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Prologue

It was the third morning, and the smell of tar and seaweed had got into his clothes. Under the boathouse floor, the mush of ice lapped soundlessly against the wooden stilts and awakened memories of days when everything had been all right.

He lifted his upper body from the bedding of waste paper and pulled himself sufficiently upright to make out his younger brother’s face, which even in sleep seemed tormented, chilled to the bone.

Soon, he would wake and glance around in panic. He would feel the leather straps tight on his wrists and waist and hear the jangle of the chain that constrained him. He would see the snowstorm and the light as it struggled to penetrate the tarred timber planks. And then he would start to pray.

Countless times he’d seen desperation in his brother’s eyes. Through the gaffer tape that covered his mouth came the repeated sound of his muffled pleas that Jehovah have mercy upon them.

Yet both of them knew that Jehovah no longer paid heed, for blood had passed their lips. Blood that their jailer had let drip into their cups. The cups from which he had allowed them to drink before revealing to them what they had contained. They had drunk water, but in the water was blood, so forbidden, and now they were damned for ever. And for that reason, shame pierced deeper even than thirst.

What do you think he’ll do to us? his brother’s frightened eyes seemed to ask. But how could he ever know the answer? All he knew, instinctively, was that it would all soon be over.

He leaned back and scanned the room once again in the dim light, allowing his gaze to pass across the collar beams and through the formations of cobwebs, noting each and every projection, each and every knot. The worn paddles and oars that hung from the apex of the ceiling. The rotten fishing nets that had long since made their last catch.

And then he discovered the bottle. A gleam of sunlight played momentarily on the blue-white glass to dazzle him.

So near, and yet so hard to reach. It was just behind him, wedged between the thick, rough-hewn planks of the floor.

He stuck his fingers through the gap and tried to prise the bottle upwards by the neck, but the air froze upon his skin. When the thing came loose, he would smash it and use the shards to cut through the strap that kept his hands tied tight together behind his back. And when it succumbed, his numb fingers would find the buckle at his spine. He would loosen it, tear the tape from his mouth, remove the straps from around his waist and thighs, and as soon as the chain that was fastened to the leather strap at his waist no longer held him back, he would lunge forward and free his brother. He would draw him towards him and hold him tight until their bodies ceased to tremble.

Then, he imagined, he would use all his strength to gouge into the timber around the door with the broken glass. He would see if he could hollow out the planks to which the hinges were fixed. And if the worst should happen and the car came before he was finished, he would lie in wait for the man. He would stand poised behind the door with the broken glass in his hand. That was what he told himself he would do.

He leaned forward, folded his freezing fingers behind his back and prayed for forgiveness for his wicked thought.

Then he scraped again in the space between the planks to try to free the bottle. He scraped and scratched until the neck angled enough for him to grab hold of it.

He listened.

Was that an engine? Yes, it was. The powerful engine of a large car. But was it approaching or simply passing by in the distance out there?

For a moment, the low, deep sound seemed to get louder. He began to pull so desperately at the neck of the bottle that his knuckles cracked audibly. But then the sound died away. Had it been the wind turbines, rumbling and whirring? Maybe it was something else entirely. He had no idea.

He expelled warm breath from his nostrils. It steamed the air around his face. He wasn’t so afraid any more, not now. As long as he thought about the grace of Jehovah, he felt better.

He pressed his lips together and laboured on. And when finally the bottle came free, he struck it so hard against the timber of the floor that his brother lifted his head with a startled jolt and looked around in terror.

Again and again he brought the bottle down against the floor. It was hard to get purchase with his hands behind his back. Too hard. Eventually, when his fingers were no longer able to maintain their grip, he let the bottle slide from his hand, turned himself around and stared emptily at it as dust gently descended through the cramped space from the beams.

He couldn’t break it. He simply wasn’t able. A pathetic little bottle. Was it because they had drunk blood? Had Jehovah abandoned them?

He looked at his brother, who rolled himself slowly into his blanket and fell back on to his bedding. He was silent, not even attempting to mumble a word through the tape that sealed his lips.

