. He took a long, final drag from his cigarette, then stamped out the ember with his tennis shoe. ‘No. At work.’


‘But you just got here.’


‘No,’ he said sharply, ‘I’ve been here all night.’


‘Really? Why’s that?’


Toulon squinted at him quizzically, wondering whether Dial was feigning his confusion. Eventually he realized that he wasn’t. ‘Because you scheduled me for the late shift.’


Dial laughed. He had completely forgotten about that week’s schedule. Toulon was being punished for a disgusting incident involving a co-worker’s lunch. ‘Well, you deserved it.’


Toulon cracked a mischievous smile. ‘Oui. You’re right, I did.’


‘If you agree with me, why are you pouting?’


‘I’m not pouting; I’m relaxing. I foresee a long day.’


‘Why? What happened?’


Toulon reached into his pocket and found his pack of cigarettes. He lit up a second time and inhaled the smoke deeply. ‘Large explosion in Stockholm. The fire is still burning. We don’t have many details – at least not yet – but it appears to be intentional.’


‘When did this happen?’


‘While you were sleeping.’


Dial knew if the homicide division had been notified, someone must have been killed. He only hoped casualties would be limited at that late hour. ‘How many dead?’


‘It’s too soon to say,’ Toulon said in between drags. ‘But if my hunch is correct, the morgue will be full of Swedes.’


Dial groaned at the thought. Not only for the loss of life, but also because of the paperwork. ‘Let me see that pack of cigarettes.’


Toulon did as he was told. ‘Careful, they’re a bit stronger than what you Americans prefer. And why do I not know that you smoke? What else have you been hiding from me?’


Dial took the cigarettes and tucked them inside his jacket. ‘I don’t smoke. And neither do you until we have some more answers.’ With that, he turned and walked back toward the entrance. ‘I’ll see you upstairs in five minutes.’


Back inside the building, Dial took a deep breath and headed upstairs to start his day. He sensed it would be a rough one. In his office, he hung his suit coat on the wooden rack in the corner, then made his way to his desk. In the front center of the workspace, where most people would have put an engraved nameplate, Dial kept a plastic milk crate filled with hanging green folders. It had served as his inbox for years.


He stared at it, wondering what horrors it held today.


Important cases were loaded into the back end of the crate and slowly made their way toward him as he worked through the never-ending stream of information supplied by police forces from around the world. Reports were collected by his division, organized by his secretary and funneled into this murderer’s row for his analysis.


He wondered if the Stockholm blast was lurking in the lineup.


He shook his head, realizing that it didn’t matter.


Right now, he needed to focus his full attention on the first file.


In his mind, it was the least he could do.


After all, someone had been murdered.
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Dial had just finished reviewing his second file of the day when Toulon barged into his office without knocking. He slammed the door behind him.


‘Nick,’ Toulon said – which sounded like “Neek” when the Frenchman tried to say it. ‘The early reports were true.’


‘Stockholm?’ Dial asked, making sure they were on the same page.


‘Oui. It appears the entire staff was in the building at the time of the explosion. The parking lot was filled with cars.’


‘How many dead?’ Dial asked.


‘At least twenty, probably more. We won’t have a solid figure until they have had a chance to sort through the rubble.’


‘Any survivors?’


Toulon shook his head. ‘Not likely. From what I’ve heard, nothing could have survived. The place was an inferno. It’s still smoldering now.’


Dial nodded in understanding. Fire scenes were the worst. ‘Let’s get the list of names they put together from the cars. Check the nationalities of everyone involved.’


‘Oui.’


‘And get me a list of our top agents in Sweden. I want to know who we have in Stockholm who can answer our questions.’


‘Of course. Anything else?’


‘No. That’s it for now.’


Toulon nodded, but he didn’t leave the room. Instead, he just stood there, staring at Dial as if it would be rude to talk without his permission.


‘What is it?’ Dial snapped.


‘I have yet to determine how this incident hit our radar so quickly. If this happened overnight and they haven’t identified a single victim, why were we notified?’


Dial shrugged. It was a good question, one he hadn’t considered until that very moment. Based on preliminary reports, he had assumed the case had been brought to his attention because it had met the basic criteria for Interpol’s involvement, meaning it was an international incident of some kind. But Toulon was correct: if the explosion had occurred in Stockholm and no borders had been crossed in the commission of the crime, then Dial had no authority in the case.


This was a matter for the Swedish police, not Interpol.


