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In memory of my grandmother, Katarzyna,

murdered in 1946

in the purge of Orthodox villages in Podlasie.

For my mother – Nina,

orphaned when she was six.

As tribute to her fortitude,

which I have inherited in my genes.

With love


According to Empedocles, all matter is composed of four elements, or ‘roots’: air, earth, fire and water. These elements are eternal, for that which exists does not come into being, nor does it perish; it is unchanging. Change does exist, for that which is mortal cannot come into being, nor be destroyed by death. There are merely mixtures and combinations of these mixtures.

Famous snake charmers use spectacled cobras. Before the audience, the terrifying snakes become docile, heeding the magical power of the charmer. The trick is rather simple: the snakes have been defanged or have had their mouths sewn shut. Sometimes the charmers immunise themselves against snake venom by repeatedly injecting themselves small quantities thereof. There are instances, though, when a charmer is not protected by anything more than his knowledge of the psyche of the spectacled cobra and his mastery of snake charming. At times, the fakir, too certain of his own skills, pays the ultimate price for the illusory power over the snake – the price of his life.

V.J. Stanek, Wielki atlas zwierząt

You’re a ‘local’ if the ashes of your ancestors have been buried in local earth.
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Background

Sasza Załuska

Sasza Załuska is a psychological profiler with a history of alcohol abuse. For years she lived in England with her daughter Karolina, hiding from her past. Before she left Poland, Sasza used to work as an undercover cop, investigating a man suspected to be the Red Spider – a diabolical serial killer targeting young women, whose calling card is the fact that he paints pictures of his victims. During the investigation, Sasza made a rookie mistake and grew emotionally attached to Łukasz Polak, the man she was supposed to keep under observation. At some point, he found out who Sasza really was and, out of desperation, took her prisoner. Unable to find a way to escape, as a last resort Sasza decided to seduce her captor in the hope of gaining his trust. As soon as Polak let his guard down, Sasza called for help. Before the anti-terrorist unit managed to storm the flat the Red Spider was keeping her in, Polak, determined not to be taken alive, set fire to the apartment. Sasza was saved by firefighters, but sank into a coma. When she regained consciousness weeks later, she learned two things – that Łukasz Polak was dead, and that she was carrying his child. At that point, Sasza decided to turn her life around. She left the police, quit drinking, and moved to England, not returning to her home country until many years later.

Podlasie 

The north-eastern border of Poland, or Podlasie as the region is called in Polish, is a beautiful, fascinating land – home to the last primordial forest in Europe and hundreds of historical monuments and places of remembrance. It is a highly diverse region with a rich history and a stunning heritage. It is also a melting pot of cultures and religions with a dark and difficult past. As a place where the fighting during World War Two was especially fierce, it is a region where the scars to the psyche of the local populace run deep, and the memories of crimes committed in the past still divide people.

Two major religious communities dominate the area – the Catho­lics and the Orthodox. The former are mostly Poles, while the latter include Belarusians and Ukrainians. Because of the difficult history between the two groups, parts of both have radic­alised, and in recent years far-right nationalistic movements have dom­inated the political scene of the region. Tensions between the two groups are common, and tend to revolve around the historic­al injustices and terrible atrocities committed by roving bands of deserters who refused to acknowledge the cessation of hostilities in the mid-forties, after the war had officially ended. These groups of soldiers-gone-rogue are referred to as the ‘Cursed Soldiers’. After they turned their backs on the newly formed communist regime, parts of the guerrilla brigades under the command of Romuald Rajs, nom de guerre ‘Bury’, went on a bloody rampage across the land of Podlasie, murdering hundreds of innocents – mainly Orthodox Belarusians. Now, nearly eighty years later, those war crimes are still far from forgotten, while their perpetrators are idolised by some Polish nationalists and reviled by the ethnic and religious minorities in Podlasie. (‘Bury’ in Polish is ‘The Grey’ or ‘The Dun’.)


Prologue

Sopot, May 2014

When, after the third signal, he finally picked up the receiver, she kept quiet, though she should have asked about Zofia.

In the background, she could make out the sound of the TV and the laughter of children. A family reunion, she thought. A tureen of chicken soup on the table, home-made cake on porcelain saucers. The kids, unaware of the things their grandpa, playing the role of Santa Claus each Christmas, did for a living, are running an obs­tacle course across the apartment. Tom and Jerry is blaring from the TV. The adults have to raise their voices to be heard. They toast each other with glasses of pear schnapps. Their guns, clips pulled out and stacked next to boxes of spare ammo, are safely locked in an armoured cabinet.

‘Zofia’s out,’ one of them said. ‘Gone to the labour ward.’