It took a while to gather the things he needed. The hardest part was stretching himself, confined by his chain, to reach the tar between the roofing planks with the tips of his fingers. Everything else was at hand: the bottle, the sharp sliver of wood from the timbered floor, the paper on which he was sitting.

He pushed off one of his shoes and stabbed so sharply at his wrist with the wood that tears welled in his eyes. He let the blood drip on to his polished shoe for a minute, perhaps two. Then he tore a large shred of paper from his bedding, dipped the splinter in his blood and twisted his body, pulling at his chain, until he was able to see what he was writing behind his back. As best he could, and in the smallest handwriting, he put down in words what was happening to them. When he had finished, he signed the letter with his name, rolled up the paper and stuffed it inside the bottle.

He allowed himself plenty of time to press the lump of tar down into the neck. He shifted his weight so as to see better, and checked and double-checked to make sure it was well done.

When finally there was no more to do, he heard the dull sound of a car engine. This time there was no mistake. He cast a pained glance at his little brother and stretched with all his might towards the light that seeped in through a broad crack in the timbered wall, the only opening through which the bottle would be able to pass.

Then the door was opened and a thick shadow entered amid a flurry of white snow.

Silence.

And then the plop.

The bottle was released.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


1

Carl had woken up to better prospects.

The first thing he registered was the fountain of acid bubbling in his oesophagus. Then, after opening his eyes to see if there was anything that might assuage his discomfort, the sight of a woman’s wrecked and slightly drooling face on the pillow next to him.

Oh, shit, that’s Sysser, he realized in horror, and tried to recall what mistakes he might have made the previous evening that could have led him to this. Sysser of all people. His chain-smoking neighbour. The chattering odd-job woman soon to be pensioned off from Allerød Town Hall.

A dreadful thought struck him. Gingerly, he lifted the duvet only to discover with a sigh of relief that he still had his boxer shorts on. That was something, at least.

‘Christ,’ he groaned, removing Sysser’s sinewy hand from his chest. He hadn’t had a head on him like this since he’d been with Vigga.

‘Please, spare me the details,’ he said, encountering Morten and Jesper in the kitchen. ‘Just tell me what the lady upstairs is doing on my pillow.’

‘She’s heavier than she looks, the old bag,’ his stepson offered, raising a freshly opened carton of juice to his lips. The day Jesper would discover how to pour the stuff into a glass was something not even Nostradamus would hazard a guess at.

‘Yeah, sorry, Carl,’ said Morten. ‘She couldn’t find her key, you see, and you’d already crashed, so I reckoned …’

Definitely the last time anyone catches me at one of Morten’s barbecues, Carl promised himself, and cast a glance into the front room where Hardy’s bed was.

Since his former colleague had been moved in a fortnight ago, all semblance of domestic familiarity had gone down the drain. Not because the elevation bed occupied a quarter of the floor space and blocked the view of the garden. Not because IV bags dangling from stands or filled urine bags made Carl queasy in any way. And not even because Hardy’s utterly paralysed body emitted an unceasing flow of foul-smelling gases. What changed everything was the guilty conscience all this gave rise to. Because Carl himself possessed full control of his limbs and could chug around on them whenever it suited him. And moreover, he felt he had to compensate for it all the time. To be there for Hardy. To do good for this helpless man.

‘No need to have a cow about it,’ Hardy had said a couple of months back, pre-empting Carl as they discussed the pros and cons of moving him away from the Clinic for Spinal Cord Injuries at Hornbæk. ‘A week can go by here without me seeing you. I reckon I can do without your tender loving care a few hours at a time if I move in with you, don’t you?’

The thing was, though, that Hardy could be peacefully asleep, like now, and yet still be so present. In Carl’s mind. In the planning of his day. In all the words that had to be weighed before being uttered. It was tiring, a bind. And a home wasn’t meant to fatigue.