‘Start there,’ Dial said. He opened the top drawer of his desk and grabbed Toulon’s cigarettes. He tossed them back to Henri as if they were a reward for his insight. ‘But first, go home and get some sleep. You look like shit.’


Toulon placed the Stockholm file at the back of Dial’s inbox and headed for the door. When he opened it, he inadvertently collided with a young man who was attempting to enter. As they stepped back from one another, Toulon bowed and tipped an imaginary cap. ‘So good to see you, mademoiselle.’ Then he pushed by the visitor and continued forward without waiting for a response.


Dial knew Toulon well enough to detect his sarcastic tone.


Then again, Toulon did little to hide the way he felt.


For his part, the young man looked equally disgusted by the encounter. He set his jaw and crumpled his nose, as if his unplanned interaction with Toulon was both the most insulting and the most repugnant thing he could envision.


‘Sebastian,’ Dial said drily. ‘Why are you in my office?’


Sebastian James was the special assistant to the Interpol secretary general. He was the product of some of the world’s finest educational institutions, and he had worked his way up through the ranks of Interpol by means of successful politicking, rather than years of field service. Few people could place his nationality, as he spoke several languages without the hint of an accent. He would regularly demean those he considered beneath him in a tongue they couldn’t understand – and he considered nearly everyone to be beneath him.


To reinforce his ‘holier than thou’ demeanor, he was always impeccably dressed. From his Hermès ties to his Bruno Magli shoes, he made every attempt to exude importance. He was angling for Interpol’s top post – at least for starters – and everyone knew it.


In short, he was the type of guy that Dial despised.


‘You’re going to Stockholm,’ James announced.


‘On whose orders?’ Dial demanded.


He knew James didn’t have the authority to send him out for coffee, much less a trip to Sweden, and he wanted James to admit it.


‘The secretary general,’ James clarified. ‘He’s sending you there … today. Pack your bags. Your plane leaves in less than two hours.’


Dial leaned back in his chair. ‘I think I’ll wait to hear from him, if it’s all the same to you.’


‘He sent me to tell you, and my word is the same as his.’


‘Is that so? Does he know you feel this way?’


James’s face turned bright red. He was about to clarify his remark, but Dial cut him off before he had a chance. ‘What’s so important in Stockholm?’


‘There was an explosion,’ James informed him. ‘At least twenty dead. Maybe more. It’s all over the morning news.’


‘I’m familiar with the incident,’ Dial said, thankful that Toulon had brought it to his attention. The last thing he needed was to be briefed by James. He didn’t have the time or patience to wade through the asshole’s long-winded explanation. ‘I’m waiting for the NCB report. I’ll have it by the end of the day.’


‘You’re not getting it,’ James countered. ‘The secretary wants your report by the end of the day. We’re not leaving this to the NCB. There’s too much at stake.’


Dial didn’t flinch. There was nothing about his body language that suggested he had any intention of going. ‘Once again I ask: what’s so important in Stockholm?’


James realized Dial wasn’t going to jump to attention without a full explanation, so he pulled up a chair and sat down. ‘It would appear the victims of last night’s tragedy represent a multitude of nations from around the world. And I’m not referring to tourists. It seems that several highly respected scientists somehow found their way to the same laboratory in Sweden. We’ve been fielding calls all morning. Delegates want to know why their countrymen were targeted, and by whom.’


The General Assembly, the controlling body that governed Interpol, was comprised of delegates from every member country, and was responsible for most aspects of Interpol’s operation: finances, staffing, agenda, and so on. Its power in the organization was virtually absolute.


Dial nodded in understanding. ‘Everyone feels they’ve lost their best and brightest. That they’ve been robbed of the next super-genius. Is that it?’


James grinned, relishing his sense of superiority. He might have been younger than Dial, but right now he knew something that Dial didn’t. ‘It’s almost nothing like that. These men and women weren’t the fresh-faced new generation of scientific prodigies. They were the old guard. Relics of a bygone era whose research, while once cutting edge, had seemingly reached its inevitable conclusions.’


‘Relics, and yet the secretary’s phone has been ringing off the hook?’


James nodded. ‘They’ve all had their moment in the sun. They’ve all furthered the understanding of their respective disciplines. It’s simply that nature has run its course, thrusting their once proud achievements into the realm of obscurity, if not complete obsolescence.’ He paused, if only to set up his final remark on the subject. ‘An ancient vase may be cracked and serve no useful purpose, but it still has some value in a museum.’


