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THROUGH THE OPEN BALCONY DOOR behind him, Harry could hear the slow, beautiful strains of Elvis Costello singing ‘Shipbuilding’.

It was two hours until midnight.

Harry looked out over his city.

Oslo.

It lay below him like a starry sky turned upside down.

Balancing on the narrow parapet, he peered down between the tips of his worn Doc Martens protruding over the edge. Sixteen floors below, the snow on the sloping riverbank down towards Akerselva gave a grey reflection. There were only a few cars and no pedestrians crossing the river on Sannerbrua. No one would see him fall. People were sitting in their warm houses, dressed up, their focus elsewhere. Fixed on the future.

People would be counting down, getting ready to enter the new year with a bang.

Harry was counting down, getting ready to exit the old year and this old life with a muffled thud on the ground below. And his focus was fixed on the past.

He had spent the day taking stock.

He was an unemployed policeman and an alcoholic who was the wrong side of fifty. He had five murders on his conscience, three of which still haunted him. He had one friend he could rely on, also an alcoholic. He had an adult stepson he didn’t want to burden, and a biological son with the wife of a colleague.

But he could live with all that.

It was Rakel. The woman he loved more than he hated himself.

She had been dead for more than two years now.

Two years he had spent buried alive when he could have been dead and free.

He had tried to drink himself to death but had come up short. Failed in that too.

It could of course have been a new year’s resolution, but this was easier. Over with quicker.

A gust of wind caught him, and he leaned forward to avoid falling back onto the shoebox-sized balcony typical of these post-war flats.

The wind let up abruptly and he was quick to lean backwards again.

His balance was restored and he cursed the unnecessary survival instinct of his ageing body for betraying him. His heart was pounding in his chest, as though it wanted to get out, get away from this madman. Harry took a deep breath.

Elvis Costello sang the line about diving into the depths.

Yeah.

Harry lifted one boot from the parapet. But changed his mind, put it back down. Because it was coming now. The second trumpet solo by Chet Baker.

Harry closed his eyes. Wait a moment. First the music. Then the darkness and the freedom.

The vinyl record crackled softly inside in his little flat. Then Chet Baker played the notes that had once made Rakel cry.

It was a humble solo. Almost apologetic at first for taking up space, before it filled everything – every inch of emotional space.

Baker had been a heroin addict, a wreck, when Costello met the jazz trumpeter in a London club in ’83 and asked him to come to the studio and play on a track. According to Øystein, it was the last recording Baker made before falling to his death at the age of fifty-eight from a hotel window in Amsterdam.

The solo was nearly finished.

He prepared himself for the small step, the painless nothingness.

A different piece of music broke in.

Los Lobos. ‘Will the Wolf Survive’. A guitar riff that sounded like something a dance band would play. And they were a dance band, a good one.

Harry opened his eyes, took out his phone and looked at the display.

He cursed, stepped down from the wall of the balcony and pressed accept.

‘Talk to me.’

‘Just wanted to say happy new year,’ Oleg, his stepson, said. ‘How’s it going?’

‘On a scale of nine to ten …’ Harry said.

‘Nine,’ Oleg completed.

A few hours to the new year. It lies before me like a blank sheet of paper.

And I am the narrator.

But there is no story yet. These are the seconds before the decision is made, before my finger pushes a key striking the ink ribbon and typing the first irrevocable letter on the sheet.

None of what I have planned has to happen yet.

I am the narrator, and I don’t know what drives me. Yes, I could hazard a guess, based on what I’ve read other artists say about the purpose of their work – the ones who don’t sugarcoat their motives, who sound more honest – but if they’re like me, they’re not aware of it, not really. The closest I can get to an answer is to quote Luther in Walter Hill’s masterpiece The Warriors from 1979. When he’s asked why he kills he says, ‘No reason, I just like doing things like that.’

What I do know is that this time I will create a work of art that no one can ignore. This time it will be mine and mine alone.

The page is blank. I can still change my mind. Let this new year be like all the previous ones, safe and unfulfilled.

Or I can write this movie. Shoot and direct it. Act in it. And then edit it exactly how I want. I was planning to call it simply The Movie. Because it will be the last thing I do, the thing that defines me for posterity.

I take a deep breath.

In my head I press the first key. It’s an F.
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FELICIA ADMIRED HER MOVIE-STAR SMILE. White, even teeth framed by blood-red lips. It was what had given her a career. And her eyes, of course. Like emeralds, as a director had once said, to flatter her into agreeing to be in his film.

And yes, when she was lit as nicely as she was now that might be true.

The light disappeared. It had come from a new year’s rocket, prematurely launched into the starry sky above her but now extinguished. And that pretty much summed it all up.

She turned from her reflection in the darkened window of the office building and stamped her feet on the pavement in a vain attempt to stay warm. It was eight o’clock and the temperature was minus twelve. Which felt like minus twenty when you were standing in the last street in Kvadraturen where sex workers plied their trade and the wind was sweeping in from the soon-to-be-frozen Oslo Fjord.

There were few other working girls to be seen here tonight. And no pimps, of course; they were probably at a new year’s party somewhere, with the champagne on ice. Felicia herself had never had a pimp. Or a manager. She hated the idea.

The only thing calling the shots in her life was heroin.

And she hated that too. In the window she had seen how her high cheekbones, which had once emphasised her beauty, now emphasised how morbidly gaunt she was.

It was a bitter paradox, that the only talent she had been given – magnetism, the ability to attract the eyes of both men and women – had come with an instinctive nausea at being gazed upon. Even after years as a sex worker, she insisted on the lights being off and keeping as many clothes on as possible. Not because she had anything to be ashamed of or was shy, heavens no, she had been a rare beauty. It was the thought of other people looking. Their eyes having free rein, controlling you, being in charge. Because they were the ones who had put down the money. Paid for a cinema ticket or a blowjob or a fuck. Of course she could claim that was how it started, with small doses to take the edge off the discomfort she felt when the assistant director shouted ‘action’ and the camera began to roll. Which had become larger doses even when the camera wasn’t rolling. And had continued when her nascent film career had ended abruptly and she financed her next fix by playing a new part, the horny girl.

