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About the Book

Get set for the next level in book two of the Game Trilogy

How do you protect yourself from a threat whose existence you cannot prove?

After fourteen months in exile, HP misses the thrill of The Game. When he discovers that a powerful IT corporation may be affiliated to it, he begins a dangerous investigation.

Meanwhile, his sister Rebecca is threatened by a faceless enemy – are they connected to The Game too?
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Anders de la Motte was formerly a police officer and then director of security at one of the world’s largest IT companies. He currently works as an international security consultant. His debut novel, GAME has sold over 100,000 copies in Sweden alone and is published in over 25 countries.
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Buzz

Translated from the Swedish by Neil Smith
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Buzz[b^z]

To leave, to get away from your current situation

Something that creates excitement, hype or a thrill!

A rush or feeling of energy, excitement, stimulation or slight intoxication

The verb used when posting something (mainly on Google buzz)

To clip, to cut, to shave, to remove, to mow

A method of obtaining immediate attention

Being overly and unnecessarily aggressive

A continuous noise, as of bees; a confused murmur, as of a general conversation in low tone

A whisper; a rumour or report spread secretly or cautiously

Making a call

www.wiktionary.org

www.dictionary.com

www.urbandictionary.com


Epigraph

‘The speed of communication is wondrous to behold. It is also true that speed can multiply the distribution of information that we know to be untrue.’

Edward R. Morrow

‘Nothing travels faster than light, with the possible exception of bad news, which follows its own rules.’

Douglas Adams


Table of Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Email

Prologue

1. Neverlands

2. Flashback

3. Foreplay

4. Bad luck charm

5. Bad things

6. Double dealing

7. Boardgames

8. Redrum?

9. Fata Morgana

10. Hide and seek

11. Homecoming

12. Roleplay

13. Raising the stakes

14. Death by Powerpoint

15. Bee handlers

16. Whispers, rumours and reports

17. The hive

18. Oh what a tangled web we weave …

19. Buzzy bees

20. I now inform you that you are too far from reality

21. The PR of E

22. In for a penny

23. Trust is good

24. MUD

25. RAT

26. Ashes to ashes …

27. Three can play that game

28. Joe Blown

29. I’m out!

30. Homecoming

31. … control is better

32. Do not feed the Troll!

33. Mirage

34. Cut, clip and remove

35. The rabbit hole

36. Out of the hole and down the slope

37. Blamegames

38. Online games

39. Battle for control

40. Let the games begin

41. Capture the flag

42. Head to head

43. All Your Bases Belong To Us

44. The game is up

45. Call!

46. ORLY?

47. Aftermath

Acknowledgements

Also by Anders de la Motte

Read on for an extract of Bubble

Copyright

About the Publisher


Email

From: Mail Delivery Service

To: Badboy.128@hotmail.com

Subject: Delivery Status Notification

Date: 26 July, 23:44

Failed; 6.2.12.12 (rerouted)

Original message

From: badboy.128@hotmail.com

To: undisclosed recipients

Subject: the Game

Date: 26 July, 23.43

Dear newsdesk/TV station/blog

About four weeks ago I found a mobile phone on the train. A nice, shiny one – brushed steel with a glass touch-screen. It pulled me into a chain of events that came to an end out in Torshamnsgatan a few days ago, and I’d like to tell you about it.

My name is Henrik Pettersson, HP to my friends, and I’m 31 years old. (I don’t really see what my age has got to do with anything, but you lot seem obsessed with how old people are, so there you go.)

By now the mention of Torshamnsgatan should have set a few alarm-bells ringing, seeing as that was where the bomb went off. The bomb that was actually intended for someone else entirely. (I’m not going to write their name, you know who I mean and you never know what sort of surveillance filter might pick up this email …)

Back to the mobile phone on the train:

It invited me to play an Alternate Reality Game, where the boundaries between fantasy and reality had been blurred. Little tasks you had to carry out, and film them with the phone at the same time. And those tasks earned you points, giving you a ranking on a high-score list, where your performance could be judged by people watching online. And you got money if you succeeded.

It all sounded cool, so I signed up pretty quickly.

But this particular Game turned out to be way more real than I had imagined.

And way more dangerous …

Try googling the weird shit that’s been going on in the last few weeks!

That police car that crashed at Lindhagensplan, an abandoned house going up in flames out in Fjärdhundra, not to mention what happened to the royal procession in Kungsträdgården …

It’s all linked to the Game.

And now you’re wondering how I know that …

Easy – I was responsible for it all.

I got off on the buzz, the feeling that I had an admiring audience out there in cyberspace. Giving me cred for all the things I was doing. And like the sad little approval-junkie that I am, I let myself get dragged into it without protest. I shifted the boundary of what I thought was acceptable so far that I couldn’t actually see it anymore. I even managed to harm those closest to me …

Pathetic, isn’t it? How the hell could anyone do something like that, just to get a bit of public recognition? But take a look at yourselves. How many of you have got Facebook, Twitter or Instagram open in another window as you’re reading this email? Running them as apps on your mobiles and checking them compulsively from the moment you wake up until you fall asleep? My guess is: all of you.

The whole damn lot of you.

So you’re not exactly in a position to judge me!

I’m sure you’ll do your job properly, so I might as well tell you now: I’ve got a sister, Rebecca Normén, she’s a bodyguard with the Security Police. Yes, THAT Rebecca Normén … You’ve probably written loads about her in the last few days. What with the medal and everything.

Becca’s good at her job, she’s a good bodyguard. A fucking good one, actually. Which isn’t all that surprising, seeing as she’s been in training her whole life, since we were little. She always looked after me. Except for one time when I stepped in and saved her life. Took a bullet for her.