Although the last comment bothered him, Dial ignored it. His goal was to get to the heart of the investigation as quickly as possible, if for no other reason than to get James out of his office. ‘You said respective disciplines, plural. Which scientific fields are in play?’


‘A mix of studies – botany, zoology, anthropology, genetics, and so on. You can educate yourself on the plane. You now have …’ he checked his watch, ‘ninety minutes.’


‘Tell the secretary I’ll be ready in three hours,’ Dial countered. He guessed the difference wouldn’t upset the secretary general in the slightest, but he knew that delivering the news of a scheduling change would more than ruffle James’s finely groomed feathers.


James glared at him. ‘I suggest you take that imbecile Toulon with you. You’re the only one who tolerates his nonsense. Heaven only knows what havoc he would wreak in your absence.’


Whatever disregard James felt for Dial paled in comparison to the utter contempt he felt for Toulon. He simply could not stand to be near the Frenchman – and interacting with him was entirely out of the question. Ultimately, if Dial took Toulon on the trip, it would be nothing less than a personal favor to James.


‘I’ll inform the secretary about your adjustment to his schedule,’ James said as he stood.


‘You do that,’ Dial said. ‘But before you do, close my door behind you.’


Dial waited for privacy before he stared at the inbox again. At the back of the row was the file Toulon had left for him.


Botanists, zoologists, and many other fields.


What the hell was going on in this lab?


He picked up the phone and dialed a familiar extension. After one ring, he was connected to Toulon’s office voicemail.


‘Henri, it’s Nick. Things just got a lot more interesting. The director wants me in Stockholm to handle the case. While I’m gone, I’m putting you in charge.’ He stared at the empty chair across from him and smiled. ‘I need you to update Sebastian James on a daily basis.’


Then he grinned wickedly. ‘No, scratch that. I’ll need you to meet with him hourly.’
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The main focus of Interpol had little to do with the day-to-day investigation of criminal activities. Instead, that responsibility was left to local law enforcement officers (LEOs) in Interpol’s member countries. Local LEOs collected the evidence. They arrested the suspects. They also held the trials and carried out any punishment according to local laws.


All in all, a pretty straightforward procedure.


Unless, of course, a case involved multiple countries.


That was when things got messy.


Interpol’s primary role was to coordinate the flow of information gathered by the local LEOs and to make it available to member nations. That way, if someone was arrested for assault in Vienna, the Austrian police could quickly check Interpol’s database to see if the suspect was wanted for crimes in other parts of the world. If, for instance, he was wanted for murder in Toronto, arrangements could be made to transport him to Canada, where he would stand trial for a more serious charge. At the very least, it might help the Austrian police track down known associates or other details that might help them solve their case.


But sometimes that wasn’t enough.


Sometimes the head of a division (Drugs, Counterfeiting, Terrorism, etc.) was brought in when a case involved multiple countries. Possibly to cut through red tape. Or to handle a border dispute. Or to deal with the international media. Dial realized all of these situations were in play, or else the secretary general wouldn’t have sent him to Stockholm on such short notice.


Dial reviewed the case file during his flight and confirmed what he had been told earlier. Everyone trapped inside the burning warehouse had been burned beyond recognition. It would take days, possibly weeks, for all the victims to be positively identified by their dental records.


In the meantime, the police were forced to make assumptions about the victims based on the cars found in the warehouse parking lot. The Swedish authorities ran the license plates of the cars and came up with a list of names that read like a United Nations roll call:


Gerwick van Hooseldorf


Kenoshi Yakamura


Viktor Eisen


Stephanie Albright


Juan Carjego


Mustafa Yussaf


Abioye Owusu


And many more …


Several phone calls were made to verify the names, but the language barrier between the police and the victims’ families had hindered the flow of information. Translators were brought in to help the investigators, but that only seemed to produce more drama than answers. Dial knew from experience that it was something the LEOs should have anticipated. Most people reacted poorly to the death of a loved one, but throw in some uncertainty – we think your husband is dead but we’re not really sure – and emotions tended to rage out of control.


Within hours of the inferno, the wife of a German scientist had contacted her embassy. Minutes later, an Interpol delegate from Berlin had been notified of the situation. That sparked a flurry of activity in which other delegates were informed of the tragedy, and the secretary general was roused from his peaceful slumber. To quell the growing uproar and to make sure all the delegates received updates as quickly as possible, the director selected the one man he knew who could keep his cool and handle a tragedy of this magnitude.


Not that it sat well with Dial.