Sasza breathed out with relief. When she had left, her handler had already had forty-one years of service behind him, but apparently he was still on duty. His first grandchild had been born after the man had recruited her. She remembered taking notice of the newborn’s photo on the desktop of his PC. ‘Marcel,’ he had beamed, adding, ‘his sister’s already on her way.’ Since that exchange, she had always referred to the officer as ‘Gramps’. The moniker had stuck and now everyone was calling him that. For years she hadn’t learned his real name. Until yesterday, that is. She counted on Gramps not realising she knew. That would be the first time she would actually have an advantage over him.

‘The labour ward?’ Sasza smiled. The man wouldn’t hang up now. He’d be too curious about what his erstwhile underling wanted. ‘What’s up with that?’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ he grumbled, falling back on his old routine.

She heard a wheeze in his breath, then a cough, and a crackling noise. He must have excused himself and was now slowly making his way to another room. When he finally closed the door and a silence fell, she felt the need to add something by way of explan­ation, but he spoke first.

‘Telephone books are a thing of the past and I’m not on Facebook, so—’ He broke off.

‘Guess. You found my number when you mixed me up in that affair with Needles, didn’t you?’

‘You’re not that good.’

‘Probably,’ she conceded, ‘but I have my ways, too.’

‘Two more seconds and it’ll start recording,’ he warned. His voice didn’t sound hostile. Bored, more like. ‘We’ll both get in trouble.’

She hung up and sat down on the floor, cross-legged, lighting a cigarette.

The PC screen flickered and went out. Before it did, Professor Tom Abrams’s photo filled the desktop. Her PhD supervisor. They still had to discuss the last seminar. She hadn’t contacted him for a while and Abrams was getting worried. He had been trying to catch her on Skype for the last couple of days, messaging her what seemed like dozens of times. Sasza had been working, but she wanted to finish the last chapter first and only discuss her thesis with him when she was finished. She promised herself she would catch him at the institute tomorrow. She finished her cigarette, got up and doused the butt with water from the tap. Her phone buzzed, playing ‘Jism’ by Tindersticks. She glanced at the screen. Unlisted number. She picked up before the chorus.

‘One question,’ she said immediately, the soggy fag still in her hand. ‘What was my role in Needles’s case? Was Łukasz working for us, too? I have the right to know.’

‘I’ve never lied to you,’ Gramps replied. He was composed. His voice was less raspy than earlier. The background hiss was nearly inaudible. He must have used an inhaler before calling her back. ‘I had my orders. Besides, that was two questions.’

She breathed in.

‘Does Łukasz know?’

‘Even I don’t know everything,’ he started, but quickly trailed off. ‘You’re a mantis, you know?’

Sasza headed to the fridge and poured herself a glass of milk. She took a sip and waited.

‘So the Red Spider was a smokescreen, after all?’

‘I’ve been quite confident that this was the case, but after you left it wasn’t that obvious all of a sudden. Polak’s aunt, a famous director’s wife. One phone call was all it took. You know how it is. How things work. I’d wager it was Sońka, Karp’s bootlicker. He was in charge of the clean-up detail. Everything snowballed. The DI made sure the papers were clean. It was out of my hands.’

‘Was. He. Working. For. Us.’

‘You’ve had your question already.’

‘I’ll take that as a “yes”,’ she sighed. ‘You screwed me over.’

‘Not how I would have phrased it,’ he retorted, ‘but if you really have to know, I don’t think he was working for us.’

‘He’s still doing it,’ Sasza said. ‘You remember that case of the student from Tarnów who disappeared? Lidia Wrona.’

This was a case from three years ago, still unsolved. On the day of her disappearance Lidia Wrona had published an artsy photo on social media. It was easy to find on the web. All you had to do was type in: ‘Lidia Wrona, disappearance’. When Sasza had done just that, she froze. The Red Spider’s style was present and correct. Top-down perspective. A beautiful, painting-like frame. Contrasting colours, enhanced with Photoshop. Lidia lying on her back, wearing a red dress that looked like a spatter of blood over the lush green of grass.

The police had recently abandoned their last lead and the case had been dismissed, with no one under suspicion.

‘We don’t know that,’ Gramps said after a long pause. ‘I can only tell you the Spider didn’t work alone. He was never a sexual killer or a psychopathic maniac, like we suspected at first. The network of connections reached high, though. Very high. Higher than you suspect.’

‘Politics?’

‘If only. It was more of a . . .’ he hesitated, ‘a higher ideal.’

‘Blood and honour?’

‘Something of the sort, but not exactly.’

‘So it’s about money?’

‘It’s always about money, sweetheart.’

Sasza didn’t know what to make of this. ‘A higher ideal’ could mean anything. She knew that despite official assurances about the Red Spider case being closed, the CBS´ was still monitoring it and that as soon as they found anything new, they’d get the investigation back on track. (Central Investigation Bureau of Police in Poland.)