But that’s a long time ago now, we don’t talk about it …

Somehow the Game Master managed to take advantage of our fucked-up relationship, and got me to subject Becca to things I’d rather forget.

She isn’t involved in the Game, at least not the way I am. In fact she even doubts that the Game really exists. But like Verbal Kint says in The Usual Suspects:

The greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the world he didn’t exist.

Anyhow, I’ve given you enough, so get digging.

Check out who really owns that pile of ruins out on Torshamnsgatan. ACME Telecom Services Ltd is just a front. The set-up out there was used to control the Game. Collecting information, sending out tasks, and letting other people bet on the outcome.

Start by finding out what happened to Erman, the IT genius who installed the servers. It’s not a pretty story …

But once you’ve been dragged in there’s no way out.

You’re always playing the game!

Talk to my old BFF, Magnus Sandström, who almost had his computer shop burned out (but call him Farook or he’ll get upset). Then throw in all the weird stuff that keeps happening. Computer systems that just shut down, sabotage, unexplained thefts. People vanishing – or being killed …

Put the pieces of the puzzle together, think big! Then even bigger!

You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you, but once you’ve got to the bottom of this you won’t believe your eyes.

They’ve been playing for years, poor Erman told me. And I’m sure that’s true.

Be careful – the Game Master’s got eyes and ears everywhere, and will do everything in his power to stop you.

Dig deep, join the dots and – most important of all – don’t trust anyone!

/HP

ps. Don’t waste time trying to find me. I’m long gone by now. Somewhere no-one will ever find me.

Not even the Game Master.


This message did not reach its intended recipients.

It was rerouted and removed by the administrator on July 26 at 23:43


Prologue

She had been awake just a few seconds when she realized that the man was behind her. Something told her that he had been standing there for a long time under the scorching sun while he waited for her to come round.

She had been dreaming about an al-ghourab – a scrawny little desert raven with shimmering, blue-tinged feathers that had been sitting not far from her on the sand. The bird had tilted its head and looked at her curiously with its peppercorn eyes, almost as if it was wondering what she was doing out there all on her own.

She didn’t actually know if she had imagined it, or if a real raven had chosen to take a closer look at her inert body.

But, real or not, the bird was gone now – possibly scared off by the man’s silent presence.

The man’s return could mean only one thing.

Suddenly she was wide awake – her pulse was pounding against her eardrums.

She took a deep breath before slowly twisting her head to look in the man’s direction.

The sun was reflecting off the object in his hand, blinding her and making her instinctively raise one arm to her sunburned forehead.

And at that moment she realized that the Game was over.


1

Neverlands

He was on her in two quick strides.

She didn’t even have time to react before he had dragged her out of her chair. Her back was against the wall, one of his hands in an unshakeable stranglehold round her throat – so hard that the tips of her toes began to lift from the soft carpet – while he fumbled for the object on the table with the other.

There were gasps of horror from the other diners, a clatter of porcelain – but he didn’t care. The lounge was on the sixth floor and it would be at least three minutes before the security staff got here. Three minutes were more than enough for him to do what he had to.

She was gurgling, desperately trying to ease his grip, but he tightened it further and felt her resistance drain away. In a matter of seconds the colour of her immaculately made-up face dropped from bright red to chalk white, suddenly matching her little pale suit.

Blonde businesswoman – my ass!

He released his grip enough to let a small amount of blood reach her brain. A sudden badly aimed kick at his crotch made him jerk, but she’d lost her shoe and without Jimmy Choo’s help the kick wasn’t hard enough to make him loosen his grip. He tightened it again and pressed his face right next to hers. The terror in her eyes was oddly satisfying.

‘How the fuck did you find me?’ he hissed, holding the mobile up in front of her eyes. A shiny silvery object with a glass touch-screen.

Suddenly the phone burst into life. Out of reflex he held it further away from him, and to his surprise saw his own face reflected in the screen. Staring, bulging eyes, sweaty, bright-red face. The mobile must have a camera on the other side because when he moved his hand her terrified, pale face moved into shot. Beauty and the fucking beast, in podcast!

Totally fucking mad!

What the hell was he actually doing?

He was supposed to be a superhero, a saviour of worlds – but this? Attacking a woman? Had he really sunk so low?

He met her gaze again, but this time the fear in her eyes merely made him feel empty.

He wasn’t himself.

He wasn’t …

‘Mr Andersen?’

‘Hmm?!’ HP came to with a start.

A little man in a uniform was standing next to his table, his soft voice just loud enough to drown out the soporific background noise of the lounge.

‘Sorry to disturb you, sir. Your new room is ready.’

The man held out a small envelope containing a key-card.

‘Room number 931, Mr Andersen: we’ve upgraded you to a junior suite. Your luggage is on its way up. I hope you continue to have a pleasant stay with us, and I can only apologize for the confusion regarding the change of room.’

The man bowed lightly and gently placed the envelope on the table.

‘Can I get you a refill, sir?’

‘No, thanks,’ HP muttered, casting a red-eyed glance at the window table. Yep, the woman was still there, and beside her cup he could still see the little silvery rectangle that had made his imagination go mad.

He closed his eyes again, pinched the bridge of his nose and took several deep breaths.

Apart from the fact that the phone looked familiar, what evidence was there to suggest that they might have caught up with him?

He was on his umpteenth false passport, and none of them had the smallest connection with the previous ones. And he had put on a few kilos, a deep suntan and a long, fair hippie beard to match his even longer hair. He hadn’t spoken Swedish for at least a year, not since he left Thailand. In other words, the risk of anyone being able to identify him was pretty fucking small, not to say microscopic. Apart from him, there wasn’t a single soul in the whole world who knew where he was.