To him, this part of his job was like being a traffic cop. He was told to stand out in the open, a target for everyone, and direct the flow of information in order to prevent collisions. It wasn’t exactly what he had envisioned when he accepted the post. In his line of work, the only thing that mattered was justice – righting a wrong in the fairest way possible. That was the creed he had lived by as an investigator and the creed he followed as director.


But justice was rare in cases like this.


There were too many moving parts.


* * *


Dial stepped out of a taxi at the scene of the crime and was surprised by the setting. He knew the building had been described as a warehouse with a vast laboratory inside, but he had pictured a modernized industrial park on the edge of town, not a picturesque building on the water’s edge. The charred walls and broken windows didn’t help its curb appeal, but nothing about the exterior gave any indication that scientific research had been conducted inside.


‘Chief Dial,’ a voice yelled. ‘You’ll want to see this.’


Dial turned and saw a gray-haired man in thick-soled rubber boots and a dirty poncho waving him over. The weather was warm and dry, so Dial rightly assumed the rain gear was to protect the man’s clothes from the ash-filled water that often leaked from ceilings after a major blaze. The fact that this guy knew enough about fires to dress accordingly gave Dial hope. He nodded at him and headed his way.


‘Johann Eklund,’ the man announced. ‘Stockholm police.’


‘Nick Dial,’ he said as he shook the man’s hand. ‘Interpol.’


Eklund laughed. ‘I know who you are. I’ve been waiting for your arrival.’


With that, he turned and led Dial to the far side of the building.


Based on Eklund’s hair, his walk, and his slightly withered features, Dial concluded that he was well into his fifties, maybe even his sixties. Dial liked to think he was seldom surprised, but this caught him off guard. Not because detective work was a young man’s game – he realized that most cops were better in their golden years than they ever were as rookies – he simply had never seen an Interpol NCB agent with this much experience. The hours were long, the paperwork was tedious, and the money wasn’t great. Typically, Interpol got five, maybe ten good years from an NCB agent before he or she moved on to something else, but it seemed Eklund had made a career of it.


Dial pointed at the smoldering warehouse as they walked. ‘I know everyone’s treating this like a homicide, but how can we know for sure?’


‘Because the secretary general sent you,’ Eklund replied. ‘If it wasn’t a homicide, I really doubt he would have sent someone of your stature.’


Normally Dial would have ripped into a subordinate agent for such a sarcastic remark, but it was different with Eklund. Dial sensed the Swede was a kindred spirit, someone who fully understood the concept of bureaucratic bullshit, so he let the comment slide.


‘That being said,’ Eklund continued, ‘I suppose I should show you the evidence that led your boss to such an obvious conclusion.’


To avoid the police tape and any members of the media that might be lurking, Eklund led Dial around the far corner of the building to an emergency exit that had been hidden from view. Two local cops flanked the door, their hands tensely gripping assault rifles as if they were expecting an ambush.


Eklund nodded to the men and half introduced Dial. ‘Chief Dial, Interpol Homicide.’


The men relaxed, but only slightly.


Eklund led Dial through the door, past emergency stairs that led up into the lobby. He stopped in front of the two elevators along the far wall. ‘When the first response team arrived, they conducted a thorough sweep of the area. This elevator was disabled when they got here. They pried the door open looking for survivors. They found this instead.’


Dial noticed three bodies inside, each covered by a police-issue plastic sheet.


‘The body on the far left is a security guard. The other two are suspects – and victims. We think they might have killed the guard right away and stashed him inside for safe keeping. Like I said, they knocked the elevator out of service so no one would stumble across his body.’


Dial looked at the floor. He didn’t see a blood trail from the security desk to the elevator. If the guard was killed outside and then dragged inside, it was done by someone smart enough to make sure that evidence had not been spilled to the ground.


‘Depending on how technically savvy they were,’ Eklund continued, ‘they could have even used this elevator to rig the explosives on the upper floors while it appeared to be out of service. Anyone else that arrived would have simply used the second elevator to get to the lab. We really can’t be certain. All we know is that when they were done, someone killed them and left them here to burn.’


‘How can you be sure?’


‘See for yourself.’


Eklund pulled back the plastic sheets to reveal the bodies underneath. They weren’t charred; they were cooked. Their skin was swollen and blistered, a result of the fire that had raged a few floors above them. The steel walls of the elevator had served as an oven, baking the bodies in the extreme heat.


It took Dial a moment to look past the gore, but then he saw it: bullet holes in their heads and chests. ‘You’re right. These men were dead before the fire.’


