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Guile begets guile, violence begets violence.
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Part One


The Ghost of the Indebetou


 


 


Autumn 1793


A great calamity has befallen us. A thousand rumours abound, each one more preposterous than the next. It is impossible to obtain any trustworthy information, for even travellers have differing accounts and all seem to me somewhat poetical in what they relate. The atrocity of the crime, as it has been related, is too great, such that I do not know how I should think thereof.


– Carl Gustaf af Leopold, 1793










Mickel Cardell is floating in cold water. With his unobstructed right hand, he grabs Johan Hjelm by the collar: Hjelm who lies beside him, unmoving, red foam at his lips. Blood and brackish water make Hjelm’s uniform slippery, and when a wave tears the last scrap of fabric from Cardell’s fingers, he wants to scream, but only a whimper comes over his lips. Hjelm sinks quickly. Cardell ducks his head under, and for a moment he follows the body’s journey into the depths. Shaking with cold and emotion he thinks he sees something else down there, just at the limit of what his senses are able to perceive. Mutilated bodies of sailors fall slowly by the thousands towards the gates of hell. The Angel of Death, upon whose head sits a crown fashioned from a dead man’s skull, folds his wings about them. In the swirl of the current, his jaw moves up and down in mocking laughter.










Chapter 1


‘Mickel! Watchman Mickel! Please wake up!’


As an agitated shaking rouses Cardell from his slumber, he feels a fleeting ache in the left arm he no longer owns. A carved wooden hand has taken the place of the missing limb. His stump rests in a hollow space inside the beechwood, attached at the elbow with the aid of leather straps. They are cutting into his flesh. He should know better by now and have loosened them before nodding off.


Reluctantly, he opens his eyes and stares out across the vast plain of the stained table. When he makes an attempt to lift his head, his cheek sticks to the wooden surface and he inadvertently pulls his wig off as he stands up. He curses and uses it to wipe his brow before tucking it inside his jacket. His hat rolls down onto the floor, its crown dented. He punches it out and then pulls it onto his head. His memory is beginning to return. He is at Cellar Hamburg and must have drunk himself senseless. A glance over his shoulder reveals others in a similar condition. The few drunks that the proprietor considered affluent enough not to toss into the gutter are sprawled over benches and across tables, until the morning when they will stagger away to receive the reproaches of those waiting at home. Not so Cardell. A crippled war veteran, he lives alone and his time is no one’s but his own.


‘Mickel, you’ve got to come! There’s a dead body in the Larder!’


The two youngsters who have roused him are guttersnipes. Their faces look familiar but he is unable to recall their names. Behind them stands the Ram, the well-nourished manager who works for Widow Norström, the owner. The Ram is groggy and flushed and has positioned himself between the children and a collection of etched glass: the pride of the cellar, stored behind lock and key in a blue cabinet.


The condemned stop here at Cellar Hamburg on their way to the Sconce Tollgate and to the gallows beyond. At the steps of the Hamburg they are served their last drink, after which the glass is carefully retrieved, etched with name and date, and added to the collection. The patrons may drink from one of these only under supervision and upon payment of a fee based on the degree of infamy of the condemned. It is said to bring good fortune. Cardell has never understood the reasoning.


Cardell rubs his eyes and realizes he is still inebriated. His voice is thick when he tries it.


‘What the devil is going on?’


It is the older one – a girl – who answers. The boy is harelipped, and her brother, to judge by his features. He wrinkles his nose at Cardell’s breath and takes cover behind his sister.


‘There is a body in the water, right at the edge.’


Her tone is a blend of terror and excitement. The veins in Cardell’s forehead feel close to bursting. The pounding of his heart threatens to drown out what feeble thoughts he tries to muster.


‘How’s this my problem?’


‘Please, Mickel, there isn’t anyone else and we knew that you were here.’


He rubs his temples in a vain hope of easing the throbbing pain.


[image: ]


Above the Southern Isle, the skies have not yet begun to lighten. Cardell staggers out and down the steps of the Hamburg, and follows the children along the empty street, half-heartedly listening to a story about a thirsty cow that reared up at the water’s edge and took off in terror in the direction of Danto.


‘Her muzzle touched the body and made it spin in a circle.’


Underfoot the stones give way to mud as they get closer to the lake. Cardell’s duties have not carried him past the shores of the Larder in a long time, but he sees that nothing has changed. Nothing has come of the long-held plans to clean the shoreline and build a quay with piers, though this is hardly any cause of wonder when both city and state teeter on the brink of ruin. The fine houses around the lake have long since been repurposed into manufactories. The workshops throw their waste directly into the water, and the fenced section intended for human waste is overflowing and ignored by most. Cardell lets out a colourful phrase when his boot heel ploughs a furrow in the muck and he has to flap his healthy arm to maintain his balance.


‘Your cow was frightened by an encounter with an overripe cousin. The butchers throw their scraps into the lake. You’ve woken me up for nothing more than a rancid side of beef or some pig’s ribcage.’


‘We saw a face in the water, a person’s face.’


The waves lap against the shore, churning up a pale yellow froth. Something rotten – a dark lump – is floating a few metres out. Cardell’s first thought is that it cannot possibly be a human being. It is too small.


‘Like I said, it’s butcher’s scraps. An animal carcass.’


The girl insists she is not mistaken. The boy nods in agreement. Cardell snorts in surrender.


‘I’m drunk, you hear? Dead drunk. Soused. You’ll not forget this when someone asks about the time you tricked the watchman into taking a dip in the Larder and how he gave you both the thrashing of your lives when he came up again, soaked and enraged.’


He works his way out of his coat with the awkwardness of the one-handed. The forgotten woollen wig falls out of the lining, into the slush. Never mind. The miserable thing only cost a pittance and the fashion is on its way out. He wears it only because a more proper appearance improves the chances that someone will stand a war veteran a drink or two. Cardell casts a glance at the sky. High above, a band of distant stars shine over Årsta Bay. He closes his eyes to seal the impression of beauty inside him and steps into the lake, right leg first.


The boggy edge doesn’t support his weight. He sinks down as far as his knee and feels the lake water pouring over the edge of his boot, which remains stuck in the sludge as his involuntary fall forward pulls his leg along. With something between a crawl and a doggy-paddle, he begins to make his way further out. The water is thick between his fingers, full of things that even the residents of the Southern Isle don’t consider worth keeping.


His intoxication has impaired his sense of judgement. He feels a stab of panic when he no longer has the lake bottom under his feet. This water is deeper than anticipated and he finds himself back at Svensksund three years ago, terrified and tossed by the waves, with the Swedish front drawing back.


He grasps the body in the water once his kicking has carried him close enough. His first thought is that he was correct. This cannot be a human being. It is a discarded carcass, tossed here by the butcher’s boys, made into a buoy as the gases of decomposition expand its innards. Then the lump rolls over and shows him its face.