So your conclusion, Sherlock?

The phone had to be a coincidence. Almost all smartphones on the market looked pretty similar, most of them were probably made in the same Chinese sweatshops. Besides, this was hardly the first time he had imagined he had been found …

He’d lost count of the number of times he had panicked and escaped through rear exits and down fire-escapes to get away from imaginary pursuers.

Even if it had been a couple of months since his last dope-trip, his over-heated little brain still played tricks on him on a fairly regular basis, serving up ghosts in broad daylight, courtesy of the little grey men in the withdrawal department.

His lack of sleep was hardly making things any better.

He had just managed to nag his way to a more comfortable room, further away from the lifts.

But he already knew that wasn’t going to help …

The woman whose phone it was showed no sign of picking it up.

Instead she was calmly sipping her coffee, glancing out at the sea, and didn’t even seem to have noticed him. She was pretty fresh, forty-something, with her hair cut in a tight little bob. Jacket, trousers and low pumps. Now that he was looking more closely, he could see that she had her ankles crossed, and had slipped her heel out of one of her presumably extremely expensive shoes, and was dangling it rather absent-mindedly from her toes.

For some reason this casual act made him feel a bit calmer.

He took a deep breath through his nose and slowly let the air out through his mouth.

The whole of his dreamlike existence had, almost imperceptibly, changed its character and become something completely different.

Fourteen long months in exile. That was four more than he had spent locked up for killing his sister’s violent boyfriend, and obviously in many ways a fuck of a lot nicer. Even so, the sense of restlessness was almost the same now, weirdly enough.

The nights were worst. Grass huts, youth hostels, airport hotels, or platinum palaces like this – it didn’t really make much difference. His insomnia didn’t seem to care about the weave-density of the sheets.

At the start of his tour he’d made sure he always had company. He’d pulled numerous carefree backpack girls at campfire gatherings, all of them willing to party the night away.

Then, later on, when he was sick of the meaningless pillow-talk and beach-busker versions of ‘Oooh baby it’s a wild world’, he had restricted himself to the pickings in the hotel bars.

But by now it was a long time since he had felt any real human intimacy.

Instead he was left having a doped-up wank to one of the stupid porn-films that his increasingly desensitized sex-drive demanded. Then a bit of lukewarm room-service grub while he surfed through the Thai knock-offs of blockbuster films until he slid into a state that was at least reminiscent of sleep. A grey fug where his imagination ran riot, exploring places he’d sooner forget.

He just had to accept that his dream-life was slowly going to …

Hell!

Even though she saw the automatic weapons before the cortege stopped, the smell that hit her when she first stepped from the car was so overpowering that Rebecca almost forgot about them for a couple of seconds.

It was a sweet, sickly pressure wave of scent from tightly packed bodies, rubbish, sewage and decay. She may have noticed the stench the day before when they checked the route, but it was considerably busier and hotter today and the heat seemed to have made the smell exponentially stronger.

The crowd quickly circled their drop-off point, as hundreds of agitated people pressed against the cordon of tape that had been put up to hold them back.

The soldiers exchanged nervous glances. Their hands were hugging the barrels of their guns as they shuffled their feet anxiously on the red dirt.

There were six assault rifles, and the same number of soldiers in badly fitting, sweat-stained camouflage uniforms and scruffy boots. Their leader, a considerably better-dressed officer in mirrored sunglasses, waved at her to encourage her to offload her charge. His gun was still in its tight leg-holster along his right thigh, which meant seven weapons in total, not counting their own.

The officer’s gestures became more impatient the longer she hesitated, but Rebecca ignored him. She remained standing with the car door open, while Karolina Modin, her driver, waited behind the wheel with the engine running.

She heard the doors of the car behind open and cast a quick glance over her shoulder. Göransson and Malmén were coming up behind her. Neither of the men said anything, but the expressions on their faces behind their sunglasses told her what they thought of the situation.

The crowd was getting noisier. The feeble plastic poles that were holding the cordon tape started to buckle as they pressed against it. Rebecca could make out a few random words in English.

Help us. No food, no doctor.

The soldier standing closest to her licked his lips nervously as he fingered the safety-catch of his rifle.

Click, click.

Safe, unsafe.

Not dangerous, dangerous.

A drop of sweat ran slowly down her spine.

Then another.

‘Well, what are we waiting for, Normén?’

Gladh, the desiccated embassy counsellor, had evidently let himself out of the other side of the car and had come up behind her.

‘The press are waiting, time to get going. We’re already late.’

He reached for the handle of the rear door of the car to let the Minister for International Development out, but Rebecca beat him to it.

‘Don’t touch that door!’ she snarled as she slapped the door window with the palm of her right hand.

The embassy counsellor kept hold of the handle, and for a few seconds they stood there exchanging hostile glances. Then Gladh let go, straightened up and, insulted, adjusted the knot of his tie.

‘How long are you thinking of making us stand out here in the heat, Normén?’ he whined, slightly too loudly, so that the minister would hear him through the tinted glass.

‘Can’t you see that these people are getting more agitated the longer we hesitate? They’re waiting for us – for the minister, don’t you understand that?’

Oh yes, she understood all right, but there was something about the whole situation that didn’t feel right.

When they reconnoitred the site the day before they had been able to drive right up to the office of the refugee camp where the meeting was to take place. But today the road was blocked off two hundred metres from the building, even though she could see plenty of vehicles there already.

Walking the minister two hundred metres through the crowd with six nervous government soldiers as their escort didn’t feel like a particularly good idea.

Anyway, why so few?