Eklund nodded. ‘The elevator became a chimney, allowing the fire to go up and down the shaft. The outer doors kept the flames from reaching the lobby, but the elevator would have been subjected to unbelievable heat.’ He knelt beside the second body. It barely looked human. Using his knife, he peeled back the man’s jacket to reveal a diagonal line of polymer draped across his body like a melted sash from a beauty pageant. ‘That’s nylon.’


Dial glanced toward the floor and spotted a metal fastener with a burned end connected to the same type of melted nylon. He recognized the assembly. ‘Was this a sling?’


Eklund nodded. ‘Judging from its width, I’d say it was heavy firepower – probably an assault rifle of some kind. If I had to guess, I’d say their original plan went to shit. That’s when someone shot them dead and took their guns.’


Dial disagreed. ‘Unless their deaths were a part of the original plan. Maybe they were hired thugs who knew too much and were left to burn with all the others. Why risk a second crime scene when you can kill two birds with one stone?’


‘Trust me, it’s a lot more than two birds.’


‘Really?’


Eklund nodded. ‘We found an entire zoo.’
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Normally this section of the laboratory would have been bathed in the soft glow of fluorescent light. Today it was filled with the blinding glare of several halogen lamps. They had been hastily erected by the Swedish police because the overhead lights had burst from the explosion and the extreme rise in temperature. The fire had burned so hot that the fixtures themselves had actually started to melt.


Despite their brightness, the halogen lamps weren’t enough to illuminate the entire space. Those who had prepped the scene had little sense of exactly what they should be focused on, so the lamps were randomly scattered throughout the floor and pointed haphazardly in different directions. The dimly lit sections that fell between the lamps only added to the sense of dread, as if every shadow might be concealing the monster responsible for this heinous act.


Eklund reached under his poncho and pulled out two flashlights, one for himself and one for Dial, who wondered what else the Swede might be hiding under there.


‘Sir, may I ask you a personal question?’


‘That depends,’ Dial said. ‘Does it involve the case?’


‘It does.’


‘Then fire away.’


‘Are you an animal-lover?’


‘I like some, not all. Why do you ask?’


Eklund shined his light toward a series of metal grids that comprised the opposite wall. ‘Come see for yourself.’


Dial raised his flashlight and climbed over the rubble that blocked his path. As he did, the acrid stench of seared flesh suddenly became overwhelming, so much so that he was forced to cover his nose and mouth as he examined the first grid. Much to his surprise, it was all that remained of a cage. A thick Lucite plate had once covered it, but that had melted away in the blaze. Inside the box, Dial could see the charred skeletons of dozens of mice.


Eklund sidestepped to the right, his light still focused on the wall.


Dial followed and saw a similar cage. This one contained something bigger. They could have been rats, they could have been hamsters – he could no longer tell. ‘Are those squirrels?’


Eklund said nothing. Instead, he stepped back and swept his beam of light down the aisle. Dial could see that the entire wall was lined with cages of progressively larger sizes.


‘Fuck me,’ he mumbled under his breath.


As they made their way down the row, Dial’s stomach churned. The burned remains of rodents gave way to larger mammals. There were cats whose last acts were to paw frantically through the metal grate, dogs whose teeth had become hopelessly lodged in the mesh as they tried to gnaw their way out of their enclosures, and primates who had died clinging to the heavy bars that separated them from their captors.


All had been reduced to little more than blackened skeletons.


Dial couldn’t help but feel for these animals. It was a sense of sorrow mixed with rage and confusion. They were defenseless, and he knew their deaths had been painful. He wanted answers as to what they had been used for. Why were they even there? And who was responsible for their demise?


‘Where are the scientists?’ he asked.


Eklund led Dial up some stairs and into a maze of overturned lab tables and scorched equipment. Stone and glass crunched underfoot. In the center of the back wall of the laboratory there was a section of the room that was deeper in width than the main floor, as if the concrete walls had been specifically laid to create two thirds of a room. What remained of the fourth wall – the wall that separated the room from the rest of the laboratory – was badly scorched.


‘We have no idea how many people worked in the lab, but so far we have found more than twenty. Most were gathered here.’


Eklund pointed his light toward the rear of the room, his nostrils flaring as he tried to stave off the pungent scent of roasted flesh. His years as a homicide detective had prepared him for many things, but not something like this. Despite the scent, he stood steadfast, as if turning away in disgust would dishonor those who had died.


Unprepared for sights and smells, the first cops on the scene had vomited in the middle of the floor – and who could blame them? The scene was horrific. Like a protective father, Eklund straddled the spot where the young officers had purged, preventing Dial from accidentally stepping in it and further contaminating the crime scene.