Then there was the practical side of things. Laundry, changing the sheets, manhandling Hardy’s enormous frame, shopping, liasing with nurses and authorities, cooking. So what if Morten did take care of all that? What about the rest of it?

‘Sleep well, old mate?’ he ventured as he approached the bed.

His former colleague opened his eyes and forced a smile. ‘That’s it then, eh, Carl? Leave of absence over and back to the treadmill. A fortnight gone in a flash. Didn’t half go quick. Morten and I will do all right. Just say hello to the crew for me, eh?’

Carl nodded. Who would want to be Hardy? If only he could change places with someone for a day.

Apart from the usual lot at the duty desk, Carl didn’t meet a soul on his way in. Police Headquarters felt like it had been wiped out, the colonnade winter grey and discouraging.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ he called out as he entered the basement corridor.

He’d been expecting a raucous welcome, or at least the stench of Assad’s peppermint goo or Rose’s whistled versions of the great classics, but the place was dead. Had they abandoned ship during the fortnight’s leave he’d taken to get Hardy moved in?

He stepped into Assad’s cubbyhole and glanced around in bewilderment. No photos of ageing aunts, no prayer mat, no boxes of sickly sweet cakes. Even the fluorescent tubes on the ceiling were switched off.

He crossed the corridor and turned on the light in his own office. The familiar surroundings in which he had solved three cases and given up on two. The place the smoking ban had yet to reach, and where all the old files that made up Department Q’s domain had lain safe and sound on his desk in three neatly ordered piles, according to Carl’s own infallible system.

He stopped dead at the sight of a wholly unrecognizable, gleaming desk. Not a speck of dust. Not a scrap of paper. Not a single closely written sheet of A4 on which he might rest his weary feet and thereafter dispatch into the wastepaper basket. No files. Everything was gone.

‘ROSE!’ he yelled at the top of his voice.

And his voice echoed through the corridors in vain.

He was little boy lost. Last man standing. A rooster with nowhere to roost. The king who would give his kingdom for a horse.

He reached for the phone and pressed the number for Lis on the third floor, Homicide Division.

Twenty-five seconds passed before anyone answered.

‘Department A, secretary speaking,’ the voice said. It was Ms Sørensen, the most indisputably hostile of all Carl’s colleagues. Ilse the She-Wolf in person.

‘Ms Sørensen,’ he ventured, gentle as a purring cat. ‘This is Carl Mørck. I’m sitting here all forlorn in the basement. What’s going on? Would you happen to know where Assad and Rose are?’

Less than a millisecond passed before she hung up. The cow.

He stood up and headed for Rose’s domain a little further down the corridor. Maybe the mystery of the missing files would be solved there. It was a perfectly reasonable thought, destroyed when he discovered to his horror that on the corridor wall between Assad’s and Rose’s offices someone had fixed at least ten pieces of chipboard and plastered them with the contents of the missing files.

A folding ladder of shiny yellow larch indicated where the last of the cases had been put up. It was one they’d had to shelve. Their second unsolved case in a row.

Carl took a step back to get the full picture of this paper pandemonium. What on earth were all his files doing on the wall? Had Rose and Assad become completely unhinged all of a sudden? Maybe that was why they’d vanished, bloody imbeciles.

They hadn’t the guts to stick around.

Upstairs on the third floor it was the same story. The place was deserted. Even Ms Sørensen’s chair behind the counter yawned empty. He checked the offices of the homicide chief as well as his deputy. He wandered into the lunchroom, then the briefing room. It was like the place had been evacuated.

What the fuck was going on? Had there been a bomb scare? Or had the police reform finally got to the point where the staff had been kicked out into the street so all the buildings could be sold off? Had the new, so-called justice minister had a fit? When would the news channel be turning up?

He scratched the back of his neck, then picked up a phone and called the duty desk.

‘Carl Mørck here. Where the hell is everyone?’

‘Most of them are gathered in the Remembrance Yard.’

The Remembrance Yard? What the hell for? September the nineteenth was six months away yet.