Felicia checked the time again. Ten past eight. Jesus, it was so cold. And it was only going to get colder. Because Felicia had a new year’s resolution. Getting off the junk. She had managed before but was already dreading it. Cold turkey. The expression alluded to the cold shakes that came from sudden withdrawal, and the goose bumps that resembled the skin of a refrigerated plucked turkey. But it couldn’t get much worse, she was already frozen to the bone. She had promised herself one last fix before midnight; she was going to sail high into the new year and then never again.

She saw a black car coming slowly down the one-way street, like a hotel guest at the breakfast buffet. The selection was probably not very tempting, unless the individual concerned had outré preferences and then she would rather not go with him. By placing herself at the end of the row, at the bottom of the menu, the customer would hopefully have the time to lower his expectations sufficiently for her to appear attractive. Plus he avoided being caught on any security cameras if he had a name to protect.

The car approached Felicia. She saw the man behind the wheel lean forward and look at her as she stuck out a lean thigh from under her fake fur coat, pushed out her breasts and sucked in her sagging cheeks at the same time as she played her trump card. The movie-star smile. But the car just glided by. She turned and saw it take a right at the intersection. That meant he might be back.

She was correct.

Two minutes later she saw the same black car coming down the street again. A little faster this time, which meant he had done his reconnaissance and made up his mind.

The car pulled up to the kerb next to Felicia and the window slid down. She leaned in. It smelled clean enough. She quickly checked that no one was in the back seat.

The man had lowered the sun visor so that his face was in the shadow of the street lamps above.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘How much?’

‘Twelve hundred.’

The price at the nearby brothel the Ukrainians ran was two thousand, but then again, they offered a room and a bed.

‘Hop in.’

‘Cash only.’

‘OK,’ the man said, leaning over and opening the door for her. Felicia had taken her fair share of beatings from crazies who got off on that kind of thing, and she noted his manners. The violent ones usually gave themselves away early on through little details like a lack of manners. But not always. And the really dangerous ones were those who managed to hide it.

They stopped at a red light. A small model plane dangled from the rear-view mirror.

‘I have a place five minutes away,’ the man said.

‘It’s twelve hundred in the car,’ Felicia said. ‘If we have to go somewhere, it’s fifteen hundred. Eighteen hundred if you don’t drive me back.’

‘There’s two thousand in the glove box,’ he said.

She opened it and put the four banknotes with the portrait of Sigrid Undset in her coat pocket.

She glanced over at him. There was something vaguely familiar about the shadowed features. Maybe someone she’d had as a regular customer, it was hard to tell, the heroin had acted like an eraser on her memory, entire chapters of her life were gone. Maybe someone she’d seen on TV? For years she herself had answered the question ‘haven’t we met before?’ with ‘I don’t think so’ without explaining that the person asking probably remembered a younger version of her from her role in The Preacher.

The radio was tuned to NRK Classical, so low that it barely drowned out the hiss of the heater. The sudden change in temperature made the blood throb painfully in her fingertips under her chipped nails. She was longing to shoot up that final new year’s fix and round off a shit year. Hopefully, there wouldn’t be too many more.

Five silent minutes had passed when he pulled up in front of a two-storeyed row of prefabricated workers’ cabins between the railway yard and the Medieval Park. All the buildings were dark, the construction site most likely closed for the holidays. The man had not struck her as a typical itinerant labourer, the few words he had spoken in Norwegian carrying no hint of a foreign accent, plus he had a car at his disposal and was wearing a stylish grey wool coat.

The man walked over hard-packed snow to one of the site cabins, opened the unlocked door, and held it wide for Felicia.

She paused at the doorway to make a customary assessment of the situation. The fact it was a construction cabin was neither here nor there, she had performed her services on numerous occasions in places just like it, for lonely men from other countries with a different attitude to paying for sex. It had never been a problem. What didn’t sit right was the man in the wool coat. He didn’t belong here.

The man reached inside to flip a switch and suddenly the cell-like room was lit up like a film set.

She recognised what were called Fresnel lights mounted on two stands, illuminating the grey walls, a bunk bed and a table in front of a kitchenette. On a tripod there was a small camera she also thought looked familiar.

‘You’re not allowed to film,’ she said.

‘I just want to watch,’ he said. ‘I want to see everything.’

Felicia felt a sudden surge of nausea.

‘Sorry, I don’t do that sort of thing.’

‘Sure you do. How much?’

She studied him. There was something familiar about the voice too. Well, her subconscious didn’t associate anything violent with either the voice or the face. And once she’d paid for her last fix she wouldn’t have any money left. None at all. The nausea had risen to her throat, making her voice tight and hoarse when she answered:

‘Three thousand extra.’

The figure had come automatically, maybe because it had been the daily rate for actors on The Preacher.

The man produced his wallet, extracted three banknotes and held them out.

She took the money and stepped inside.

Her eyes caught sight of something resembling a sieve on the table.

‘Are you baking cakes?’

He gave a brief laugh. ‘It’s a fencing mask. I want you to wear it.’

She didn’t ask. Probably something from his youth, a girl in the fencing club he couldn’t get, it was usually something along those lines. Anyway, it was nice and warm inside the cabin.

She unbuttoned her fur coat, hung it over the chair and looked questioningly at the man, who nodded, before she pulled her jumper over her head. He was ready with the fencing mask when she was done.

‘Let me help you,’ he said, a sentence she hadn’t heard in years. She bowed her head and he put the mask on. It had a collar that was obviously there to protect the throat, while the back was open, with only a strap across.

‘I’m going to tighten it a little,’ the man said, moving behind her.

Despite the closely woven mesh in front of her face, her vision was not unduly impaired.

She saw there was a microdrill about the size of a screwdriver on the table, with a long drill bit going into a block of wood. Presumably the kind of thing construction workers had lying around.

There was also what looked like a harmonica holder, a mobile phone and a roll of black tape. She didn’t like the tape. She was waiting for the strap to tighten when instead she heard a click as she felt cold metal against one wrist, a tug on the other, then a second click. Handcuffs. Fuck. If he wanted to play rough, he could have at least asked if it was on the menu.