It isn’t rotten at all, and yet empty eye sockets stare back at him. Behind the torn lips there are no teeth. The hair alone has retained its lustre – the night and the lake have done their best to dim its colour, but it is without a doubt a mass of light blond hair. Cardell’s sudden intake of breath fills his mouth with water and causes him to choke.


When his coughing fit has subsided, he floats motionless next to the corpse, studying its ravaged features. Back on the shore, the children make no sound. They await his return in silence. He grabs the body, turns around in the water and starts to kick with his bare foot to make his way back towards land.


The recovery effort becomes more laborious when he reaches the muddy embankment and the water no longer carries their weight. Cardell rolls over onto his back and kicks his way up with both legs, dragging his quarry by its ragged covering. The children do not help him. Instead, they back away cowering, holding their noses. Cardell clears his throat of the filthy pond water and spits into the mud.


‘Run to the Lock and tell the Corpses.’


The children make no move to comply, as eager to keep their distance as they are to get a glimpse of Cardell’s catch. Only when he tosses a handful of muck at them do they set off.


‘Run to the night post and get me a fucking bluecoat, damn it!’


When their small feet are out of earshot, he leans over to the side and vomits. Stillness descends and, in his isolation, Cardell feels a cold embrace pressing all air out of his lungs, making it impossible to draw the next breath. His heart beats faster and faster, the blood throbs in the veins in his throat and he is overcome with a paralysing fear. He knows all too well what comes next. He feels the arm that is no longer his solidify out of the surrounding darkness until every part of his being tells him it is back where it once was, and with it a pain searing enough to cancel the world itself out, as a jaw with teeth of iron gnaws flesh, bone and gristle.


In a state of panic, he tears at the leather straps and lets the wooden arm fall into the mud. He grabs his stump with his right hand and massages the scarred flesh to force his senses to accept that the arm they perceive no longer exists and that the wound is long since healed.


The seizure lasts no more than a minute. Breath returns, first in shallow gasps and then in calmer, slower inhalations. The terror subsides and the world regains its familiar contours. These sudden panic attacks have plagued him for the past three years, ever since he returned from the war, one arm and one friend poorer. And yet that was all a long time ago now. He thought he had found a method to keep the nightmares at bay. Strong drink and bar brawls. Cardell looks around as if for something to soothe himself with but he and the corpse are alone. He sways side to side with his stump in a firm grasp.










Chapter 2


On the desk in front of him lies a piece of paper upon which lines have been drawn to form a neat grid. Cecil Winge places his pocket watch before him, unhooks it from its chain and pulls the crackling wax candle closer. His screwdrivers are lined up all in a row next to the tweezers and pliers. He holds out his hands in front of the flame. There are no noticeable tremors.


He begins his work with meticulous care. He opens the watch, loosens the bolt holding the hands in place, lifts them from the dial and places each of them within their own square on the paper. He lifts away the clock face and reveals the inner workings that can now be extracted without resistance. Slowly he undresses the mechanism, wheel by wheel, and places each piece within its enclosure of ink. Freed from its confines, the flat hairspring stretches itself out into a long spiral. Underneath is the gear train, then the spindle. Tools barely larger than sewing needles coax the tiny screws from their nests.


Deprived of his own watch, Winge is able to track the passage of time only by the tolling of the church bells. From across the Meadowland, the large bells in Hedvig Eleonora Church ring out. From the sea comes the fainter echo of the Katarina church tower from its perch on the hill. Hours hurry past.


Once he has completely dismantled the timepiece, he repeats each step in reverse order. The watch slowly takes shape again as every piece falls back into place. His thin fingers cramp up and he has to pause repeatedly in order to allow his muscles and tendons to recuperate. He opens and closes his hands, rubbing them against each other and stretching the joints against his knees. The uncomfortable working position begins to take its toll and the pain in his hip, which he has been feeling more and more often, spreads up into his lower back, forcing him constantly to shift position in the chair.


Once the hands are back in place, he fits the small key to the lock and turns it, feeling the resistance of the spring inside. As soon as he lets go, he hears the familiar ticking and for the hundredth time since summer thinks the same thought: This is how the world should function; rational and comprehensible, where every part has its given place and the effect of its trajectory can be precisely determined.


The sense of wellbeing and comfort is fleeting. It leaves him quickly once the distraction is over and the world in which time halted for a few moments takes shape around him once again. His mind begins to wander. He places a finger on his wrist and counts the beats of his heart while the smallest hand counts seconds on the dial that bears the name of its maker: Beurling, Stockholm. He makes it one hundred and forty beats a minute. He puts his tools in order and readies himself to begin the entire process again, when he perceives the smell of food, hears the maid’s scratches at the door and a voice calling him to table.
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A blue-patterned tureen is placed before them. His landlord, the ropemaker Olof Roselius, bows his head in brief prayer before he reaches to uncover the dish. He bites back a curse and shakes the pain from his fingertips after scalding himself on the handle.


From his seat to the right of his host, Cecil Winge pretends to stare at the grain of the table, laced with shadows from the wax candles, while the maid rushes to his aid with a tea towel. The scent of turnips and boiled meat smoothes the wrinkles from the ropemaker’s brow. A lifetime of seventy years have leached all colour from his hair and beard and left him hunched in his chair. Roselius is known as a righteous man who for years has engaged himself in the running of the poorhouse at Hedvig Eleonora, and also generously shared the fortune that once was great enough to purchase Count Spens’s summer house here in the outskirts of the Meadowland. His old age has been darkened by unfortunate investments in a northern mill, investments undertaken with his neighbour Ekman, a high-level official at the Chamber of Finance. Winge senses that Roselius feels himself to be ill treated and ill compensated for decades of charitable works. Now bitterness rests over the property like a bell jar.


As a tenant, Winge cannot help but feel that his very presence bears witness to unfortunate times. Tonight, Roselius appears even more lugubrious than normal and follows every bite with a sigh. By the time he clears his throat and breaks the silence, only a few spoonfuls remain at the bottom of his bowl.


‘It is a hard task to give advice to the young, as one usually only receives abuse in response. And yet I wish what is best for you, Cecil. Please be kind enough to listen.’


Roselius takes a deep breath before he goes on to say what must be said.


‘What you are doing is unnatural. A husband should be with his wife. Did you not swear to be with her for better and for worse? Go back to her.’


The blood rushes to Winge’s face. The speed of his reaction surprises him. It does not befit a man of reason to allow his judgement to be obscured and anger to take the upper hand. He draws a deep breath, feels the beating of his heart in his ears, and concentrates on mastering his emotions. In the meantime, nothing is said. Winge knows that the years have not blunted the shrewdness that led Roselius to pre-eminence among his peers. He can almost hear his landlord’s thoughts behind his forehead. The tension between them grows and then ebbs under the unbroken silence. Roselius sighs, leans back and holds out his hands in a gesture of reconciliation.