In truth, a pool of vomit was the least of Dial’s concerns.


He turned a halogen spotlight from the main floor and pointed it into the room, adding to the single lamp that had already been placed inside. He saw bodies piled against the farthest wall, and in an instant, he knew exactly what had happened there.


After the blast, those trapped on this floor had backed away to avoid the heat. As the fire swept through the laboratory, they huddled against the back wall – the farthest they could run from the flames. In the growing inferno, they covered their exposed skin with clothing or anything else they could find, including each other, hoping to shield themselves from the intensely radiating fire.


Dial grimaced and thought back to the wall of cages.


Down there, the fire had washed over the animals, incinerating their fur and flesh and leaving only their bones. Horrible as their deaths were, the animals were the lucky ones. The flames would have engulfed them quickly, and their suffering would have been short and merciful.


In here, it was far worse. It wasn’t the explosion, or the smoke, or the fire itself that had killed the humans; it was the heat. These unfortunate souls were literally roasted alive. Every fluid in their bodies – their eyes, their blood, the moisture in their lungs – would have slowly begun to boil. Their tissues would have broken down, causing intense bleeding from the eyes, ears and nose, and eventually their organs. Each breath would have grown more agonizing until they could breathe no more.


In a fire, nerve endings are burned away quickly. The pain is severe, but it is fleeting.


In a slow burn, the victim feels every agonizing moment. Only death brings relief.


Dial stared at the shriveled remains of the scientists. They looked like they had undergone a badly executed mummification – or worse. A few looked like meat that had been left on the grill for too long.


‘I want to know everything. What was the ignition source? What was the accelerant? Did this go down as planned, or did a small fire get out of hand?’


Eklund motioned skyward, to where the ceiling once was.


Now it was nothing but a gaping hole.


‘Best as we can tell, it started up there. They knocked out the upper two floors with a charge and let everything come crashing down. Whatever survived the blast and the falling debris was destroyed by the fire.’


‘And the accelerant?’


Eklund shrugged. ‘Possibly acetone, but we won’t know for sure until we run some tests.’


‘How long will that take?’


‘Probably a day or two.’


‘Screw that. We can find out right now.’


Eklund furrowed his brow, wondering how they would accomplish that feat in the blackened lab. He hoped it didn’t involve a taste test of any kind. Although he wanted to impress Dial, there was no way he could lick a corpse without vomiting. ‘How?’


Dial pointed at Eklund’s poncho. ‘Do you have a UV light under your skirt?’


Eklund nodded and pulled a small ultraviolet light from his utility belt. It was often used to detect blood spatter at crime scenes. He handed the device to Dial, who asked one of the cops to turn off the nearest halogen lamps.


The room quickly grew dark.


‘I learned this trick at Quantico,’ Dial said as he turned on the penlight. As if by magic, the rubble around them started to glow like the flowers in Avatar. ‘Acetone fluoresces in the right conditions. One of them is ultraviolet light.’


Eklund stared with amazement. ‘I’ll be damned.’


‘Based on this, I’d say that your theory is correct. They blew the upper floors, and the acetone fell from above like a waterfall. It burns really hot, so there was no need to bring in gasoline or any other accelerants.’


‘They used the lab against itself.’


‘Exactly.’


Dial hated to admit it, but he was impressed with the planning. He had seen a lot of creative ways to kill, but this was really ingenious. ‘Run a history of every scientist working here. I mean a full history. I want to know what their specialties were, where they went to school, what they did in their personal lives, all of it. Find out who might be targeting them.’


‘Already on it,’ Eklund assured him.


‘Good,’ Dial said as he glanced around the grisly room. ‘I get the sense these bastards aren’t done killing yet. The sooner we get to them, the better.’
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Duquesne Heights


Pittsburgh, PA


When Mattias Sahlberg first arrived in America, he had every intention of settling in one of the few communities in Pittsburgh with a recognized – albeit small – Swedish population. Friends who were familiar with the city’s ethnic composition had suggested Homestead, Munhall or Braddock: all Monongahela riverfront communities east of the city. There he had hoped to find a pocket of his countrymen, people he could turn to if he ever felt homesick or craved Swedish delicacies like köttbullar (meatballs) or inlagd sill (pickled herring).


But his new employer had other ideas.


They wanted him to focus on his research.