She was turned round and pulled backwards towards the table, lost her balance, but was caught and dumped into a chair. She was held down and heard tape being torn off the roll.

Now she was scared. This wasn’t the usual perv stuff. Her heart was pounding and she wanted to go home.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ she shouted inside the mask. He didn’t answer, just walked around her and she knew from the pressure on her chest, arms and back that she was being taped to the chair.

She tried to kick when he grabbed her calves. If she had any muscles left in them, he might have had some difficulty, but seconds later her ankles were taped to the legs of the chair. She was unable to move anything except her head.

She screamed. Pictured the darkened site cabins around them. Screamed as loudly as she could.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘But save a little for when it counts.’

He continued to tear off tape. He used two strips to attach the phone to the outside of the mesh on the mask so that it partially blocked her view. Below the phone he attached the harmonica holder to the rigid sides of the mask, then screwed the wooden block into the holder so the bit on the microdrill was pointing at the mask.

He pressed the phone and the screen blinded her at first. She squinted and saw her own face right in front of her in ECU – extreme close-up.

‘What do you want?’ she yelled.

‘The same as you,’ he replied quietly and slowly. ‘To shoot.’

He smiled briefly. And she remembered him now. Of course. But it hadn’t been that many years, and he had changed so much.

‘When I start this drill, the rest will take care of itself,’ he said. ‘If I don’t intervene, it’ll bore through the wooden block. The spiral bit is twenty centimetres long so it’ll go through the block and continue into your head. Do you understand? It’s important that you understand. Do you?’

Felicia blinked. ‘It’s you,’ she whispered. ‘You’re—’

‘Shut up!’ he roared, sudden rage making his voice shake. ‘Just nod if you understand.’

Felicia opened and closed her mouth. Then she nodded. Complied. As she always had for the men who, with her unerringly poor judgement, she had managed to fall for.

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Ready? You know a bit about movies. Do you know who came up with the tagline “Be afraid, be very afraid” for The Fly? No? Mel Brooks. Odd it should be a comedian, right? It only crossed my mind because that mask makes you look like a fly. So that’s your motivation. Be afraid. Action …’

He tapped the side of the phone. The recording dot on the screen turned red and the time indicator began to run. Then he pressed a button on the drill and a whining, high-pitched sound stung her eardrums.

She saw her own face turn pale on the screen, saw her own gaping mouth and wide-open eyes.

It wasn’t like looking in a mirror, but like seeing another person, an actor in a horror movie. Was it just a bad dream? Over the edge of the phone, she saw the man looking into the viewfinder of the camera on the tripod. When she looked straight ahead again, she saw movement below the phone. The drill bit. Like the feelers of a snail, it was approaching her face at the level of her mouth.

She knew in that moment this was no dream. She was going to die. Now she was certain. Because she recalled what the script supervisor had whispered to her the first time she had been on a set. ‘Remember that the most heartfelt desire of everyone, absolutely everyone in here, is to be a director.’

‘Why?’ Felicia called out, tears and panic in her voice. ‘Why are you doing this?’

The man didn’t reply but she saw a small smile curl his lips. He was satisfied with what he saw in the viewfinder, with what she was giving him.

She tossed her head, right and left, back and forward, screaming. But the drill and the phone were too firmly attached to the mask. She felt the bit against her lower lip.

She stopped crying out and clenched her teeth. Now she knew she didn’t want her life to end soon just because this past year hadn’t exactly been a party. More years. That was what she wanted. More shitty years. She wanted to see the fucking fireworks. But now she felt the rotating tip against the enamel, the vibrations spreading through her head, the smell of scorched bone filling her nostrils, and knew she had lost all she had left, her movie-star smile, and that the bit would soon reach the nerves.

She looked at the screen of the phone, watched her own tears rolling down, streaking the powder over her wrinkles.

They had an expression, the production team at the Pinewood bunker, a term for the last take on an actor’s final day on the set, before he or she received an obligatory round of applause from the crew, packed up and went home.

They called it the kill shot.
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OLEG FAUKE WAS STANDING BEHIND the white-clad forensics officer, looking down at the body on the floor.

‘Well?’ Oleg said.

‘Put it this way, the new year got off to an early start,’ Roar Midtstuen replied, without looking up.

Oleg nodded; he heard a faint thump and looked out the window. It was six in the morning. A lone firework rocket, arriving far too late to the party, had just exploded over Ekeberg. Glittering embers descended towards the darkened houses whose sleeping occupants would – when it got light – get out of bed and watch the new year’s concert with the Vienna Philharmonic at the Musikverein and the ski-jumping from Garmisch-Partenkirchen, where only three Norwegians had made it through qualifying. That had also been Oleg’s plan when he and Helga had put the children to bed, after allowing them to stay up until midnight for the first time.

‘You’re like your stepdad,’ Midtstuen said, taking a photo of the corpse.

‘How’s that?’

‘Getting to the crime scene right away.’

Oleg shrugged. Homicide didn’t behave quite like they were depicted in the movies – for one thing investigators didn’t dash to a crime scene as soon as a murder was reported. Sometimes they didn’t visit it at all and worked with photos and drawings. But not Harry. He wanted to see, he had explained to Oleg. To hear. To smell. Get a sense of the tension that sometimes still hung in the air.

When Oleg had become a detective, he had been prepared for the comparisons to his stepfather. Harry was a legend, after all. A haunting presence too, perhaps. Anyway, Oleg hadn’t come to the crime scene in an attempt to live up to him. He just didn’t see any reason not to try methods that had been proven to work.

He looked around. Sniffed the air. Listened. Closed his eyes and tried to discern whatever his senses could perceive. But his thoughts drifted automatically, to where he didn’t want to go. He cursed himself and opened his eyes. Forced himself to concentrate.

Apart from the door, which had obviously been forced open with a crowbar or something similar, there were no signs of a struggle or an attempt to escape. The man was lying on a thick rug between a desk and a bookshelf. The rug had soaked up most of the blood from the gunshot wounds, one in the forehead, the other in the chest. A suit jacket hung on the chair behind the desk. It was as though the murderer had taken pains to make it as clean and tidy as possible.

‘Found the weapon?’

‘Nope.’

‘Can I take a look around?’