‘We have broken bread together many times, you and I. You are well read, quick-witted. I know that you are neither villain nor blackguard. Quite the opposite. But you are blinded by new ideas, Cecil. You believe that everything may be solved by strength of mind, your own in particular. You are mistaken. Emotions do not allow themselves to be thus shackled. Return to your wife, for both your sakes, and if you have wronged her in some way, beg her forgiveness.’


‘What I did was for her own good. It was carefully considered.’


‘Cecil, whatever you may have wished to achieve, the result has been another.’


Winge cannot stop his hands from trembling and puts down his spoon in order to conceal his agitation. To his frustration, he hears his own voice emerge no louder than a hoarse whisper.


‘It should have worked.’


Even to his own ears, his reply sounds like the excuses of an obstinate child. When Roselius responds, his voice is milder than before.


‘I saw her today, Cecil. Your wife. At the fishmonger’s, next to Cats’ Bay. She is with child. Far enough gone that there is no disguising her belly.’


Winge starts in his chair and for the first time looks Roselius straight in the face.


‘Was she alone?’


Roselius nods and reaches to place his hand on Winge’s arm, but Winge swiftly moves it out of reach. The instinctive reaction surprises even him.


Winge closes his eyes in order to regain control of himself, and for a moment he finds himself transported to the library he carries within, where rows of books are arranged in an orderly manner and subjected to a reign of absolute silence. He selects a volume by Ovid and reads a few words at random: ‘Omnia mutantur, nihil inherit.’


Everything changes, but nothing is truly ever lost. There he finds the consolation he seeks.


When he opens his eyes again, they betray no emotion of any kind. With some effort, he musters control over his trembling hands and carefully returns his spoon to its proper place, pushes his chair back and rises from the table.


‘I thank you for both the soup and your concern, but I believe I will take supper in my room from now on.’


Roselius’s voice follows him out.


‘If your mind says one thing and reality another, it must be the thought that is in error. How can this not be evident to you, with all the benefits of a classical education?’


Winge has no answer, but the growing distance between them allows him to pretend he does not hear.
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Cecil Winge staggers out into the corridor on unsteady legs, and on up the stairs to the room he has been renting from the ropemaker since summer. He quickly finds himself out of breath and is forced to stop and steady himself at the doorpost.


Outside his window, the garden is still. The sun has gone down. On the slopes leading down to the shore, there is a sprawling orchard. Behind the trees, he sees the lights from the shipyard out on its island, where sailors hurry to complete their work in the hopes of putting walls and a roof between themselves and the night. In the distance, there is the tower of Katarina Church. The evening breeze is blowing.


Every day it is as if the city takes a breath, drawing in the air each morning from the sea, exhaling the same evening with a force that twists every weathervane back towards the shore. Close by, the old windmill groans in protest against the ropes that bind her sails. Further inland, one of her sisters replies in the same language.


Winge sees his reflection in the windowpane. He is not yet thirty. His dark hair is gathered with a ribbon at the neck, its colour in sharp contrast to his pale face. White cloth covers his neck in tight folds. He can no longer see where the horizon ends and where the heavens begin. Only higher up do the emerging stars betray the sky. And such is the world itself: so much darkness, so little light. His peripheral vision catches a star shooting past the upper corner of his window, a line of light that speeds across the sky in the blink of an eye.
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Down by the linden trees in the garden, he sees a lantern, although no visitor is expected. He hears his name called. He wraps his coat around him and when he gets nearer he can see that there are two waiting. Roselius’s maid is holding the lantern, and beside her is a short figure, bent at the waist, hands on its knees, panting, and with a string of saliva hanging from its lips. When he gets closer, the maid puts the lantern into his hand.


‘The visitor is for you. I’m not going to let that one over my threshold in the condition he’s in.’


She turns on her heel and marches staunchly back into the main house, shaking her head at the folly of the world. The boy is young. He still has a light voice and smooth cheeks under the dirt.


‘Well?’


‘Are you Winge, the one at the Inbeto?’


‘To be precise, the Chamber of Police is based at Indebetou House. But I am in fact Cecil Winge.’


The boy peers up at him under dirty blond hair, unwilling to take him at his word without proof.


‘At Castle Hill they said that the one who could get here the fastest would get a reward.’


‘Oh?’


The boy chews on a strand of hair that has escaped from under his hat.


‘I ran faster than the others. Now I have a cramp in my side and can taste blood in my mouth and will have to sleep outside in wet clothes. I’d like a farthing for my troubles.’


The boy holds his breath as if his own daring has put a chokehold on him. Winge gives him a sharp look.


‘You have already said that there are others on their way here on the same errand. I only need to wait a while and then we can begin taking bids.’


He can hear the boy gnash his teeth and curse his mistake. Winge opens his purse and takes out the requested coin. He holds it between his thumb and index finger.


‘Tonight you are in luck. I do not count patience among my virtues.’


The boy smiles faintly. His missing front teeth leave a gap through which his tongue laps up the mucus running down from his nose.


‘The police chief is the one looking for you, sir. And he wants you right away, in Axesmith’s Alley.’


Winge nods to himself and holds out the hand with the coin. The boy takes a few steps closer and grabs his reward. He turns abruptly, takes off and clears the low wall with a jump that almost causes him to lose his balance. Winge calls out to him.


‘Let it be used for bread, and not drink.’


The boy pauses and in response he lowers his trousers, shows Winge his pale behind and gives each cheek a loud slap as he calls back over his shoulder.


‘A few more errands of this kind and I’ll be rich enough not to have to choose.’


The boy laughs in triumph and disappears across the Meadowland, quickly swallowed by the shadows.
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For months, Police Chief Johan Gustaf Norlin has been promised official housing but nothing has come of it. He still lives with his family in the same block of flats, three streets away from the Exchange. It is late when Winge catches his breath after a laborious climb up to the third floor. He can hear that an earlier visitor has managed not only to rouse the chief but also his family. Somewhere inside the rooms, a woman is soothing a worried child. Norlin is waiting for him in the antechamber, without his wig and with a corner of his nightshirt visible between the coat and breeches of his office.


‘Cecil, thank you for coming at such short notice.’


Winge nods, and obeys a welcoming gesture to sit down in a chair that Norlin has placed by the tiled stove for this occasion.


‘Katarina has put some coffee on the stove. It will be ready soon.’


Somewhat ill at ease, the police chief sits down across from him and clears his throat, as if to help him get to the reason for the summons.


‘A corpse has been found tonight, Cecil, in Larder Lake on the Southern Isle. A couple of children managed to convince a drunken watchman to pull it out of the water. Its condition . . . The man who told me about it has been a policeman for ten years and during this time he must have had the opportunity to bear witness to all the harm that one man could do to another. And yet there he was, on the doorstep, bent over and panting so as not to lose his dinner, when he described the state of the body to me.’


‘Knowing his kind, it could just as well have been the drink.’