‘Can you get me in?’

‘No chance.’ He reacted a bit too quickly.

‘It’s not that I don’t want to,’ he added.

‘I don’t drink any more.’

‘I know, Sasza.’

She felt a twinge of pain at the sound of her name. He usually always called her by her official aliases: Milena or Thumbelina – or her badge number, 1189. Was this a good time to play the ace up her sleeve? But if she told Gramps she had him exposed, it might spook him. She took a piece of paper and started doodling a flowery mandala on it.

‘I had to make a technician cough up some of her own cash for a portable drive so we’d be able to copy data from a suspect’s PC,’ Gramps continued. ‘I knew we’d need something to cover our arses in court. But we had no official funding.’

‘Incredible.’ Sasza couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Did the Polish police really have to worry about things like this? In the twenty-first century?

‘That’s what I told them,’ Gramps agreed. ‘Anyway, the search turned up squat. The PC was clean. That must have been the seventh cock-up like that this year, if I’m keeping count. Everyone’s constantly a step ahead of us. Two years of working our fingers to the bone for nothing. I’m not sure, but I think someone might have tipped the perp off. Or maybe we were being bullshitted from the get-go. Anyhow, all I got was conjecture and a bunch of names. Famous names. Front-page names. As you can guess, nobody spilled. A few small fry who wanted to squeal suddenly bellied up in jail. “Suicide”, of course.’

‘And “accidents”,’ Sasza added. ‘Typical.’

‘So, as you can see, I haven’t really got an argument for expanding the team.’

‘I can work for free,’ she said. ‘I want that profile.’

‘Listen, I know you’re good, I really do,’ he said, ‘but it’s a top-secret case. Anyway, we’ve got no body. And you know what they say: no body, no—’

‘—crime,’ she cut in. ‘Ex nihilo nihil fit. But there’s precedent. There have been a few cases when people have been sentenced before the body was found.’

‘It’s not that I don’t trust you,’ he said.

She didn’t believe him. He was talking to her, though, and he never did anything without a reason. He’d told her much already, knowing that she could read between the lines. She realised he was taking a risk. Gramps was at an impasse. Maybe he was afraid for his position? Or maybe he already knew the high-ups were going to give the case to someone else. Someone who wouldn’t have an issue with sweeping it under the rug. But Gramps kept talking. Maybe he suspected Sasza might come in handy soon and maybe they’d finally meet. It crossed her mind that Gramps’s openness might have something to do with the recent election of the new prime minister. For the previous government, this case had been a priority and nobody seemed to have skimped on the expenses.

‘You can just tell me,’ she said.

‘I’ve already said too much.’

‘Just between you and me.’

‘This is not a private conversation.’ He suddenly seemed in a hurry. Was he afraid? Was the line tapped? Surely it was.

‘Did you ever think that Łukasz Polak might be innocent?’ she asked.

‘You’d know that better than me. I didn’t sleep with the guy for a week. He’s not the father of my kid.’

She gritted her teeth for a moment, then went on, ‘Maybe we had it wrong?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What do you think?’ She didn’t relent. ‘I have Karolina now, and if they charged him wrongfully . . .’ She paused, threw the soggy cigarette butt in the bin and headed to the window, looking at her own reflection.

‘You know how much that means to me,’ she went on. ‘It would change everything. Not for me, per se, but it would mean the world for my daughter. She’s already asking for her father. What am I supposed to tell her? I know you understand. You have children yourself. Grandchildren.’

‘It wasn’t him,’ he croaked. She heard the hiss of the inhaler. Her heart raced. ‘Or at least not alone. He wasn’t the mastermind, that’s for sure. But he did have his fingers in it. If you ask me, he knows who’s behind this.’

‘Is?’ she asked. ‘This is still happening? I knew it!’

The photo: lush green grass, like an avocado. Red dress. Lidia’s pale, full breasts. Red, curly hair. Dead eyes. The girl could be Sasza’s younger sister. The similarity was striking. Why had it dawned on her only now? The hypothesis was far-fetched, but that was her job, wasn’t it? She had to take every possibility into account. Even the possibility that the Red Spider had kidnapped her simply because she matched the profile of his victims. It couldn’t be just a coincidence. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.

‘You know who the real Red Spider is, don’t you?’ she said.

Amazingly, she felt relieved. As if someone had taken a great weight from her shoulders. Could she still trust Gramps, though?

‘Ask Polak.’ He brushed the question off. ‘Maybe you’ll get an answer before they bump him off. I don’t know about you, but I won’t cry for him.’

He hung up. She dialled the number, but a voice told her it was temporarily unavailable. Nonetheless, she added it to her contacts as Kajetan Wróblewski – Gramps.
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