‘Keep close to the walls and don’t touch anything.’

Oleg sighed and nodded to his latex-gloved hands, palms up in the position they adopted to avoid accidentally touching something, or scratching their cheek then leaving their own DNA behind at the crime scene.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ the forensics officer said. ‘I make sure to say it to all the new guys.’

The apartment – located on the top floor with a view of Bjørvika and Ekeberg Ridge – was larger than typical for an old building on the east side of the city. The decor, furniture and pictures on the walls pointed beyond the borders of the country and could indicate the deceased had been a well-travelled man. On the desk there was a seated Buddha figure with a mysterious smile and closed eyes. Not much help, Oleg thought and moved to the kitchen. It smelled faintly of Thailand. Lemongrass, galangal, coconut milk, coriander. He and Helga had gone there on their honeymoon and brought home memories and recipes. He had cooked the dishes when they wanted to treat themselves, had become quite adept. But when Olav was born, she said the strong spices weren’t good for the breastmilk, and that put a stop to the Thai food. Among other things.

He walked through the rest of the apartment. Tidy children’s rooms. In the main bedroom, by a wardrobe on the other side of a neatly made bed, a forensics officer stood taking photos of clothes while shining a light on them. Oleg realised he must have looked puzzled when the officer without preamble explained, in Swedish, that the camera took pictures in infrared light.

‘Shows up blood spatter and gunshot residue not visible to the naked eye. You from tactical?’

‘Yeah. Oleg Fauke.’ He instinctively held out his hand but withdrew it quickly when the other man just stood looking at it.

‘Sorry,’ Oleg said, hoping his reddening cheeks were not apparent.

‘That’s all right, you’re obviously new.’

Oleg nodded.

‘I’m Eddy Jonasson, the token Swede at the Forensics Unit.’

They exchanged a few words before Oleg continued to the bathroom. No toothpaste streaks on the mirror like at his and Helga’s place.

‘Fauke?’

The man standing in the doorway was around Oleg’s age and dressed in baggy jeans with a high waist, a fashionable bomber jacket and white trainers with ankle socks, despite the below-zero temperature outside. Oleg didn’t know why everyone at Crime Desk seemed to dress like teenagers from the west side; maybe it was an internal joke no one had explained to him yet.

‘The wife and kids are at the neighbour’s apartment. You want to talk to them?’

Oleg considered the question while looking at the mirror above the sink. He had his mother’s dark hair and brown eyes. Maybe that was why he saw Rakel every time he looked in the mirror. Or it was her he looked for. Because not a day passed without him thinking about her. The loss – which he thought would subside over time – seemed only to grow. If he was going to go next door and talk to someone who had just lost a loved one, he had to set aside his own grief. Compassion wasn’t going to help him find out who killed the man lying on the floor of the study and comforting the bereaved was the responsibility of a priest.

He had learned all this from Harry. And yet he knew that the more closed and cold Harry’s pale features were, the more withdrawn his gaze, the more the emotions and sorrow raged within. Even though Oleg mourned his mother every day, he had been able to move on. Maybe because he had started a family of his own, maybe that was how evolution had wired us. But Harry had gone under. Even after finding and killing Rakel Fauke’s murderer, Harry had continued his downward spiral. Saved in the nick of time by, ironically, a new murder case. By work. Distraction. By the only thing he claimed to be good for.

Oleg had thought that when the woman they’d both loved so much had passed, it would draw them even closer. But his mother had been the real link between the two men. It was Harry’s love for Rakel, not for him, that had led to Harry taking responsibility for her boy. Or was it?

And then there was the other thought, unreasonable, yes, but one he could never quite dispel. That if Harry hadn’t come into their lives, then Oleg would still have a mother. And Olav and Julia would have their grandmother.

‘You want to talk to them?’ the guy from Crime Desk asked again.

‘I’m coming,’ Oleg said.
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‘THE VICTIM’S NAME IS BIRGER NESLUND, fifty-five years of age,’ Oleg said, looking out at the temporary investigative team of six individuals that Katrine Bratt had put together. It was New Year’s Day and many in Crime Squad would not return from Christmas holidays before tonight.

‘He owned a construction company employing eighteen people. Married to Lamai Neslund, two children, four and six years old. His wife says she and the kids were in the cellar when her husband was shot. She went up to the apartment to get some water for the dog when she discovered the door broken open and her husband dead on the floor. She hadn’t seen or heard anyone in the stairwell or the lift. She doesn’t think there’s anything missing from the apartment and Forensics haven’t found any shoe prints. That may be because the floors were newly mopped, but there’s so much salt and grit on the streets at the moment that the person or persons who broke in must’ve either removed their footwear or used shoe covers like us.’

‘They were in the cellar?’ Skarre asked, sweeping a fringe of smooth hair aside. He was a small man. In every sense, Oleg had come to realise. ‘Are we talking about a Fritzl here?’

If someone other than Skarre, someone less needy for a response, had delivered the same witticisms, would they garner a laugh? Oleg wondered sometimes.

‘Well,’ Oleg began, and could tell by Katrine Bratt’s slightly raised eyebrows that she could hear whom he had pinched this discourse marker from. He didn’t know why, but from day one he’d suspected that she and Harry had been involved at some point. Perhaps because she had the same dark hair, the same slender figure and high cheekbones as Oleg’s mother. Or perhaps it was the extra glow in her cheeks every time Harry’s name was mentioned.

‘They usually take the dog somewhere reasonably soundproof with fewer windows around midnight on New Year’s Eve,’ he continued.

‘The fireworks,’ said Wulf, Skarre’s less outspoken and fortunately more likeable partner. ‘I do the same with my dog, take him to the garage when the rockets are going off. Dogs can suffer from PTSD, did you know that? They—’

‘Tell us about the wife,’ Katrine Bratt said.

‘She and her older sister came to Norway from Thailand when they were eighteen and twenty,’ Oleg said, glancing at his notes. ‘They worked at a massage parlour and sent money home to the family. Lamai met Birger Neslund there and they got married. She also worked for brief periods as a make-up artist and in the kitchen of a Thai restaurant in Enerhaugen but has been a stay-at-home mother since having her children. No criminal record. She says she’s not aware of the husband having any enemies but that he did owe money. Seems to be a claim for damages related to a building project for a foreign investor where pretty much everything went wrong. She’s been called in for questioning later today, so hopefully we’ll find out more then.’