Neither of them smiles, and Winge rubs his tired eyes.


‘Johan Gustaf, it was agreed that the last task I helped you with was to be my last. I have provided the Chamber of Police with assistance over many years, but as you know, the time has come for me to see to my own affairs.’


‘No one could be more grateful for all you have done than I, Cecil. I cannot think of a single time when you have not exceeded my expectations. In view of how much you’ve improved the department’s tally since last winter, it would be obvious to anyone what a great service you have rendered me. But correct me if I am wrong, Cecil: is it not also a service that I have done for you?’


Over the rim of his cup, Norlin’s gaze searches in vain for Winge’s. The police chief sighs and puts down his coffee.


‘We were young once, Cecil. Newly graduated from law school and eager to make our names known in the courts. You were always the idealist, the one who stood up most strongly for his conviction. Whatever the price, you were prepared to pay. Not much has changed in your case, while I have allowed the world to dull my edges. It is my willingness to compromise that has seen me to my office. For once, we appear to be cast in opposite roles and now I am the one saying to you: how often have we been placed before a wrong of a magnitude truly worth making right, that has also been in our power to correct? Few of those matters to which you have devoted yourself have been worthy of your attention. Embezzlers who can’t spell, wife killers who can’t even be bothered to wipe the blood from the hammer, all manner of perpetrators of violence and ruffians lured into fits of rage by strong spirits and their after-effects. But this is something else, something of an order neither you nor I have seen before. If there was anyone else I could entrust with this thing, I would not hesitate. But there is no one and somewhere out there is a monster in a human guise. The corpse has been carried to the churchyard at Saint Mary. Do me this favour and I will never ask you for anything ever again.’


Winge raises his eyes and this time it is the police chief who cannot meet his gaze.










Chapter 3


Cardell climbs down Miller’s Hill and spits a brown slug of tobacco into the gutter. He is as clean as he has been able to make himself at a friend’s well and has changed into a borrowed shirt. Past the whitewashed buildings perched on the slopes towards Gilded Bay, he can faintly make out the city on its island, a dark colossus rising out of the water, pierced by occasional points of light.


He has barely managed to leave the neighbourhood when he catches sight of a man, his face scarred by smallpox, and with the silver shield of the police authorities in a chain around his neck, heading in the direction of Polhem’s Lock.


‘Excuse me, do you happen to know what has happened with the corpse from the Larder? My name is Cardell. I was the one who fished it out an hour or so ago.’


‘I heard about that. You’re a watchman, isn’t that right? The body is in the charnel house at Maria Church for now. A damnable business – I have never seen anything worse. In view of how you met, I would have thought your dealings together had come to a close, but now you know. As for me, I have to return to Indebetou House to make my report before dawn.’


They part, and Cardell begins to make his way down the hill through the dew-damp filth of Maria parish. At the bottom of the hill, he soon encounters the church wall. Maria is a cripple, just like Cardell. In the very year that he was born, a spark from a baker’s cottage ignited a firestorm that laid waste to the entire hillside. Tessin’s tower tumbled down through the domed plaster ceiling and even now, three decades later, the spire has not yet been replaced.


The churchyard awaits him on the other side of a gate. The graves appear to observe him in silence but an unpleasant noise disturbs the peace of the place and in the dim light it takes Carnell a moment to understand what it is that he hears, and that its source is human. It sounds like a dog barking below ground but then he notices a shadow, and on the gravel yard in front of the church stables and the gravedigger’s quarters, he sees a lone figure coughing into a handkerchief.


Cardell doesn’t know what to do next until the unknown figure concludes his fit, spits onto the ground and turns around. From the buildings behind him, light spills out of a window opening, and while this light robs Cardell of his night vision it gives the other a chance to spot his presence. He breaks the silence with a voice that is hardly more than a hoarse whisper, but which grows stronger with each word.


‘You are the one who found the dead man. Cardell.’


Cardell nods.


‘The officer didn’t know, but of course Cardell is not the whole name.’


Cardell slips his damp hat from his head and makes a stiff little bow.


‘If only it were. Jean Michael Cardell. When my father laid eyes on his first born, he was filled with a certain measure of pretension. Aspirations of which weren’t fulfilled, as you can see. I’m known as Mickel.’


‘Modesty is also a virtue. If your father did not see that, I will count it his loss.’


The shadowy figure steps out into the light.


‘My name is Cecil Winge.’


Cardell scrutinizes the man and realizes that he is younger than his hoarse voice would suggest. His clothes are very proper, although of an old-fashioned style: a black coat, slim about the waist, tails ribbed with inlays of horsehair and with a high collar. A discreetly embroidered waistcoat peeks out. Black velvet breeches with buckles at each knee. A white cravat, wrapped several times around the neck. The hair is long and jet black, tied at the nape with a red band. The skin is so white it is almost incandescent.


Winge is of slender build, unnaturally slim even. He could not be more different to Cardell – a man of the kind who is seen everywhere on the streets of Stockholm, deprived of his youth by famine and war, used up before his time. Cardell must be twice as wide across the shoulders, with a soldier’s broad back that stretches his coat in unbecoming lines, legs like timber, his right fist as large as a ham. The protruding ears have stopped enough blows to have accumulated scarred lumps along the edges.


Cardell clears his throat self-consciously under the gaze of the other, who gives the impression of inspecting him from top to toe without ever shifting attention from his pockmarked face. Cardell instinctively turns to the left to conceal his handicap. The uncomfortable silence that Winge appears to embrace without discomfort pushes the words over Cardell’s lips.


‘I met the petty constable back up on the hill. Are you also from Indebetou House, from the Chamber of Police?’


‘Yes and no. You could call me an additional resource, perhaps. The police chief sent for me. And you, Jean Michael? What business do you have at the Maria charnel house in the middle of the night? One might have thought you had done the dead man service enough already.’


Cardell spits a non-existent wad of tobacco on the ground to gain some time, realizing he lacks a reasonable answer to the question.


‘My purse is missing. It may have fallen out onto the body when I carried it ashore. There wasn’t much in it, I’ll grant you, but enough to make a night-time walk worth the trouble.’


Winge pauses before answering.


‘As for me, I am here to examine the body. In the last hour it will have been cleaned. I was just going to speak with the gravedigger. Follow me, Jean Michael, and we’ll see if there is any purse to be found.’


[image: ]


The gravedigger answers the knock on his door in the building next to the wall. He is old, short and bow-legged, with a crooked back and a hint of a hump on one shoulder. His speech bears a trace of German.


‘Mr Winge?’


‘Yes.’


‘My name is Dieter Schwalbe. You have come for the body? You have the rest of the night at your disposal. The priest will read over him before morning Mass.’


‘Be so good as to show us the way.’


‘Just a moment.’