The previous day the place had been crawling with soldiers, armoured vehicles and even a helicopter hovering above. The refugees had mostly stayed inside their flimsy little tents, hardly daring to come out.

But today the situation was suddenly the complete reverse.

‘Come on, let’s go! All is good, all is good …’ the officer called, sunglasses flashing, waving eagerly at them to go over to him, while a couple of his soldiers made a feeble attempt to hold back the more eager members of the crowd pushing against the cordon. But still Rebecca hesitated. The sound of the mob was getting louder, yet she still imagined she could hear the metallic sound of the soldiers’ safety-catches.

Almost like a second-hand counting down.

Click …

Click …

Click …

Unconsciously she moved her right hand to the pistol in the holster on her belt.

‘We need to move now,’ Gladh whined, and she noted the sudden fear in his voice.

Göransson and Malmén exchanged glances across the roof of the car.

‘How do you want to do this, Normén?’

Her deputy was right. She had to make a decision.

Dangerous?

Not dangerous?

Make a decision, Normén!

Obviously she ought to open the door and let the minister out. But she still couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right – something more than just an agitated crowd, a blocked road and an embassy counsellor who needed the toilet.

The rubber handle of her pistol felt clammy against the palm of her hand.

Click …

Click …

Then suddenly she saw him. A man in the crowd to her right. He was dressed the same as all the screaming black people around him. A long white shirt, dark middle-eastern trousers and a length of cloth covering his head. But still he stood out, something about him …

To start with, he was calm. He wasn’t shouting, he wasn’t waving his fists or trying to get her attention.

Instead he was moving steadily forward, slipping calmly between his agitated brothers in misfortune, getting closer and closer.

The man was holding something in his hand and it took her several seconds to see what it was.

A plastic bag, and, to judge by its uniformly bright yellow colour, it was still too new to have been bleached by the sun and creased like everything else in the camp.

What was something as new and clean as that doing in the midst of all this overwhelming misery?

She shaded her eyes with her left hand and tried to focus her gaze. The bag kept moving in and out of her field of vision, hidden by the crowd only to reappear shortly afterwards in a small gap. Bright yellow, smooth, and definitely out of place.

For a moment she thought she could just make out a dark object at the bottom of it.

And suddenly her decision was made.

‘Get back in!’ she roared, glancing quickly at her two colleagues to make sure they’d understood her order.

‘Get in at once, we’re aborting!’ she yelled at Malmén, who didn’t seem to have heard her over the noise of the crowd.

At first her deputy didn’t react, then he nodded curtly and signalled with his hand to the driver of the third car to reverse and clear their path.

‘What the hell are you doing, Normén?!’ the embassy counsellor shrieked, grabbing her right arm.

She shook him off easily.

‘Inside the car, Gladh, unless you want to get left behind!’ she snapped as she gestured to her driver to get ready to leave.

Gladh carried on shouting in her ear but she wasn’t listening.

The man with the plastic bag had vanished but she was sure he was somewhere in the crowd – and that he was still heading towards them.

The Landcruiser behind them reversed a few metres, and without taking her eyes off the crowd she banged on the roof of the car to signal to Modin to follow suit.

Slowly their car began rolling backwards over the uneven road surface.

The passenger door was still wide-open, waiting for her to jump in.

At the same moment as the cortege began its retreat the noise of the crowd rose to a furious roar and the feeble cordon holding it back gave way.

The soldier closest to them didn’t even have time to raise his gun before he was swallowed up by the mob.

In just a couple of seconds their car was surrounded. Hands banging on the bonnet and windscreen – tugging at her clothes, trying to pull her away from the open door.

She stumbled and for one panic-stricken moment thought she was about to fall.

Her pulse was racing as she struggled to pull herself free, but she was being attacked from all sides.

Hands were roaming over her belt, towards the pistol in her firmly clenched right hand. She smashed her left hand into someone’s face, kneed another man in the crotch and rammed her head back towards a voice that was yelling in her ear, but her attackers were too numerous and she was likely to fall at any moment, and then everything would be over.

Suddenly the car jolted and the heavy door swung back, clearing enough of her attackers out of the way for Rebecca to be able to pull her right arm free and draw her pistol.

Barrel in the air, squeeze the trigger!

The weapon jerked in her hand – once, then several more times, and suddenly the roar switched from fury to fear and panic. And suddenly she was free. The people closest to her tried to flee and collided with others who were still pushing forward. Screams blended into the sound of bodies thudding together. She heard shots from directly in front of her. Short salvoes of automatic rifle fire, probably aimed directly into the crowd. A bullet buzzed past her head like an angry bee, but she hardly noticed it. Modin revved the engine and the spinning wheels threw up clouds of dust that quickly filled the whole of her field of vision with red fog.

The car began to pick up speed. She stumbled but eventually managed to grab hold of the swinging door. Her fingers were still clutching her trigger, the barrel pointing up at the sky.

The man came straight out of the cloud of dust. Right in front of the bonnet, maybe six, eight metres away. He leaped nimbly over the prostrate bodies and zigzagged through the fleeing crowd, heading straight for the car. He had one hand halfway out of the plastic bag. The object was clearly visible now.

Rebecca lowered the arm holding her pistol, trying to aim at his legs, but it was impossible to hold the gun steady. The car was speeding up, throwing up yet more red dust, then hit the front of the vehicle reversing behind them. The sudden stop sent the car door swinging back to hit Rebecca on the chin, and once again she almost fell. For a few seconds all she could see were stars and red fog.

When her vision cleared the revolver was pointing straight at her.

She was riding him like a bucking bronco.