‘What do you make of her?’ Skarre asked.

‘Nothing as yet,’ Oleg said.

That wasn’t true, of course, but ideally it was what he should be thinking. That was what Harry had taught him. That the initial phase should be used to gather facts, nothing more; that you should ignore what your gut was trying to tell you. Because once you started listening to what your gut was saying, you stopped looking around, began interpreting all new information so that it fitted the conclusion you weren’t even aware you had reached. Confirmation bias. According to Harry, it was only when the facts didn’t lead any further that you could pay heed to intuition. When Oleg had asked Harry if he practised what he preached, he had merely grinned in response.

‘Oh, come on, junior,’ Skarre said, smiling at the others around the table. ‘You must have some thoughts.’

‘Why?’

Skarre angled his head. ‘The homicide rate in ethnically mixed marriages is higher. Both black and white men are more likely to kill their wife if she has a different skin colour.’

‘With the emphasis on men,’ Bratt said, checking her watch. ‘But let’s forget statistics and focus on what we have in front of us. Four hours have gone, forty-four left. Let’s get some fact-based theories on the table, without falling in love with any of them, OK? You first, Siri?’

Siri Heimen straightened up in her chair. ‘Burglary is the simplest explanation. Someone wanted to make use of a night when most people are at a party to rob an empty place. They targeted a large apartment on the top floor, probably figured that was most likely where they’d find something of value. They listened at the door, didn’t hear any voices and took a chance on no one being at home. But there was, and they panicked, fired a couple of shots and ran off without taking anything. Like I said, simple, but …’

‘Thank you, the simplest is usually the best,’ Bratt said. ‘Malik?’

‘I agree with Siri,’ Malik Khan said. ‘But OK, what about this?’ He rested only his palms on the table as though wanting to avoid getting the sleeves of his crisp white shirt dirty. Khan had needed only two years at BI Norwegian Business School to secure a job with the Fraud Squad and quickly decided the entire department was incompetent. At least that was the reason he had given for requesting a transfer to Crime Squad. Plus being a homicide investigator attracted more women, he had confided to Oleg.

‘So,’ Malik said. ‘One of the investors realises that if he’s to get the money owed to him by Neslund, he can’t wait for a bankruptcy where everything left is divvied up between a bunch of creditors. So he hires some muscle. The heavy threatens Neslund into signing a promissory note, preferably with a second priority mortgage on the apartment. So that Neslund can’t invalidate the promissory note later by claiming he was forced to sign it, the guy kills him.’

‘Exactly,’ Skarre says. ‘Then uses a crowbar on the door afterwards to make it look like the work of burglars. So when the promissory note is presented, no one will have any suspicions. Except moi and Malik.’

Katrine watched the two of them exchange a high five. ‘Wulf?

‘The neighbour is having an affair with the wife.’ Wulf let his eyes wander around the table as if to gauge the response. ‘They plan for him to go and kill Neslund while she and the kids are in the cellar so that she has an alibi, and to stage it like a burglary. They decide to do it just before midnight so if any other neighbours hear the shots, they’ll dismiss them as fireworks going off.’

‘All right,’ Bratt said. ‘It obeys Hole’s first commandment, in any case.’

‘That the partner did it,’ Wulf said.

‘With all due respect …’ Skarre began. ‘No, with zero respect, can we stop quoting that drunk as though he’s some kind of oracle. I—’

Skarre broke off abruptly, his eyes fixed on Oleg who only now noticed his fists were clenched and he was most likely red in the face.

‘Don’t take it too hard, junior,’ Skarre continued. ‘But not everyone here thinks your stepfather was … much of a team player. He flew solo. When he was able to fly. And that’s not how cases are solved.’

Katrine Bratt’s phone began to vibrate on the tabletop.

‘Except he did solve them,’ Oleg said, and heard the trembling in his voice. Hilde Witt, the department’s psychologist, had explained to him that the voice was the first thing people lose control over when emotions run high, that it was due to pressure in the stomach spreading upwards. And to conceal it, people – men in particular – automatically raise their voices. Probably true. In any case, Oleg raised his voice. And he already knew he would regret what he was about to say.

‘But I’m led to understand you haven’t solved many cases, Skarre. You struggle to finish the crosswords in Donald Duck comics, or so Harry told me. Hope you don’t take that too hard.’

Oleg saw a vein in Skarre’s neck bulge and his face take on a colour no doubt akin to his own, as the short man got up from his chair and hissed under his breath, ‘You listen here …’

Oleg watched the small mouth open and close as the small brain tried in vain to provide it with enough words for a full sentence.

‘You listen here …’ Skarre repeated.

‘Shh!’ Bratt ordered, holding up one hand. She held the phone against her ear with the other.

The five other people in the room turned to her.

‘Thank you,’ she said, hung up. Sighed.

‘The body of a dead woman has been discovered in a Portakabin near the Medieval Park. Looks like we have our second murder.’

Oleg automatically checked the time. Not because it would be entered in any report. But to see how many hours they were into the new year.
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VICE PRESIDENT SOFIE GULLSTRAND of Egenold Insurance opened the door of the conference room.

The interview was already under way. They used recruitment agencies for higher-level roles but investigator positions were in-house hires.

‘Please, continue,’ she said, and took a chair by the wall behind Clements, the head of the Claims Investigation Unit, and the HR manager. She was seated so that she could look directly at the interviewee between them. The man’s age was hard to estimate. His features were worn, ravaged almost, with an unsightly scar running from one corner of his mouth to his ear. His blond hair was tinged with grey but was thick and cut so short it stood up like a brush. The irises of his blue eyes were redolent of faded denim and the skin on his nose was covered in red spots like those of a vagrant alcoholic. Something told her he had shaved for the occasion and that the tailored-looking suit – although it fitted well enough – had not been made for him.