Schwalbe lights two lanterns with a long match that he waves in the air to extinguish. On a nearby table, there is well-fed cat washing its face with a freshly licked paw. Schwalbe hands one lantern to Cardell, closes his door and skips haltingly out in front of them. On the other side of the yard is a low stone building.


Schwalbe puts his hand to his mouth and makes a loud noise before he unlocks the door.


‘For the rats,’ he explains. ‘I prefer to frighten them than the other way around.’


Objects are piled in all corners of the room. Spikes and spades, coffin materials both old and new, pieces of headstones splintered by winter frost. The body lies under its wrappings on a low bench. The room is cool but the smell of death unmistakable.


The gravedigger gestures at a hook and Cardell hangs his lantern on it. Schwalbe bows his head and clasps his hands as if in prayer, shifting his weight from foot to foot, clearly ill at ease. Winge turns to him.


‘Is there anything else? We have much to do and time is of the essence.’


Schwalbe stares straight down into the floor.


‘No one can dig graves for as long as I have without seeing things that others haven’t. The dead may not have voices of their own but they have other ways of speaking. The one lying here is angry. I’ve never felt the likes of him. It’s as if the plaster in the stone walls around us is crumbling away at his rage.’


Cardell can’t help feeling disturbed by this superstitious talk. He begins to make the sign of the cross but stops when he sees the sceptical look Winge gives Schwalbe.


‘The dead are defined by the absence of life. All consciousness takes leave of the body and where it now resides I cannot say, but let us hope it is in a better place than the one he has forfeited. What remains can feel neither rain nor sun, and there is nothing we could do that would disturb this man now.’


Schwalbe’s objections are clear from his furrowed face. He draws his bushy eyebrows together and makes no sign of leaving.


‘He should not go into his grave without a name. Plant a body nameless and a revenant is sown. Until you learn his real name, would you not consider giving him another?’


Winge considers this for a while and Cardell assumes that the answer will be the result of a calculation over the quickest way to get rid of the gravedigger.


‘Perhaps we also may draw some benefit from having something to call him. Any suggestions, Jean Michael?’


Cardell hesitates, unprepared for the question. Schwalbe clears his throat in a meaningful way.


‘By custom, the unbaptized are given the King’s name, yes?’


Cardell shudders and spits out the name as if it had a bad taste.


‘Gustav? Hasn’t this poor soul suffered enough?’


Schwalbe narrows his eyes.


‘One of your Karls then? There are twelve to choose from. The name means “man” in your language, if I am not mistaken, and should therefore be suitable in this case.’


Winge turns to Cardell.


‘Karl?’


In the presence of death, old memories are stirred.


‘Yes, Karl. Karl Johan.’


Schwalbe smiles at them both and reveals a row of brown nubs.


‘Good! And now I bid you a good night, contrary to my better judgement. Mr Winge, Mr . . .?’


‘Cardell.’


Schwalbe pauses on his way across the threshold and adds over his shoulder, ‘Mr Karl Johan.’
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Winge and Cardell are left alone, illuminated by the lantern. Winge turns aside a corner of the wrappings and reveals one of the legs, a stump sawn off, two handspans down the thigh. After a while he turns back to Cardell.


‘Come closer and tell me what you see.’


Cardell finds the sight of the leg worse than his recollection of the corpse in its entirety, this anonymous stump that does not immediately call to mind any human form.


‘A severed leg? There’s not much to say about that.’


Winge nods pensively. The silence makes Cardell feel foolish and then irritated. The night seems to have gone on forever without an end in sight. Without removing his gaze from Cardell’s face, Winge gestures towards his left side.


‘I cannot help but notice that you are missing an arm yourself.’


Cardell knows he is good at cloaking his disability. He has practised for more hours than he can count. From a distance, the light beechwood is easy to mistake for skin and he has learned to keep the arm somewhat obscured behind his hip. Unless he waves it around, few notice his affliction before getting to know him better. Especially at night. But he sees no other choice than to confirm the observation and inclines his head.


‘My condolences.’


Cardell snorts.


‘I came looking for my missing coins, not pity.’


‘In view of your distaste for our late King Gustav’s name, I hazard that your injury occurred during the war?’


Cardell nods as Winge continues.


‘I mention this only because your insights regarding amputation greatly exceed my own. Will you do me the favour of inspecting the stump one more time?’


This time, Cardell allows himself to study the area, beyond the layer of dirt that remains in spite of soap and water. When the answer comes to him, it is so self-evident that he realizes he should have seen it right away.


‘This is not a fresh wound. The injury is completely healed.’


Winge nods in assent.


‘Yes. Those of us who find a body in conditions such as these can generally consider the wounds either the cause of death itself or else the killer’s attempts to get rid of the evidence. Neither is true in this case. It would not surprise me if we were to find that all four stumps are in a similar condition.’


On Winge’s command, they go to opposite sides of the pallet, lift up the covering and fold it, corner to corner. The body gives off a sweet-sour, earthy stench that has Winge pressing his handkerchief to his nose while Cardell simply resorts to his sleeve.


Karl Johan is missing both arms and both legs, all severed as close to the body as the unimpeded work of knife and saw have found it possible to achieve. The face is also missing eyes; the eyeballs have been removed from their sockets. What remains is malnourished. The ribs stick out. The belly is distended with gases that have turned the belly button inside out, but on each side the pelvic bones are clearly visible under the skin. The chest is thin, still narrow with youth and not the full width of a grown man’s. The cheeks are sunken. Of the young man who once was, it is his hair that remains in the best condition. The light blond mass of hair has been washed and combed out across the boards by the humble parishioners.


Winge lifts the lantern from its hook for a closer inspection and walks in a slow circle around the body.


‘In the war, you must have seen more than your fair share of waterlogged bodies?’


Cardell nods. Yet he is unaccustomed to scenes such as this one – the analytic and dispassionate examination of a dead man – and his nervousness loosens his tongue.


‘Many of those whom we lost in the Gulf of Finland came back to us in the autumn. We found them under the walls of Sveaborg Fort, beneath the batteries. Those of us who had escaped the fever were sent to pull them out. Cod fish and crabs had eaten what they could. Often they would start to move and that was the worst. Sounds came out of them, belches and moans. The bodies were full of eels that had eaten themselves fat in there and that reluctantly wriggled away across land when we interrupted their feast.’


‘And how does our Karl Johan appear in comparison?’


‘No similarity at all. We often salvaged our dead faster, after skirmishes the same day they had gone overboard. Pale, a little shrivelled and waterlogged, and that is what I see here too. Karl Johan did not spend much time in the lake, if I’m any judge. I would say the time should be no more than a few hours. He must’ve been put in the water just after nightfall.’


‘How long did it take your arm to heal?’ Winge asks thoughtfully.


Cardell stares back at him before he comes to a decision.


‘Let’s do this properly, so that we will be on more or less the same ground.’