Her perfect silicon breasts were bouncing in sync as she ground her hairless crotch against his pelvic bone. She had one hand on the frame of the bed and the other wound in a tight grip of his long hair, so hard that he could hear the roots groan as she pulled him to her. The heels of her shoes were digging painful grooves in the outside of his thighs.

But he really didn’t give a shit, because the businesswoman was giving him the ride of his life.

He certainly wasn’t an inexperienced pilot in the bedroom – quite the contrary! In fact he had always regarded himself as something of a Top Gun in that area.

But by God, could she fuck!

This year’s Gonzo at the Adult Awards, with a double nomination for Female Performer of the Year. The experience was so intense that he had to keep reminding himself to breathe.

His groin began to twitch – the tension transmitted itself to the rest of his body as he tried in vain to think about something that would put him off. But it was impossible.

‘I’m coming,’ he gurgled in warning, but she made no attempt to get off. Instead she let go of the headboard, moved her hand down her back towards his groin, and, just as he started to come, she dug her nails into his scrotum. He thought he was dying! His orgasm was so intense that he arched his back as far as it would go, and, to judge by her screams, she was using his movements to her own advantage.

It took him several minutes to come to his senses again, during which time she had rolled off him and lit a cigarette.

‘Isn’t this a non-smoking room?’ was the first thing he managed to say when he regained the power of speech.

‘Who are you – the smoking police?’ she grinned, blowing a long plume of smoke towards the ceiling.

Quite. Who the fuck cared? What a total dweeb he could be sometimes!

‘What … what’s your name?’ he stammered, in the absence of anything better to say.

‘Anna – Anna Argos.’

She put the cigarette out in one of the glasses on the bedside table, then slid down the bed.

‘Erm … nice to meet you, Anna.’

But she didn’t answer. Her mouth was already fully occupied trying to wake the dead.

The gun was pointing straight at her, but Rebecca still couldn’t move.

Her arms were hanging over the car door while her feet dragged on the ground rushing past below her. She was still clutching the pistol in her right hand, but because the whole of her bodyweight was resting on her lower arms, she couldn’t move it more than a centimetre or so. She tried to get a foothold, so she could redistribute her weight and free up her pistol-arm.

But the running man had already raised his own gun and she realized she didn’t have time. The dust was flying up from the car wheels, swirling round her and narrowing her field of vision to a red tunnel, until all she could see was the barrel of the shiny revolver at the far end. She waited for the shot.

But it didn’t come.

The car suddenly lurched hard to the right, and the force of the swerve was so great that it threw her halfway inside the vehicle. She got a grip on the seat, managed to brace one leg against the door pillar, and pulled herself in. The car continued to spin, the door slammed shut behind her and suddenly they had performed a 180-degree turn and were heading forward again, back down the road they had arrived on.

The dust from the Landcruiser’s wheels billowed around them and Modin had to switch on the windscreen-wipers to see anything.

Rebecca spun round to try to get a glimpse of the man with the revolver through the rear window. She rested her arm on the back of the seat, ready to fire. Her eye was glued to the view along the barrel of the gun, her finger on the trigger …

But all she could see behind them was a swirling cloud of red dust that seemed to cover the whole world.

The refugee camp, the mob, the man with the revolver – everything just vanished. After only a couple of seconds it was as if they had never existed at all …

Modin was shouting something, and far away she heard the radio crackle, but her pulse was pounding so hard against her eardrums that she couldn’t make out any of the words.

Everything around her seemed to be happening in slow motion. She could make out the tiniest details: the smell of the leather seats, the figures huddled on the back seat, Modin’s jerky movements as she fought to keep the car on the road.

Her hands were clutching the pistol so tightly that her fingers were beginning to cramp.

The dust was still being whirled up by the airflow behind the car, forming long, hypnotic spirals that captured her attention and made it impossible to look away.

Then Modin must have hit a pothole, because for a few moments it felt as if they were flying, floating free, almost like in a dream.

A couple of milliseconds of weightlessness – then the car hit the ground again. Rebecca’s back crashed down against one of the seats, the dreamlike sensation vanished and she was knocked back into reality again.

‘Answer the radio!’ Modin was shouting, and at the same moment Rebecca realized that her earpiece had fallen out and was dangling on her right shoulder. She quickly poked it back into her ear, lowered her gun and sank back onto the passenger seat.

‘Is everyone okay, Normén, over?’

Malmén’s voice sounded worried.

She twisted round to glance at her fellow passengers.

The minister and Gladh were huddled on either side of the back seat.

‘Are you okay back there?’

No answer, but two chalk-white faces peered slowly up at her.

‘Are you okay, Ann-Christin?’

Rebecca leaned back at an angle and prodded one of the minister’s knees, which was at least enough to prompt a glassy nod in response.

‘The minister’s okay, we’re returning to the villa,’ she said as calmly as she could into the microphone, but the radio somehow seemed to reinforce the tremble in her voice.

‘Understood,’ Malmén replied curtly.

Rebecca suddenly realized she was still clutching her pistol with her right hand.

She loosened her grip, put the gun back in its holster, then slowly pulled the seatbelt on.

Her pulse had begun to slow down, the adrenalin kick faded away and she could feel a vague sense of nausea rising in its place.

‘That was fucking close …’

Without taking her eyes from the road Modin nodded in response.

‘I thought I’d had it for a moment there, I don’t know why he didn’t shoot?’

Modin gave her quick sideways glance.

‘He probably didn’t have time to get his rifle out before they were on top of him.’

It took a couple of seconds before Rebecca understood.

‘No, no, not the soldier – I mean the man with the revolver.’

‘Who?’ Modin said, shooting her a questioning look.

Before she had time to answer, Gladh leaned forward and spoke into her left ear.

‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at, Normén?’ he hissed.
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Flashback

‘Hello?’