‘Most people in the unit come from a police background, like you,’ the HR manager said. ‘The way we work is also quite similar to regular police investigations. The task of the Claims Investigation Unit, or the CIU, is to uncover the facts, not just to save the company money. Meaning, in theory, that an investigation can benefit the policyholder and we pay out more than we would have done without the investigation. Which we’ve paid for ourselves.’

Clements half turned, nodded and offered her an amused, ironic smile. As if what the HR manager had just said was a mutual joke. But Sofie Gullstrand had little in common with Clements and did not smile, only gave a brief nod back.

‘It’s probably the same in the police,’ the HR manager said. ‘It’s just as important to ascertain who is innocent as who is guilty.’

When the silence that followed had lasted long enough for it to be clear it was a question, not a statement, the interviewee cleared his throat calmly.

‘Well.’

A fresh pause. The man’s gaze met hers. His voice was rough and the words came slowly, but clearly:

‘We spent more time finding the guilty.’

Sofie could not help but smile.

The head of the CIU picked up the sheet of paper in front of him. ‘The CV you’ve sent us is rather brief, Hole. You studied law, attended the Police College and after that worked as an investigator at Crime Squad here in Oslo. But your name is well known from various murder cases. So I presume this isn’t the full total of what you have to say about a career spanning almost thirty years?’

‘True, it’s not everything,’ he said, turning to look at the window as if he already longed to get out of there. ‘But it’s all I intended to say.’

Sofie studied him. She had of course read about his wife being murdered in their home, everyone had. Was that the pain she now saw in his eyes, or was it merely the weary melancholy some men walked around with and some even cultivated?

‘The cases you’ve read about are mostly cases we solved. Then there are other cases we didn’t solve. If you call the references I’ve given you, they’ll probably have more to say.’

‘I assume the references you provided are people who are well disposed towards you,’ the HR manager said. ‘What is it they’re not going to tell us?’

‘Oh, I don’t think they’ll oversell me.’ The corner of his mouth where there was no scar lifted a little. ‘But they might not tell you that I’m an alcoholic.’

Again, there was a silence, but this time it was broken by a sound Sofie was not used to, a distant thump. Sofie looked out. Somewhere over the Oslo Fjord, in the already fading daylight, she saw the glitter of an exploded rocket, leftover from two days previously no doubt. She hated New Year’s Eve. Erik had, as usual, already been drunk when the guests arrived.

The HR manager cleared his throat. ‘Recovering, I take it?’

‘That’s right.’

The HR manager and Clements nodded as though this was good news. They had reached a dead end.

‘Family?’ Sofie asked. ‘Sorry, I’m Sofie Gullstrand, vice president.’

‘Single widower,’ Harry Hole replied.

‘Children?’

‘An adult stepson …’

Hole was holding something back. Sofie guessed there were children he was unsure could be considered as family. No, it wasn’t hard to imagine this man had been around. A no-strings type, a bit of rough as her friends disapprovingly termed such a male.

‘Born and raised in Oslo, I see.’ She nodded in the direction of the CV.

‘Born in Oppsal, I live on Thorvald Meyers gate.’

An Eastender. A term her friends spat out with even greater disapproval.

‘Why do you want to work as an investigator, to catch people who try to scam us, that is?’

She noticed the way she’d phrased the question caused the backs of the two men in front of her to stiffen, but Harry Hole’s gaze softened. As she had suspected, he liked plain speech.

‘Because you pay for it,’ Hole said.

‘So do the police.’

‘The people in charge there don’t want me, and I don’t want them. And you pay better.’

‘Are you sure about that?’

‘If you want me, you’ll have to.’

She laughed. The two men in front of her turned with expressions of surprise. It was not often anyone heard Sofie Gullstrand laugh.

‘How soon can you start?’ she asked.

Hole shrugged and looked at his watch.
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JOHN DALE WAS STANDING INSIDE the terrace door of his 200-square-metre luxury apartment on the sixth floor of the newly built block on Ullernåsen. Before him the west side of Oslo, covered in snow and bathed in moonlight, stretched out. In the distance a cold mist lay like a white sheet over the city and the fjord.

He sipped at a Montgomery and checked the time. This evening’s date was not due to arrive for half an hour, but he had started early. A Montgomery was a dry martini that gave him a resting pulse in social situations. Plus it provided him with a pretext to hold forth about the field marshal, who only launched an attack in the desert of North Africa when he outnumbered his enemy by fifteen to one, not only mirroring the drink’s gin to vermouth ratio, but also John Dale’s own preferred strategy in business.

Dale had fought his way up – and when circumstances required, been knocked down – as a boxer and made his money from having proxies gamble on his own bouts. Unwisely, for a short period he had invested his earnings in the movie business but had survived financially and returned to his winning strategy: never bet when the odds are against you.

Now he was into crypto, flipping apartments and short-term lending in the unregulated market, mostly to one-man firms. The odds were also in his favour there. Banks couldn’t do much when firms declared bankruptcy but if you had given John Dale a promise there were consequences you couldn’t just walk away from.

He sipped his drink. It tasted good. Ah, this year was going to be a good one, especially now he was single again. His wife – soon to be ex-wife – had settled for a lump sum, signed the non-disclosure agreement and was probably swilling wine under a parasol in Mallorca.

The intercom buzzed.

He checked the time again. She was early. He placed a forefinger to his throat. Not quite his resting pulse. He had considered taking a Viagra but had decided that would be throwing in the towel before the bell even rang.

He put the martini glass down on the kitchen island and went out to the hallway.

The camera above the entrance on the street showed someone in a DHL jacket and cap holding a cardboard box.

‘Package for John Dale.’

John pressed the button and waited. Looked at the object mounted behind the glass of the picture frame on the wall next to the door. It had been given to him by an American film producer who wanted to negotiate the rights for a remake of The Preacher. According to the producer, it was one of the two original balsa knives used while filming the shower scene in Psycho; the other was on display at the Movie Madness Museum in Portland, Oregon. However, Dale had seen Psycho II written on the back of the frame so he wasn’t so sure.

He heard the doors of the lift in the corridor outside slide open and was about to open the front door when he felt something. A vague hesitation. It was a feeling he recognised but couldn’t place, like a sense of déjà vu. He pressed the handle down and opened the door.