Winge helps to roll back the sleeve on Cardell’s outstretched left arm, until the cloth is pulled back over the straps that hold the wooden limb attached to the elbow. Cardell loosens them with practised ease and pulls his arm out. Cardell holds his stump to the light.


‘Have you ever seen a man’s flesh being cut before?’


‘Never a live subject. I visited a public dissection at the anatomical theatre once when the surgeons were working on a the body of a deceased woman.’


‘My own operation was hardly a case study for the textbooks. It was at the clumsy hands of a seaman’s dirk, right under the elbow. Once I was brought to the surgeon, he had to carve away even more to save the arm from gangrene. You restrain the patient with chains clad in leather so he won’t be able to ruin the operation by lunging or convulsions. The soft flesh is cut with a knife, the bone with a saw. The lucky ones are given enough alcohol to render them senseless but in the haste of the moment I was granted a sober experience. The large veins must be closed quickly. If the clamps slip, have seen fountains of blood can spray long distances. Men lose their strength and grow white in only a few moments. If all goes well, a flap of skin large enough to fold back over the stump is saved and its edges are sewn with needle and thread. See here, you can trace the scar all round and still see the marks of the needle. If the limb escapes any onset of rot, all you have to do is wait for it to grow out again.’


He smiles humourlessly at Winge, who is listening attentively.


‘You have seen every stage of healing far closer than anyone would wish. Can you attempt to date the amputation of Karl Johan’s limbs for me?’


‘Hand me the lantern, then.’


It is Cardell’s turn to circle the dead man. He bends over at each corner of the body and studies the stumps one by one. With his healthy arm occupied by holding the lantern, he is unable to cover his nose. He breathes through his mouth and exhales the pungent air in small puffs.


‘As far as I can tell, he lost the right arm first. Then the left leg, the left arm and the right leg. I’d say that the right arm is three months gone, provided Karl Johan has healed at the same pace as myself. The right leg? A month, perhaps.’


‘So this man has had his arms and legs shorn away in turn. Each wound has been dressed and allowed to heal, whereafter the next limb has been removed. The eyes were intentionally blinded. None of the teeth are left, incidentally, nor the tongue. To judge by the state of the injuries, the process of turning him into what we see today began last summer and was completed a few weeks ago. Death came to him only yesterday or the day before that.’


Cardell feels the hairs on his neck stand up at the full implications of what Winge is saying. Winge knocks pensively on his front teeth with his thumbnail before adding, ‘I imagine it was welcome.’


He stops in the middle of replacing the coverings, carefully rubbing the cloth between his fingers.


‘I thank you for all of your help, Jean Michael. Unfortunately, you have overestimated Karl Johan’s skill as a pickpocket. Your purse is still in its place underneath your jacket. The bulge is clearly visible and if that were not enough, the purse in question revealed itself when you bent over with the lantern. But you knew this already, since the intoxicants you allowed yourself last night have not remained in your system quite as long as you would have me believe.’


Cardell flinches and inwardly curses the impulse that has betrayed his lie. Anger overtakes him now that his drunkenness is steadily being replaced by nausea. Winge’s cold-blooded attitude to the dead man, in contrast to his own – he has seen more death than he would wish upon his worst enemy – disturbs him. He spits over his shoulder, as if to ward off evil.


‘You are a cold one, Cecil Winge. No wonder you’re so at ease in the presence of the dead. Let me return your powers of observation with some of my own: You don’t eat enough. If I were you, I would try to spend more time at the dinner table and less on the latrine.’


Winge pays no attention to the insult.


‘Something else brought you here this evening. Exactly what, we can leave unsaid. But would you continue what you have begun? Would you see this man avenged in hallowed ground? I can provide certain resources on behalf of the police authorities. I would be grateful for your assistance and am prepared to compensate you for it.’


Winge looks at Cardell with his large eyes. Something is alight in them that was not there before. It both frightens and confuses Cardell, but he feels the fatigue spreading throughout his body and just stands there until Winge goes on:


‘You don’t have to give me your answer immediately. I will now proceed to the Indebetou in order to listen to the morning briefings. I already know what I will hear. The petty constable will give his report. The responsibility will fall on the procurator fiscal who is already occupied with affairs that are far simpler and promise more glory than this one. At best he will urge the petty constables of Maria parish to consult their neighbourhood officers as to whether local rumours may shed light on the matter. I nurture little hope of any progress there. This broken body will remain deprived of its true name, and at the city’s expense will be laid into a pit on the north side of the graveyard where we now stand. There will be no one to mourn his passing. The police chief has asked me to do what I can. On my own, I fear that it will not be enough.’


More than this is required in order to calm Cardell once his temper has been lost. He has already turned away to leave, ripe with conflicting emotions. Winge’s hoarse voice follows him out.


‘If you wish to help me, Jean Michael Cardell, come to see me again. I rent a room from Roselius at Spens Manor.’










Chapter 4


As ever, the break of dawn brings chaos and tumult to Indebetou House in its perch at the top of Castle Hill. Winge rubs his eyes, trying to forget about his lack of sleep and wondering if there might be a pot of coffee with a few drops left for him somewhere in one of these rooms.


The stairwell is full of people on their way out or in and by others who are simply waiting here in lieu of a better place. The police authority staff are still struggling to adapt to their new premises and their new master. No one has yet managed to pair the right room with the purpose for which it would be best suited.


Barely a year has gone by since the move to Indebetou House and, according to mean-spirited rumours, the only reason for the upheaval from Garden Street was to save the city’s face after the former owner of the house managed to gain access to the death bed of King Gustav and came away with a barely legible royal signature on a deed which promised him twenty-five thousand daler in exchange for a draughty and decrepit building that had long stood abandoned. Too warm in summer, too cold in winter.


The house is strangely asymmetrical, leaning into the hill where it stands between the cathedral and the empty lot where the ruins of the recently demolished Great Tennis Court are still strewn about.
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In the dim morning light, familiar faces are mixed with strangers. With displeasure, Winge picks out Teuchler and Nystedt, two thugs in the agency’s employ who are half carrying a man whose blackened eyes and split lip bears witness to the fact that he has just confessed to whatever it is he has been accused of. Secretary Blom passes Winge in the crowd at that moment and rolls his eyes when their eyes briefly meet. More than two decades have gone by since such methods were outlawed but Teuchler and Nystedt remain children of another time.


Those who know Winge’s name and appearance without being more closely acquainted with him turn their faces to the floor at his approach. He can feel their eyes on his back once he has passed them by. On his way up the stairs he notes that no one has yet removed the former police chief’s coat of arms from the wall: yet another sign of the lack of order that has plagued the agency since King Gustav joined his fathers.
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Almost two years have gone by since Anckarström’s shot rang out in the masquerade ball, but at the police agency it is as if the report echoes still. With the Crown Prince only thirteen years old and not yet of age, the conflict over power broke out even before the monarch lost his long struggle with death. The former police chief Nils Henric Aschan Liljensparre, a favourite of King Gustav, who had built the police agency from the ground up and had himself led its operations for almost three decades, was one of the powerful men who saw his opportunity and showed his ambitions openly: to make the King’s weak-minded brother, Duke Karl, appointed to rule as the Prince’s guardian, a puppet regent.