‘Good evening, my friend. It is already evening with you, isn’t it …? Is this a bad time to call?’

‘No, no, not at all, I’ve been waiting for you to get in touch. I’m in position – is everything … ready?’

‘Everything’s ready.’

‘What about …?’

‘Like I said – everything’s ready. The only question is: are you? The task is risky, so I can understand that you might be feeling doubtful … But the fact is that we can’t do this without your help.’

‘I’m ready – no problem!’

‘Excellent!’

‘So when do we get going?’

‘Soon, my friend – very soon …’

‘Darfur?’

‘Hmm …’

‘How long?’

‘About a week for recon, four days with the minister, then a couple of days to finish off. Two weeks in total, I’d guess, depending a bit on whether I come home in the government plane or have to take a regular flight.’

He nodded, then looked down at the morning paper open in front of him.

‘It’s my job, Micke. You know that.’

‘I know,’ he muttered without looking up. ‘But that doesn’t mean I have to cheer every time you head off for some new dangerous location, especially when there are other options. So what’s it going to be next time, Baghdad?’

More like Kabul, she almost said, but stopped herself before the words formed. She was planning to hold back that particular little surprise until she was sure it was her team that would be going.

‘Look,’ she said, then waited until he looked up. ‘I am actually capable of taking care of myself, and besides, I like my job. We’ve already been through this whole idea of me doing something else, like working for your lot, so you know how I feel. How about showing a bit of support instead of this grouchy routine every morning?’

She held his gaze for a couple of seconds until, as usual, he backed down.

‘Sure, sorry, I didn’t mean to sound like an old woman …’

He folded the newspaper and put his hand over hers.

‘Sorry, Becca, of course you need to go. Okay? The last thing you need is problems at home before a trip like this. I’ve just been having trouble sleeping, lots to do at work, you know …’

He looked at her with his puppy-dog eyes and she smiled back dutifully.

‘Sure,’ she muttered. ‘No problem.’

His abrupt change of attitude ought to have cheered her up, but instead she mostly just felt disappointed.

Micke was a wonderful guy who never caused any trouble, and who always backed down if they had different opinions. Good job, good general knowledge, sense of humour, all that … The dream prince, really, especially in comparison with her previous attachments.

But still she found herself regretting not throwing the Afghanistan trip in his face while she had the chance. Pouring a bit of petrol on the flames just to see what would happen. But good girls didn’t do that sort of thing …

Besides, there wouldn’t have been any point.

He might have sulked for another minute or so, but the end result would have been the same.

Big, sad, puppy-dog eyes and ‘Sorry, Becca’.

For some reason that whole routine was starting to make her skin crawl and the idea of working for the same company as him held no appeal at all, even if the salary they were offering was almost double what she was getting now.

Sometimes she longed for the days when they only used to meet up for a bit of undemanding sex. He’d been more fun back then, more exciting somehow …

She grabbed part of the paper and started to leaf through it without much interest. He did the same for a few moments and she was left in peace with her thoughts.

She had everything she could wish for – and she still wasn’t happy.

What was wrong with her?

There had been two million dollars, give or take a bit of loose change, in the Game’s account when he cleared it out.

Admittedly, slightly less than he had expected at the start, but still more than enough to be able to live a comfortable life.

A fair bit of money had gone to certain people at the banks that had helped him wipe away any trail, and some more had gone to the solicitor who had sorted things out for him back home. Paying off the mortgage on his flat, setting up one trust fund to take care of ongoing costs, and another to give the poor cop he almost managed to kill at Lindhagensplan a bit of money to compensate for his aches and pains. The newly established Special Police Foundation had awarded Inspector Hans Kruse a tax-free grant of a million kronor for bravery in the course of duty, and, for the same reason, his colleague Rebecca Normén had received an amount which almost exactly matched the amount owing on her mortgage with Handelsbanken.

Thanks to the solicitor all the documentation was 100% kosher, so neither of the recipients had thought to question their award. He also knew that his old friends Gustav ‘the Goat’ Boch and Farook ‘Manga’ Al-Hassan had each received a bulging envelope through their letterboxes, the contents of which more than made up for the cost of two wrecked mopeds and a fire-damaged shop.

After all his settlements and allowing for living expenses, about half of his haul remained.

A cool million dollars, stashed fucking well out of sight somewhere only he could find it. Not bad …

Four people in her team – three men and one woman.

There really ought to be more, but at the present time the supply of bodyguards was nowhere near enough to meet demand.

But anyway …

Four well-trained, experienced bodyguards who had worked together for a long time and who knew exactly how things were done. Even so, a new boss almost always introduced a note of uncertainty, all the more complicated because they had known each other for a while. No matter what anyone might say when asked, most people aren’t especially fond of change. The problem with her group was that they had been without a boss for several months and that the group’s deputy, David Malmén, had been expected to be appointed as the new boss.

The other three listened to him, and would have trouble accepting anyone else in command if he didn’t. Groups with unofficial leaders never worked in the long run. She had seen that at first hand when she was training, as well as later in her career.

It would take both sensitivity and a firm hand if she was going to succeed. The margin for error was practically non-existent.

The flight had been wearing, three changes before they finally reached Khartoum.

A few nights in a hotel and a load of meetings to sort out the formalities.

The Sudanese authorities wanted to inspect everything – their weapons, communications equipment and bulletproof vests. And all their papers had to be checked, stamped, double-checked and stamped again before they could pick up their vehicles and finally get going.

The further south they got, the more barren the landscape became. Dry red earth spread out around them, swirling up under their vehicles and finding its way into every gap, so that all their clothing and equipment ended up covered in a fine, crisp, pink skin.