The person standing in front of him was wearing the DHL jacket. However, it struck Dale that he was otherwise unusually lightly dressed considering how far below zero it was outside. What wasn’t so unusual was that the person was a lot smaller than him; after all, John Dale had boxed in the heavyweight division. Yet for some reason that was exactly what he was thinking about. A boxing match.

‘This is for you.’

The courier had opened the package and was holding it up.

‘What is this?’ John asked. ‘Who’s it from?’

‘That’s a meat sampler.’ The courier pointed at something that looked like a small T-shaped steel bicycle pump. ‘That’s kitchen scales. That’s an Aaton Minima camera.’ The voice was low but with clear diction. ‘That, as you can see, is a syringe. And this brown bottle contains lidocaine. Which is a local anaesthetic.’

Dale could see there was something else written on the label. Heparin. He had heard of it but couldn’t remember where.

‘You must have the wrong John Dale. There’s more than one.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it’s for you.’

There was something about the way he was standing, a little too close and leaning slightly forward, but with his head bowed so John couldn’t make out his face below the brim of the cap. John decided a tactical retreat was in order. Give himself time to figure out what this was all about. He placed his hand on the doorknob so he could slam it shut. He just wanted the answer to one question first.

‘You still haven’t said who it’s from.’

The other person raised his head, revealing his face. John shuddered as he recognised him.

‘Shall we go inside, Dale? Then I’ll tell you everything.’

The man shifted the box aside and John looked down. And realised he had made the same mistake as in his last fight, when there hadn’t been a purse but a professional contract up for grabs. He had let his opponent make the first move.

The revolver the man was holding in his hand looked very real.

‘Not a sound, Dale. I’ll shoot you in the stomach first. Gastric acid in the wound – maybe you’ve heard about that. I’ve no doubt your screams will alert the neighbours but I promise to let you suffer a while before putting you out of your misery. I can see you’re thinking about using your fists. Too bad the door is in the way of a straight right. That was your best punch, wasn’t it? Put your hands above your head and walk slowly backwards until you feel the wall.’

John stared. Blinked. Inadvertently bit his lip. The pain told him this was not a bad dream.

He backed into the hallway. The front door swung shut behind the man who was now standing a metre from him. John had to clear his throat before he could speak.

‘The safe is in the bedroom. There’s not much inside but it’s all yours. The combination is 419419.’

‘Thanks, but first we need to shoot the script.’

‘What … does the script say?’

‘The first thing on the shot list is for you to take a meat sample of yourself.’

The man set down the box on the hall table and took out the camera and the T-shaped instrument that John now saw had a circular opening at the end, like a mouth waiting for food. ‘The good news is that we can administer a local anaesthetic first. Shall we see if the light is better in the living room?’

John felt his heart race. The other man’s voice was low and calm. A resting heart rate, John thought. The bastard has a resting heart rate.
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‘THANKS, HELGA, THAT WAS GREAT,’ Harry said, setting the cutlery down on the spotless plate and raising his glass of water in a toast.

She responded in kind. ‘Didn’t Oleg tell you he did the cooking today?’

‘Yes, but I’m guessing he just did exactly what you told him.’

‘As always.’ Helga smiled, looking at Oleg, who put his hands up.

The three of them laughed, but then – as though synchronised – Helga and Oleg both stopped.

From their expressions Harry assumed they must have heard a sound from the children’s room downstairs.

Oleg began to get up but Helga put a hand on his shoulder.

‘You two have things to talk about.’

She disappeared down the stairs. In the silence which followed, Harry was still holding the glass.

‘I’ve said it before but you chose well there,’ Harry said.

‘Me? She was the one who did the choosing.’

‘Oh?’

Oleg gave a crooked smile. ‘I’d been at the sheriff’s office for three weeks when she waltzed in one day, said she’d seen me at the only bar in town and wanted to check if I was as handsome in daylight. Then she invited me on a grouse hunt. So the question is if you think she made a good choice.’

Harry twirled the glass in his hand. Nodded. ‘She chose well.’

They both looked down at the table. Harry presumed they were thinking the same thing. As opposed to Rakel.

‘So, they hired you on the spot?’ Oleg said.

‘The vice president hired me on the spot,’ Harry said. ‘I’m not sure what the other people in the room thought.’

‘In any case, congratulations.’

Oleg raised his glass. Water with pasta, Harry thought. He hadn’t asked if they were abstaining from wine on account of him. Oleg knew Harry had had no problem with Rakel drinking wine in his presence. But they also knew that Harry had fallen off the wagon in the autumn and embarked on a three-week bender.

Maybe that had reminded Oleg of his own addiction issues. Granted, that was a long time ago. Oleg had only been a teenager when Harry returned from self-imposed exile in Hong Kong to save him from the needle. Together, they had managed. But Harry knew better than most that heroin is like your first love, something you never quite forget. Like suicide, infidelity and alcohol. An alternative, a possibility that is always present. Was that what he had noticed in Oleg lately? A distance, a restlessness that he had not seen since those dark days? Was it the yearning for something else, something other than the daily grind of being a father of young children holding down a full-time job? Maybe Oleg had discovered that being an investigator in Crime Squad was not quite as exciting as it had appeared from a sheriff’s office in rural Finnmark.

These were not the kinds of things he and Oleg talked about often. But when they did sit down and discuss serious matters, all pretence was scrubbed away. On these occasions their accounts of their own lives were like the police reports they wrote: detailed, concise, as uncompromising as forensic facts and without any pleas for mitigating circumstances. What they had undergone with both Oleg’s heroin addiction and the loss of Rakel had taught them candour was the only cleaning agent that could wash away the bullshit. But boundless honesty was caustic for your soul and peace of mind and had to be used sparingly. That was why Harry had yet to tell Oleg about Gert. He had tried to think of a way to say it that would make Oleg understand. Or maybe he was just putting it off because he was afraid of what it might destroy.

‘I can see your thoughts are elsewhere,’ Harry began, and saw Oleg sit up a little too quickly in his chair. ‘No wonder. Two murder cases on the first day of the new year.’

He saw Oleg breathe a sigh of relief, as though Harry had been dangerously close to something else.

‘What have you got so far?’