Instead, this thirst for power became Liljensparre’s undoing. Baron Reuterholm took the place that Liljensparre had selected for himself, and while the Baron rules the country in the Duke’s name, Liljensparre has been dispatched to Swedish Pomerania. At the beginning of the year, Reuterholm gave the office of police chief to crown attorney Johan Gustaf Norlin, an appointment it is said that the Baron has already had reason to regret. Like others who are able to see things clearly, Winge knows the reason: Norlin is a righteous man.
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Up on the third floor, chairs have been placed along the walls of the corridor. Winge hugs himself and slaps his shoulders in order to force the blood out into his frozen fingertips. The damp, cold air tickles his throat and he has to take shallow breaths in order to keep his cough at bay. He is forced to wait another quarter of an hour in the draught from the leaky windows before the door to Norlin’s quarters is opened and he is shown in.


Like the rest of the house, Norlin’s office is in disarray. The elegant desk is barely visible under the piles of papers with which it is covered. Norlin is standing by the window. Norlin is not much older than Winge, but the year has been filled with sleepless nights that have aged him beyond his thirty years. Along the collar of his formal coat, his skin is red and chafed where his fingernails have tried repeatedly to scratch an itch. A speckled cat is perched on the windowsill, purring as Norlin strokes its neck.


‘One of the few inhabitants of this house that is still of sound mind and has reasonable priorities.’


He gently pushes the cat down onto the floor, leans his back against the windowsill and crosses his arms.


‘Well, was your examination satisfactory?’


‘It was ill-advised of me to imply that the officer had been drinking. His reaction was completely justified. It is a very unusual crime.’


‘Apart from your competence, there is another reason that I have asked you to handle this affair, Cecil. You are not formally a part of the agency and you can work in the dark. Reuterholm has his eyes on me and there are few things that rile the Baron more than discovering me doing actual police work. The Baron would rather have me implementing his censorship regulations than making the city safe for the general public. Have a look.’


Norlin holds up a folded paper with a freshly broken seal.


‘This is a letter signed by Gustaf Adolf Reuterholm, in which he demands to know why no progress has been made in the investigation he demanded regarding a rumour that he has tried to poison the Crown Prince. The same rumour claims that his hunger for power can be traced back to impotence and a long list of perverse tendencies. The Baron feels that he has waited long enough to see those responsible taste the rod, and now demands that I provide him with a full account of my efforts.’


‘And will you send him one?’


‘Since I haven’t done anything, it would probably be best not to. The man is out of his mind. Reuterholm is nothing but a despot, without friends or family to provide a sense of stability. He’s trying to get the fortune teller Arvidsson to speak with the dead on his behalf. Vain, testy, and resentful to boot, just like King Gustav himself as time went on. Fear of revolution and betrayal is a pestilence that spreads to all whose posteriors come too close to the throne. His Majesty asked my predecessor to recruit a cadre of informants to report on gossip and conspiracies among the people. The problem is not that people are unhappy. The problem is that Liljensparre’s informants were asked to look for discontent in the wrong places. While King Gustav had nightmares of the revolution in France spreading to the far north, and did everything in his power to eavesdrop on republican chatter in the coffee houses, his killers were sneaking around among members of his own court. He was so afraid of the commoners he never met that he believed the nobles – right in front of his face – were harmless.’


Norlin gestures at his desk.


‘Even if I do my best to ignore Liljensparre’s gossips, I still have to receive their reports, the one more preposterous than the next: there is an Ödman who complains that someone called Nilsson has sung the Marseillaise during a night of heavy drinking in Strängnäs. A cavalry officer with doubtful sympathies is said to have praised the notorious schemer Juhlin for his tie pin. Kullmer and Ågren wore long trousers to church, to the delight of Weinås and Falk. Carlén is hiding writings by Thorild under his pillow. And so forth. While I am distracted by this, important matters suffer. But Liljensparre, that old tyrant, felt that these things were of the highest level of interest. No doubt you’ve heard the nickname the men of the agency gave him? “The Arse”, from his middle name, Aschan.’


Winge regards the pile of letters, takes one and gives it an indifferent glance before he puts it back. Norlin lifts up his wig and throws it on top of the piles as he scratches his hair.


‘By way of the rumour mill, I understand that Reuterholm is already looking for my replacement.’


‘Do you know who?’


‘I have heard that the question has been put to Magnus Ullholm. A name that you know only all too well.’


‘Do you know how long you will last?’


‘No. But when the Baron sets his mind to something, things tend to happen quickly. Ullholm will not allow your assignments to continue. So this is a matter of urgency, Cecil.’


Winge brings his hand up to the bridge of his nose and massages his swollen eyes. His drowsiness causes blurred points of lights to dance across his field of vision.


‘I am the last person you need to remind what is urgent.’
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Norlin invites Winge to sit in an empty chair. He opens the door  a crack and calls out into the corridor for some coffee, an order that is swiftly obeyed by whoever happens to be closest. With a heavy sigh, Norlin sits down across from Winge.


‘Well, let us return to that corpse that was fished out of the lake. What hopes do you have of finding the person responsible?’


‘I have reason to believe that the body was put in the water only a few hours before he was found. I plan to look for witnesses who may have been in the neighbourhood shortly before nightfall.’


‘That seems to me a thoroughly hopeless undertaking. Is that all?’


‘There is one more thing. The body was naked but partially wrapped in a black cloth of a kind that I have not seen before. It seems too costly a fabric to be discarded in such a way. Experts in these matters may know more.’


Norlin appears lost in thought and is nodding to himself.


‘Keep things that you do discreet, and not only because of Reuterholm. There is discontent festering out there. We had an agitated mob at the castle gates earlier this year, howling for blood, and all because a nobleman had managed to scratch a burgher with his rapier. Every act of violence has to be handled with the utmost care. Do me that favour.’


A maid knocks at the door and enters bearing a coffee pot and tin cups. Norlin pours and Winge puts his thin lips to the rim of the cup to meet the life-giving brew. While the cat unselfconsciously jumps up in anticipation of curling up on Norlin’s lap, Norlin gazes over at Winge with concern.


‘I’m sorry to say it, Cecil, especially since I know that I am not entirely innocent of the cause, but damn it, you look awful.’










Chapter 5


The name of the pub is the Perdition. A thick layer of soot coats the walls but anyone who strains a little can make out the mural. It is the dance of death. Peasants and burghers, noblemen and priests, join hands around a skeleton who is playing a fiddle as black as tar. The painting makes many ill at ease and the few customers can be easily counted until the hour is late and the level of intoxication has stripped all decorations of their relevance. The innkeeper Gedda has opposed all attempts at persuasion to whitewash his walls. The mural is painted by Hoffbro himself, he snarls, and a masterpiece at that.