‘In remembrance of what? As far as I’m aware, the anniversary of the internment of Danish police officers by the German occupying forces isn’t even remotely round the corner. What are they doing?’

‘The commissioner wanted to speak to a couple of departments about adjustments following the reform. Sorry about that, Carl. We thought you knew.’

‘But I just spoke to Ms Sørensen.’

‘Most likely she’s had all calls sent on to her mobile. I’m sure that’ll be the explanation.’

Carl shook his head. They were stark raving mad. All of them. By the time he reached the Remembrance Yard, the Justice Ministry would probably have changed everything round again.

He stared through the door at the chief’s soft, enticing armchair. That was one place, at least, where a man could close his eyes without an audience.

Ten minutes later, he woke up with the deputy chief’s paw on his shoulder and Assad’s cheerful, round eyes peering point-blank into his face.

Peace over.

‘Come on, Assad,’ he said, extracting himself from the chair. ‘You and I are going downstairs to pull all those sheets of paper off the wall sharpish, you understand? And where’s Rose?’

Assad shook his head. ‘We cannot, Carl.’

Carl stood up and tucked his shirt into his trousers. What the hell was the man on about? Of course they could. Wasn’t he supposed to be the boss around here?

‘Just come on, will you? And get hold of Rose. NOW!’

‘The basement’s closed off,’ homicide deputy Lars Bjørn butted in. ‘Asbestos sifting down from the pipe lagging. Health and Safety have been round and there’s nothing we can do about it.’

Assad nodded. ‘I’m afraid this is true, Carl. We had to bring all our stuff up here. There is not much room, but we did find a nice chair for you,’ he added, as though it could ever be a comfort. ‘We are only us two at the moment. Rose did not fancy it, so she is off on a long weekend. She’ll be back later on today, though.’

They might just as well have kicked him in the gonads.
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She had sat staring into the candles until they burned out and darkness wrapped itself around her. It wasn’t the first time he’d left her on her own, but he’d never done it on their anniversary before.

She inhaled deeply and got to her feet. Lately, she’d given up standing by the window to wait for him, had stopped writing his name with her finger on the pane as it steamed up from her breath.

It wasn’t as if there had been no warning signs the time they first met. Her best friend had had her doubts, and her mother had told her straight out. He was too old for her. There was something shifty about him. A man you couldn’t trust. A man you couldn’t fathom.

So now she hadn’t seen her friend or her mother for a very long time. And for that reason her desperation increased while her need for human contact was greater than ever. Who could she talk to? There was no one there.

She gazed into the empty, orderly rooms and pressed her lips together as the tears welled up in her eyes.

Then she heard the child stir and pulled herself together. Wiped the tip of her nose with her index finger and took two deep breaths.

If her husband was being unfaithful, then he would do well not to count on her.

There had to be more to life than this.

He came into the bedroom so silently only his shadow on the wall gave him away. Broad shoulders, arms wide open. He lay down and drew her in to him without a word. Warm and naked.

She had expected sweetness, but also well-considered apologies. Maybe she’d been afraid of the slight scent of some strange woman and guilt-ridden hesitation in all the wrong places, but instead he grabbed hold of her, turned her roughly on to her back and began greedily to tear off her nightclothes. The moonlight was in his face. It turned her on. Now the waiting, the frustration, the worry and the doubt were all gone.

It was six months since he’d last been like this.

Thank God, at last.

‘I have to go away for a while, sweetheart,’ he said without warning over the breakfast table, stroking the child on the cheek. Distracted, as though his words didn’t mean anything.

She frowned and pursed her lips to keep the inevitable question inside for a moment. Then she put her fork down on the plate and sat with her gaze fixed on the scrambled eggs and bacon. The night had been long. It was still with her, an ache around her pelvis, but also the kisses and cuddles when they had lain there spent, gazing warmly into each other’s eyes. Until now, it had allowed her to forget all thought of time and place. Until now. For at this moment, the pale March sun forced its way into the room like an unwelcome guest to illuminate the facts. Her husband was going away. Again.