Oleg glanced towards the stairs. They had a a tacit agreement not to talk shop when Helga or the kids were around.

‘Time of death was around nine o’clock on New Year’s Eve. The victim was a streetwalker. Chequered past and a history of drug use. Doesn’t appear to have any family. Most of the construction workers were home for the Christmas holidays but there were a few in the other cabins at the site. We’ll start by questioning them.’

‘Because?’

‘Because they have keys to the gate, because they know the locations of the security cameras in the area and how to avoid them. There’s also the nature of the murder. The tools used were ones a construction worker would typically have at their disposal. The pathologist says the victim was killed by a sharp object, most likely a drill bit, bored through her teeth and out the back of her head.’

Harry grimaced involuntarily. He had worked on so many murders that death no longer made much of an impression on him. But the pain and fear of the victims did.

‘Any sign of …?’

‘No, no signs of either consensual sex or rape.’

‘Meaning the killer was probably her first customer of the evening.’

‘We can’t be sure it was a customer.’

‘No, but eight o’clock in the evening is peak time for punters, so I’m guessing you’ll start there.’

‘Yes. She usually stood in Kvadraturen but none of the girls we spoke to saw her being picked up.’

‘So she stood a little way off from them, away from the surveillance cameras at Norges Bank?’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘If you had any witnesses or something on camera you would have mentioned it already. And I know that the girls prefer to stand under the cameras. Gives them a sense of security. But this lady filled a niche. Punters who don’t want their licence plates recorded.’

Oleg smiled, shook his head.

‘Mm. And no other forensic evidence, right?’

‘Because I would’ve mentioned that already?’

‘Something like that. It means the construction workers are the wrong end to start at.’

‘Why?

‘The way he picks up the victim, the manner in which he kills her and the fact there were so few traces left behind, it all points to a carefully planned murder. Which means the killer won’t have chosen a place that can be connected to him. A building site closed down for the holidays is a perfect spot for anyone apart from the workers still there, isn’t it?’

Oleg nodded. ‘But then you’re assuming we’re dealing with a smart, rational, cold-blooded killer, and you’ve always maintained …’

‘… that most murderers don’t fit that description. True, but the first thing you have to ask yourself is how and don’t pay too much attention to why. Many killers can’t themselves account for the why. By concentrating on the how you can find a weapon that you manage to link to the murderer. Quick, simple and straightforward, case closed. But that’s not going to happen here.’

‘It’s not?’

‘I mean it could, but if it does I’ll owe you a …’ Harry gave a lopsided smile. ‘Cup of coffee. On a case like this the general rule doesn’t apply.’

‘So I need to start looking at the how?’

‘Maybe, but when sex workers are murdered the victim is usually chosen at random. It’s not about the killer wanting to rid the world of promiscuous women as much as the convenience. Unless the motive is directed at a particular person, it won’t lead us to the perpetrator either.’

‘Do you think it’s a crazy serial killer again?’

Harry raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you suggesting I see all murders as nails just because I have a hammer?’

‘Do you?’

Harry shrugged. ‘Some psychologists have spent their entire lives studying serial killers. I’ve done a one-year course in Chicago. That’s hardly a hammer.’

They fell silent again. From downstairs they could hear Helga singing softly.

‘Do you miss her?’

‘All the time,’ Harry replied, almost before Oleg could finish the question.

‘Me too. Was that why you fell off the wagon?’

Harry shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I think I was just depressed in general. No doubt Ståle would have explained it as what a lifetime of alcohol abuse can do to your psyche. What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘How are things?

Oleg cast a quick glance at Harry. ‘Things are good. Just a lot on at the moment.’

Harry nodded.

Oleg cleared his throat. ‘Now that Ståle isn’t around any longer, maybe you should try someone new.’

‘A psychologist, you mean?’

‘Yeah. Hilde Witt. She’s taken over Ståle’s role as a counsellor and consultant at Crime Squad.’

‘Ståle was more my friend than my psychologist, Oleg. That sort of relationship is hard to replace. And now that I have a job to go to I figure I’ll have something to occupy my mind. But I appreciate the concern. Do you see her yourself?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Does it help?’

‘Hard to say. Certainly doesn’t make things worse.’

‘What things?’

‘Now you sound like her.’

Harry laughed. ‘Life … But How to Live It?’

‘Norwegian punk band beginning with L in your collection.’

‘Good boy.’

‘When I was just a kid and you and Mum got together, do you remember the first song you ever played me?’

‘Should I?’

‘I hated you. Until you helped me pluck up the courage to jump from the ten-metre platform at Frogner Baths and on the car ride home you played the Ramones song—’

‘Oh no, not—’

‘Yes. “I Wanna Be Sedated”.’

They laughed loudly and for a moment the singing downstairs stopped. Then it resumed.

‘The women in your life,’ Harry said. ‘Rakel. And now Helga. You’ve been lucky, lightning has struck twice. You know that?’

Oleg nodded. They fell silent again, pretending to listen to the silence and the singing, and ignoring the afterthought Harry had not expressed: so don’t fuck it up like I did.
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OSLO’S INHABITANTS WOKE UP to another cold winter’s day, so cold that some of them wondered what had happened to global warming. Chemical engineer Alexandra Sturdza was not one of them. The first thing she had learned when she came to Norway as a twenty-year-old was ‘wool underneath’, a survival tip she had followed ever since, and today was no exception. She came from humble means in Romania and had not received anything for free in Norway, except for a university place at NTNU. Yet as she stood on the threshold of the spacious room with windows facing an equally spacious terrace and the city and Oslo Fjord beyond, it wasn’t the view that amazed her. Nor was it the oak parquet flooring of the more than one hundred square metres of living room. It was the blood covering most of those square metres. All of which had apparently come from just one body lying face down in the centre of the room, on top of a glass coffee table. The man – who had been identified as the owner of the apartment, one John Dale – had deep wounds on both flanks, as though holes had been drilled into his body.

Roar Midtstuen, the oldest member of the forensics team, stood beside her.

‘I was the one who called. I thought it might be an idea for the Forensic Medical Institute to send someone over and take a look for themselves. What do you think?

Alexandra glanced down
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