Even though it was winter the heat was unbearable at times. Karolina Modin took care of the driving while she sat beside her in the boss’s seat.

Bengt Esbjörnsson was driving the big vehicle that followed them, with their interpreter as a passenger.

Malmén and Göransson were going to be arriving in a couple of days with the minister in the government plane. In the meantime she and the other two were supposed to check out the places they were due to visit.

She had put a fair amount of thought into the planning. She and Peter Göransson had trained together, and had worked together before, so she was fairly comfortable with him.

Malmén and Esbjörnsson got on well, so by splitting them up and hopefully getting a bit of time to talk to Modin as well, she would get the chance to refine the new hierarchy within the group. But she had to admit that her plan hadn’t worked brilliantly so far …

Her decision to keep Malmén as her deputy hadn’t been met with the acclaim she had expected. But perhaps that wasn’t so strange. She hadn’t really had much choice.

And the journey down hadn’t exactly gone smoothly.

Esbjörnsson was a taciturn man from the far north of Sweden who didn’t say more than he had to, and Karolina Modin kept to herself without being either unpleasant or particularly unfriendly.

Really the group should have had time to work together at home before being sent out into a live situation like this one, but her boss hadn’t been willing to hear anything of that sort.

Superintendent Runeberg had interrupted her with a look that made her feel like a whining schoolkid. ‘You wanted to be put in charge, Normén, so you’re just going to have to grit your teeth and get on with it,’ he’d told her.

They had picked up embassy counsellor Gladh in Khartoum, along with his assistant and their interpreter. It had only taken her a matter of seconds to read this particularly arrogant man, and unfortunately her fears had been proved right more or less immediately. The old duffer must have started work at the Foreign Ministry before she was born. She had never seen him dressed in anything but a pin-striped suit, tie and with a handkerchief tucked into his top pocket. The outfit only made him look even taller and skinnier, almost a caricature of himself, and on the few occasions that he deigned to talk to them his reverberant aristocratic southern-Swedish accent made it hard not to laugh.

Gladh had spent most of the return journey on the phone making complaints to his colleagues in the Foreign Ministry about how his staff could have made all the security arrangements with the Sudanese government instead of them bothering to fly in inexperienced Swedish police officers with no knowledge of the country or the culture. It also turned out that Gladh had a nephew in the police, and he declared that he ‘knew a few things about the force’, which, to judge from his tone of voice and the look on his face, clearly wasn’t meant to be taken as anything positive.

The only good thing about the journey was that Karolina Modin seemed to share Rebecca’s opinion of the embassy counsellor, and as the drive went on they exchanged ironic glances at some of the things he came out with.

Unfortunately Gladh wasn’t stupid enough not to notice the looks on their faces, and the atmosphere inside the car had practically reached freezing-point by the time they arrived.

In marked contrast, Gladh’s assistant, Håkan Berglund, was a pleasant man of about the same age as her, who made a few attempts to smooth over some of the worst of his boss’s behaviour.

‘Sixten is a bit old-school,’ he said apologetically during their first after-work drink together. ‘He’s actually not a bad person, and I’ve learned a fair bit from working with him.’

Rebecca shrugged.

‘He can behave however he likes, as long as you make it clear to him that I’m the one who decides where the minister goes and where she doesn’t go, not Foreign Ministry protocol, okay?’

Berglund saluted her with his glass.

‘Understood, Inspector. By the way, have I mentioned that I’m moving back to Stockholm in a couple of weeks …?’ He gave her a warm smile, and it was more or less as she realized how much she liked his smile that she remembered that she’d forgotten to call home.

His life as a fugitive had started off pretty damn well.

First stop: his old friend Jesus’s holiday flats in Thailand where he lazed about under the palm trees. Reliving happy memories of how he’d beaten the Game and made off with all their money.

But after a month or so he’d started to feel restless.

Hanging out in a hammock listening to the waves breaking sounded pretty fucking sweet when you talked about it – but for the rest of his life?

No fucking way!

Just like Caine the Kung Fu movie legend, he wasn’t the type to settle down.

So he rented some wheels and spent a couple of weeks easy-riding before he got tired of the smell of exhaust fumes, a chafed arse and insects between his teeth.

Then he worked his way through the Philippines, Singapore and Bali before making his way Down Under.

He filled his days with tourist adventures – crocodile safaris, bungee jumps from bridges, swimming with sharks.

But purchased experiences didn’t count – especially not after everything he had been through, so he tired of pre-packaged adventures and started to feel restless again, and decided to move on.

He had wondered about carrying on eastward, maybe all the way to the States, but he wasn’t confident his fake identity would stand up at Immigration.

The passport was one thing, but fingerprints were harder to falsify and the Game Master was bound to have had him wiped off every database imaginable.

The thought of doing a stretch as a prison bitch in Alabama State was terrifying enough to make him park the dream of the US of A in the long-stay carpark.

Besides, all the constant drifting about was starting to get on his nerves.

The restlessness inside him seemed to grow exponentially, along with his insomnia.

More or less consciously, he slowly began to make his way north. He stopped off in India, spending several weeks doped up on the beach in Goa before he finally ended up here – in fucking Neverland.

Dubai is very cool, you will lurve it, my friend – mais bien sûr!

Note to self – never take travel advice from French queers with black AmEx cards, no matter how much Mary Jane they offer …

He’d already had more than his fill after OD’ing on the combined tourist attractions of the eastern hemisphere, and the whole of this make-believe country was pretty much as genuine as the name in his latest passport.