To encourage his loyalty and to reward his talents, they bought Sahlberg a nice house in the hillside community of Duquesne Heights. With sweeping views of Pittsburgh’s skyline, its three rivers and dozens of bridges, the house was far more expensive than anything he could have afforded on his own. Having grown up in squalor, he jumped at the chance to live there, even though he was the first and only Swede in the neighborhood.


Not that it really mattered.


Once he’d settled in, he realized that Pittsburgh was an exceptionally friendly city, filled with immigrants who had left their war-torn countries for steady employment in the steel mills and, more importantly, a chance to pursue the American dream. Before long, he had made dozens of friends from around the world, most of whom had thick accents and calloused hands and a burning desire to give their children a better life than they’d ever had. And even though he had none of those things – thanks to his first-rate education, his job in academia, and his relative youth – he felt comfortable with those that did.


So much so that he had lived there for nearly six decades.


Sahlberg’s day started as it almost always did. After a restless night, he rose late to a tangle of sweaty sheets. The noonday sun was waging war against his air conditioner and was temporarily winning the battle. He adjusted his thermostat and waited for the ageing compressor to fight back. A few seconds later, he felt the rush of cold air on his face as he combed his hair and brushed his teeth. It reminded him of the winter winds that used to seep through the thin walls in his childhood home in Sweden.


Sahlberg headed to his kitchen, where he made a sandwich and poured himself a glass of iced tea before carrying both to the living room table, where he would eat his lunch while surfing the web. It was all part of his daily routine. First he looked at the weather. Then he checked the headlines on several scientific websites. There were a few tidbits about the Human Genome Project, but nothing that really kept his interest.


Finally he turned his attention to his homeland.


Sahlberg had come to embrace modern technology in a way that few others of his generation had. Much of that acceptance had come through his work, but it had trickled down to other aspects of his life as well. He carried an iPhone. He owned an iPad. More importantly, he knew how to use both. He streamed music through his computer, downloaded movies frequently, and even kept a hard-to-find folder on his hard drive labeled ANATOMICAL STUDY – only the images had less to do with physiology and more to do with naked bodies in motion.


But his favorite technological advancement was his ability to peruse Swedish newspapers the instant they were published. He would read everything from sports to obituaries to the latest social gossip. He always started at the website for the Dagens Nyheter, one of Stockholm’s two daily newspapers, and then followed links from there.


The incident at the laboratory was front-page news.


He gasped when he saw the headline.


According to the article, a devastating fire had swept through a warehouse, destroying a lab and killing everyone inside. Strangely, no one was sure why the staff had been working so late or what type of lab it was. The article explained that it had no apparent affiliation with any pharmaceutical company or biological research facility in the country, but they hoped the ongoing investigation would eventually make a connection. Police were unwilling to release an official body count, but they confirmed that more than twenty victims had been found so far.


Sahlberg was saddened by the news.


Even though he did not know the purpose of this particular lab, the death of any scientist in Stockholm was sure to affect him personally. Sahlberg had never married, but a tragedy at a facility in his hometown was nearly certain to involve someone from his other family – his scientific family. He was sure he would soon learn that someone in the fire had either worked for him or with him, or was associated with someone who would fit into one of those categories. The research community was surprisingly close-knit, despite its worldwide distribution.


He immediately checked his email. He was searching for any first-hand information from his colleagues back home. All he saw were standard messages from the various mailing lists he subscribed to. He breathed a momentary sigh of relief. Unfortunately, the feeling was short-lived. He knew it was far too early to assume that no news was good news, so he went back to his browser and searched for more details.


Stockholm’s other major newspaper, Svenska Dagbladet, echoed the details from the other report, with one notable addition: an unnamed source in the fire department said that the scene had the look and feel of a controlled burn, intentionally contained to this specific building.


Sahlberg’s mind raced with questions.


The scientists were murdered? By whom?


For what possible reason?


No longer in the mood to eat, he decided to walk off the growing tension in his shoulders with a quick lap around his neighborhood. He figured the exercise in the warm summer air would do him some good.


Despite his advanced age, Sahlberg didn’t need any assistance to get around. He still walked with the brisk stride of a man in his early thirties. Maybe even his twenties. Whatever the case, he was far more nimble than anyone his age had a right to be. When people asked him for his secret, he always smiled and answered truthfully: genetics.


As an expert in that field, he knew it to be true.


Strolling past the rows of homes that dotted his street, he thought back to the first few years after his arrival. Back then, the community was mostly Germanic. He couldn’t walk more than a few feet from his house before being overcome with the smell of curing sausages or fresh-baked streusel. God, he loved that smell. At least on the days when the air wasn’t heavy with the soot from the area’s mills.