Cardell loathes it, especially since his agreement with Gedda means he has to keep himself reasonably sober. Cardell is here as a hired muscle, employed to turn away troublemakers for a shilling or so a week and extra commission for each successful eviction. His watchman’s salary is nothing to live on and this additional income is welcome. From his place on the bench by the door, he feels the presence of the skeleton for the hundredth time, its empty eye sockets searching out his gaze. Cardell shudders and stuffs his mouth full of tobacco.


He senses that this night will bring nothing good, a feeling not without a measure of anticipation. A troubled atmosphere has been brewing ever since sundown. Drinking buddies are bickering over their beer and aquavit. In the crowd, jostling quickly leads to hard words. Time and again he has to get up from his chair and break things up, trying to reason with men who neither hear nor understand until he grabs them by the neck, lifts them up until their heels swing free of the floorboards, and throws them out on the street.


A group of sailors presses in through the doors, all of them at once, arm in arm until the weakest have to break the chain and give way to the delighted mockery of the others. They are bellowing out a vulgar song at the top of their lungs. Between the lines of nonsense and drivel, Cardell hears boasting about conquering maidenheads, and now he knows for certain that the evening will end badly.


Young men, brash and drunk, in a crowd that finds honour in having each other’s back. He knows them well. He was once like them. He loves them and he hates them. From his place by the door he studies them like a wolf watches a flock of rabbits and knows that it is only a matter of time until they are his.
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It does not take long. A short man with a pot belly trips over his own shoe buckle and pours his drink over the back of a sailor. In a few seconds, they have the sinner lifted onto a table and they force the poor sod to dance, while they surround him on all sides and tilt the surface of the table until the wood groans. One of their number has pulled out his knife and is hunting the man’s toes with its point.


Cardell meets Gedda’s gaze from the other side of the establishment. Gedda doesn’t care if guests spill or bleed but the furniture costs money. Without even having to think about it, Cardell’s one hand goes to fasten the leather straps that hold his left arm in place.


War has taught Cardell that there is no honour in battle. And yet there is a ritual to be observed, as predictable as it is meaningless. He follows it like a familiar routine. A hand on a sailor’s shoulder, mimed diplomacy in the clamour. Calming gestures. Close to his ear, someone yells at him to go to hell. Someone else spits in his face. He feels his heart beating like a drum in his ear as the world turns red. And still he controls himself. He lets his shoulders sink in submission before their triumphant grins.


When the first blow lands, they don’t understand what is happening. The left hand comes up from waist height and since the hand has been carved as if the palm were open, it almost looks as if he is caressing the face of the closest man. Teeth fly through the air in a cascade of red. Cardell carries the force of the arm’s momentum into the next punch, and the next, feels an arm snap, the bridge of a nose crack, a ribcage give way, an eye fly from its socket. Each hit translates into an explosion in his stump and the pain only fuels his rage.


They flee head over heels. The last one has to crawl snivelling on all fours, and manages to win the threshold only with the assistance of Cardell’s boot. When Cardell turns back, their erstwhile victim is still standing on top of the table, clapping, a smile from ear to ear.


His gratitude knows no bounds. He insists on celebrating his saviour with a jug of Rhenish wine and toast upon toast. Cardell, for his part, determines that the evening’s altercation is enough to secure the peace at the Perdition until the doors are locked for the night. The floor runs red and the pattern leads straight back to himself, a sign of warning for all to read. He ignores Gedda’s disapproving looks and drinks long and hard. Fights are one of the few things that he finds enlivening. He used to actively seek them out, savouring after each victory the fleeting feeling that he was in control of his life. The effect has dimmed over the years. His arm hurts. He feels old, too old for a life like this. Wine is a comfort. The man introduces himself as Isak Reinhold Blom.


‘I am a poet. At your service.’


Cardell raises an eyebrow as the man clears his throat.


‘O Hero! We shiver at your victory, your opposition is all fled. You tread the corpses of your brethren, stain’d in deepest red!’


‘Is this how you make your living?’


Blom purses his lips and lights his clay pipe on the candle.


‘Such is the curse of the poet; everyone’s a critic. But as it happens, no. Until the light fails I sit in the Indebetou House, up by the Castle. I serve with the Chamber of Police. As secretary, in fact, since this January.’


Cardell hasn’t given any thought to Cecil Winge and his parting words until now.


‘Would you happen to know a Winge, Cecil Winge?’


Blom looks curiously at Cardell and exhales a plume of smoke.


‘Once you’ve met that man, he’s hard to forget.’


‘Who is he? Can you tell me anything about him?’


‘He started prowling around the Indebetou at the same time as Norlin was appointed police chief earlier this year. They have an agreement of sorts. Winge has a free hand to do as he pleases, within the bounds of reason. He takes an interest in some crimes but not in others.’


Cardell nods thoughtfully. Blom draws deeply on his pipe with a gurgling sound. Then he continues:


‘It so happened that we were both studying Law in Uppsala at the same time, me and Winge, although I was a few years older and never moved in the same circles. He always had his nose stuck in his Rousseau. Winge was a prodigy of a kind that hasn’t been seen since Rudbeck. The man has a memory such that he can produce each word he has read as if he’s got the book in front of him. Maybe that’s where things went wrong. Certain people read too much and get strange notions in their head. During his early career, he made himself a nuisance by insisting on questioning the accused, something one normally avoids as far as possible. All of his cases were presented in excruciating and endless detail. Though no one in their right mind could ever doubt the guilt or innocence of someone processed by Winge, he never succeeded in winning the appreciation of his peers. Most of those appointed to the lower courts want to see justice served as quickly as possible, to the extent that they even concern themselves about such things, but they were hard put to stop him since Winge was a master of logical argumentation. They resorted to scorn and ridicule instead, only to find both rolling off Winge like water off a duck’s back. Since he has combined forces with Norlin, there is a rich treasury of anecdotes about everything he has managed to accomplish in the service of the agency during in the past year. Other men make mistakes, are absent-minded and if their attention span isn’t lacking, their diligence often is. Not so Winge.’


Blom waves the shaft of his pipe in order to underscore his words. When he pauses long enough to take his next puff, his pipe has gone out. He puts it down with a little shrug.


‘If I am to say something less flattering about him, it would be that the man has never had much in the way of charm.’


‘That much was clear.’


‘I met his wife at the Opera last year and when I heard her name and realized who her husband was, I was certain I had misheard. A fantastic woman, Cardell. Beautiful, of course, but also warm, tender, witty and exuberant, and these words are among the last I would employ in order to describe her husband. She must have had lines of suitors going out the door. Why she chose Winge, I will never understand. And therefore it is an irony of fate that it is he who has chosen to leave her, and not, as one would have expected, the other way around . . .’
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