A façade, a soulless fucking surface without the faintest hint of any connection to its history – or reality either, come to that …

His new playmate Vincent had promised to meet up with him, but so far he hadn’t heard a peep from him. At a guess the Frenchman and his posse were still lost in a cloud of smoke on the beach in Goa while he himself was languishing on this artificial island like some sort of luxury castaway. All he needed was a make-believe friend and he’d be home and dry.

Wonder if Armani make volleyballs …?

Fuck, this place could easily go twelve rounds with Vegas for the heavyweight title in tastelessness.

A few days ago he had heard a sunburned family with mum, dad and 2.1 kids talking Swedish a few tables away, and suddenly he felt like bursting into tears over his breakfast egg. It took him a couple of minutes to realize why.

Fuck, he was homesick!

For Sweden, Stockholm, Södermalm, his sister, Manga, the Goat, open-air singing at Skansen, ‘eight carriages to Ropsten’, you fucking name it!

But probably most of all – for himself.

Because even though he had pretty much everything your average Swede could ever want – money, freedom, and the bare minimum of responsibility – the bitter truth was that the only thing he really wanted was what he couldn’t have.

To be HP again – correction, the new, improved HP – back in his own tiny little duck-pond.

The thought that he was doomed to drift around all the tourist hotels of Asia for the rest of his life until he could no longer remember his name was enough to make him seriously depressed.

He needed something, anything, that reminded him of who he really was, to make him feel even a tiny fucking bit alive again.

Not even the Kung Fu legend himself had been able to handle the vagabond lifestyle in the long run, and had ended up as a washed-up drag-queen in a hotel closet with the cord from a window-blind as his farewell necktie.

And who could blame him?

The government plane landed exactly according to schedule at the little airport of El-Fasher, the two jet engines whipping clouds of dust towards the waiting vehicles.

Apart from their own group, the UN’s local representative was also there to meet the plane, and Rebecca had exchanged a few words with their security staff.

The door of the plane opened and Malmén looked out. Rebecca waved the all-clear to him and he nodded in response.

The Minister for International Development smiled at her in recognition as she came down the steps from the plane.

‘Welcome to …’ Rebecca began, but Gladh had already pushed between them.

‘Welcome to Africa, Minister, I hope you had a good journey? Allow me to introduce the local representative of the United Nations, Mr Moon, and his deputy, Mrs Awaga. Our first stop, as you are doubtless already aware, Minister, will be the refugee camp at Dali where we will meet the Sudanese Interior Minister and the Governor of Darfur. After that we will continue to the children’s home in Kaguro …’

Rebecca stepped aside and held the car door open for the minister, who obediently took her seat. Gladh went round the car and waited, but Rebecca ignored him. The minister was her charge, Gladh could take care of himself. Surely the old sod could manage to open a car door for himself?

A couple of minutes later they were ready to leave. The minister and Gladh were in the car behind the first military jeep together with Rebecca and Karolina Modin. Esbjörnsson, Malmén and Göransson were immediately behind them in the Landcruiser, and the rest of the group was in a third car driven by a local driver. Then came the three UN vehicles and finally another jeep from the Sudanese military. All entirely according to plan.

Her mobile phone buzzed.

They were halfway to the refugee camp, nothing but desert savannah alongside the potholed dirt roads, so she couldn’t see any reason not to check her inbox. It was actually pretty incredible that there was any signal out here in the middle of nowhere – but Africa was apparently the latest goldmine for mobile phone manufacturers.

Take good care of yourself, Becca – see you when you get home?

She smiled, then turned her head. In the back seat the minister and Gladh were still engaged in a discussion she had stopped listening to several minutes before.

Through the rear window she could just make out the vehicles following them, and the dark silhouettes of their passengers. From this distance it was impossible to tell which shadow was whose.

We’ll see …

Just as she pressed send she noticed that Modin was looking at her.

‘From home,’ she said quickly, and Modin muttered something in reply.

She checked the time.

‘Ten minutes to go,’ she said into the radio-mic on her wrist. She got a double click in her earpiece to indicate that Malmén had understood what she had said and had nothing to add.

Good.

But really she didn’t need his approval. She had to get used to the fact that this was her team now, her four plus one.

The crowd of people was visible from a distance.

The military jeep out front had pulled off to the side and an arm waved them through, but unlike the day before the road leading up to the buildings was blocked off.

‘Doesn’t look like we’re going to get any further,’ she said, and Modin nodded.

‘Change of plan,’ she said into the mic on her wrist. ‘The road’s blocked so we’re evidently going to have to walk the last bit. Esbjörnsson and Modin, wait with the cars unless you hear otherwise. Got that, over?’

‘You don’t think we might all be needed, it looks messy up ahead, over?’

Malmén’s radio voice was clipped and abrupt, and she noticed Modin imperceptibly raising her head as if in expectation of her reply.

Rebecca took a deep breath.

Four plus one or four against one? It all depended on how she answered.

Malmén was an experienced bodyguard and he certainly had a point, but if she backed down now it would be clear to everyone who was the real boss of this group.

But if she slapped him down too firmly it might look like she felt threatened and that she wasn’t going to listen to his ideas in future out of principle, however sensible they were. That sort of leadership was not only poor, but could even jeopardize the safety of the group.

Rebecca raised her left hand to her mouth, took a deep breath and pressed the broadcast button.

‘I can see the way you’re thinking, Malmén, but right now I’d prefer to be ready to leave. Esbjörnsson and Modin, stay in the vehicles for the time being. I’ll make a new assessment before we unload. Over and out.’

The last three words marked a definite end to the exchange. Rebecca glanced at Modin, but she was sitting completely still, her expression unchanged.

They rolled into the small turning-circle and she opened the car door.

The first round appeared to have gone to her, but for some reason she got a feeling that the game had only just begun.
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