‘Why can’t you tell me what you do? I’m your wife. I won’t tell anyone,’ she said.

He sat with his cutlery half-raised. His eyes grew dark then.

‘Seriously,’ she went on. ‘How long am I supposed to wait this time for you to be like you were last night again? Are we back to where we were before? Me not knowing what you’re up to, and you hardly being present, even when you’re here?’

He looked at her with piercing eyes. ‘Haven’t you known from the start that I can’t talk about my work?’

‘Yes, but …’

‘Well then. Let’s leave it at that.’

His knife and fork clattered against the plate, and he turned towards their son with something supposed to resemble a smile.

Her breathing was steady and calm, but despair surged inside her. It was true enough. Long before their wedding, he had explained to her that he was unable to speak about what he did. He might have hinted it was something to do with intelligence, she couldn’t really remember any more. But as far as she knew, people in the intelligence services still lived reasonably normal lives alongside their jobs. Their own life together was in no way normal. Unless intelligence work also involved being unfaithful, because as far as she could see, that was the only possible explanation for his behaviour.

She gathered the plates and thought about giving him an ultimatum there and then. Risking the anger she feared but had yet to experience to its full extent.

‘When will I see you again?’ she asked.

He looked at her and smiled. ‘I’ll be home next Wednesday, I imagine. This type of job usually takes a week, ten days at most.’

‘You’ll be home just in time for your bowling tournament then,’ she said sarcastically.

He stood up and put his arms around her, drawing her in towards the bulk of his body, clasping his hands under her chest. The feeling of his head on her shoulder had always sent a tingle down her spine. But now she pulled away.

‘True,’ he said. ‘I should be back in good time for that. So before you know it, it’ll be last night all over again. OK?’

After he had gone and the sound of the car engine had died away, she stood for a long time with her arms folded and her gaze out of focus. It was one thing to be lonely in life. But it was quite another not to know what you were paying that price for. The chances of ever catching a man like hers cheating on her were minimal, she knew that, even though she had never tried. His territory was a vast expanse, and he was a careful man; everything in their life indicated that. Pensions, insurance, double-checking of windows and doors, suitcases and luggage, desk always tidy, no hastily jotted notes or receipts left behind in pockets or drawers. He was a man who left no trace. Not even the scent of him remained more than a few minutes after he had left the room. How would she ever uncover an affair unless she put a private investigator on him? And where was she supposed to get the means to do that?

She thrust out her lower lip and expelled warm breath slowly into her face. Like she always did prior to an important decision. On the riding ground before clearing the highest obstacle. Before choosing her confirmation dress. Even before saying her vows in the church. And before going outside to see if life might be any different there in that gentle light.








[image: Penguin walking logo]



3

David Bell, a convivial hulk of a police sergeant, liked to take things easy, to sit and stare out at the waves as they smashed against the rocks. All the way up at John O’Groats, Scotland’s very extremity, where the sun shone only half as long, but twice as stunningly. This was David’s birthplace, and it was where he intended to die when his time was up.

David Bell was made for the rugged sea. Why should he idle away his time sixteen miles further south in the office of Bankhead Road Police Station in Wick, when this slumbering harbour meant so much to him? It was a fact he made no bones about.

It was also the reason why his boss always dispatched him to sort things out whenever there was trouble brewing in the communities up north. David would trundle up in his patrol car and threaten the local hotheads that he’d call in an officer from Inverness. It was generally enough to settle things down again. In these parts, no one wanted strangers from the city nosing about in their back gardens any more than they wanted horse piss in their Skull Splitter ale. It was more than enough having folk come through for the Orkney ferry.

Once things quietened down, only the waves remained, and if there was one thing Sergeant Bell had plenty of time for it was the waves.

Had it not been for Bell’s characteristic sedateness, the man who found the bottle might have hurled it back whence it came. But since the sergeant happened to be sitting there in his neatly pressed uniform with the wind in his hair and his cap on the rock beside him, handing it to him seemed the obvious thing to do.