Today the air was clean, but the only smell he could detect was the faint waft of garbage that had cooked too long inside the neighborhood’s waste cans. It was trash day, and he could hear the hum and whirl of the garbage truck from two streets away. Sahlberg smiled, knowing that the odor would be gone by the time he returned.


He walked away from the river, where the houses gave way to apartments and condominium complexes. He stopped briefly at one of the neighborhood’s small parks. It wasn’t that he needed the rest – even in the heat he had yet to break a sweat. Instead, it was the class of preschoolers who had invaded the playground that had caught his eye. He watched for a while as they played. They chased each other everywhere, an endless cycle of constant motion as they climbed up the jungle gym and slid down the slide. Up the stairs and down the slide. Over and over again. Kid after kid after kid. As they did, they laughed and giggled without a care in the world.


How refreshing, Sahlberg thought.


Nothing worries them at all.


They have no fear of the future.


Suddenly he was struck by the dichotomy of the last hour: the joy of these children and the lives they had in front of them versus the horror of the lab fire and the lives of his peers cut needlessly short. His physical tension was gone, but his anger and curiosity remained. So much so that he decided to head back home to search for answers.


As he rounded the street corner nearest his house, he noticed something peculiar. A delivery truck was parked at his curb, and two men in jumpsuit uniforms were walking toward his front porch. The first man approached empty-handed, followed by a man carrying a large package. But when they arrived at the door, they didn’t knock or ring the bell. Instead, they peered through the slit windows on either side of the door as if they were casing the joint.


Sahlberg slowed to a halt. The sight of two strangers on his front porch – either of whom could have delivered a package on his own – tripped an alarm in his mind. Something about this didn’t seem right. With his heart pounding in his chest, he ducked behind a row of hedges to see what they did next.


The first man picked the lock on the front door while the second man concealed the crime with the large box in his hands. As soon as the door was open, he placed the package on the porch and pulled a pistol from his jumpsuit. He waited for his partner to draw his own weapon before the two of them slipped inside the house.


Sahlberg gasped at the sight.


Who were these men? What did they want with him?


Less than a minute later, they reappeared in the doorway. The first man shook his head toward the delivery truck and pointed left. Then he pointed to himself and motioned right. As they hustled from Sahlberg’s house, two more men stepped from the truck. They were dressed in suits and had shoulder holsters.


Until that moment, Sahlberg hadn’t even known they were there.


Now he knew they were after him.


Sahlberg had to act fast. He cut through his neighbor’s yard and retreated to the relative safety of a nearby market. He knew it wasn’t perfect, but at least he wasn’t by himself.


‘Mr Matty, how are you!’ shouted the twenty-something behind the counter. Sahlberg had known the young man since he was a child, back when Mattias had been too difficult for the boy to pronounce. He had been Mr Matty ever since.


‘I’m fine,’ he lied. ‘Except I seem to have left my cell phone at home. Would you mind terribly if I made a call? Local, of course.’


‘No problem at all,’ the young man said as he handed Sahlberg a cordless phone. ‘Help yourself.’


Sahlberg grabbed the phone and stepped away from the counter so he would not be overheard. Then he dialed a number from memory. At a time like this, there was only one person he thought he could trust. He only hoped the stranger would listen.


The call was connected on the second ring.


‘Please don’t hang up,’ Sahlberg pleaded. ‘Someone is trying to kill me.’
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Payne Industries Building


Pittsburgh, PA


During his highly decorated military career, Jonathon Payne had survived gunfire, terrorists, and several forms of torture, but none of that compared to the nails-on-a-chalkboard agony he suffered whenever his board of directors gathered for their quarterly meetings.


For a man of action, it was cruel and unusual punishment.


Borderline inhumane.


If given the choice, Payne would rather rappel down the side of the building in a blizzard while completely naked than listen to a bunch of geezers in custom-tailored suits drone on and on about his company’s debt-to-equity ratio, its market capitalization, or whatever the hell they were talking about, because the truth was he had stopped listening an hour ago. If not for the love and respect he felt for his grandfather – a self-made millionaire who had risen from steelworker to mill owner before willing the company to his grandson – Payne never would have left the military to take over as CEO of Payne Industries.


What did he know about the business world?


A lot less than anyone else in this room.


And yet he was technically running a multinational corporation when all he wanted to do was run back to the life he had trained for, the life he had chosen for himself.
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