The bottle had been caught in a trawl and had glinted slightly, though time and the sea had dulled its sheen, and the youngest man on board the Brew Dog had seen right away there was something special about it.

‘Chuck it over the side, Seamus,’ the skipper had shouted when he discovered the message inside. ‘Those things are bad luck. Wreckage in a bottle, we call them. The Devil’s in the ink and waiting to be let loose. Don’t you know the stories?’ But young Seamus didn’t, and he decided to take it ashore.

When Bell finally got back to the station in Wick, one of the local drunks had trashed two of the offices and the duty staff were rather weary of trying to keep the idiot pinned to the floor. That was how David Bell came to remove his jacket, whereupon Seamus’s bottle fell out of its pocket. And it was how he came to pick the bottle up and put it down again on the windowsill so he could concentrate his attention on planting his full weight on the chest of this drunken oaf in order to squeeze some of the air out of him. But anyone treating a full-blooded Viking descendant in such a fashion is liable to get more than he bargained for. And so it was that the drunk delivered such a blow to David Bell’s testicles that any recollection of the bottle was engulfed by the blaring sirens and flashing blue lights his nervous system frantically emitted as a consequence.

And so the bottle remained undisturbed in the sunny corner of the windowsill for a very long time indeed. No one paid it any heed, and no one worried that the paper it contained might be damaged by the sunlight and the condensation that with time appeared on the inside of the glass.

No one bothered to try to read the collection of semi-obliterated letters that appeared uppermost, and for that same reason no one gave a thought to what the word HJÆLP might mean.

The bottle did not come into human hands again until a young man who felt himself unreasonably treated on account of a measly parking fine swamped the intranet of Wick Police Station with a veritable tidal wave of viruses. In such a situation, the routine was to get in touch with a computer expert called Miranda McCulloch. When paedophiles encrypted their filth, when hackers covered up all traces of their online banking transactions, and when asset-strippers wiped their hard disks, it was Miranda McCulloch they kneeled before.

She was given an office. The staff were moved to tears and treated her like royalty, filling up her thermos with scalding coffee, throwing open the windows and making sure the radio was tuned in to Radio Scotland. Miranda McCulloch was indeed a woman appreciated wherever she went.

Because of the open windows and the billowing curtains, she noticed the bottle on her first day.

What a fine little bottle, she thought to herself, and wondered at the shadow inside it as she dredged through cipher columns of malicious code. When on the third day she got to her feet feeling well satisfied, her job complete, and with a reasonable idea of what kind of virus might be anticipated next time around, she stepped across to the windowsill and picked the bottle up. It was a lot heavier than she had thought. And warm to the touch.

‘What’s that inside it?’ she asked the secretary next door. ‘Is it a letter?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ came the answer. ‘David Bell came in with it a long time ago. I think maybe it was just for fun.’

Miranda held the bottle against the light. Was that writing on the paper? It was hard to tell because of the condensation on the inside.

She turned it in her hands. ‘Where is this David Bell? Is he on duty?’

The secretary shook her head. ‘No, I’m afraid he’s not. David was killed not far out of town a couple of years back. They’d given chase to a hit-and-run driver and it all went wrong. It was a terrible thing. David was such a nice chap.’

Miranda nodded. She wasn’t really listening. She was certain now that there was writing on the paper, but that wasn’t what had caught her attention. It was what was at the bottom of the bottle.

On close inspection through the sand-blown glass, the coagulated mass looked remarkably like blood.

‘Do you think I could take this bottle with me? Is there anyone here I should ask?’

‘Try Emerson. He drove with David for a couple of years. I’m sure it’ll be all right.’ The secretary turned towards the corridor. ‘Hey, Emerson,’ she yelled, rattling the panes in their frames. ‘Come here a minute, will you?’

Miranda said hello. Emerson was a pleasant, stocky man with sad eyes.

‘You want to take it with you? Be my guest. I’m certainly not wanting it myself.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s probably just nonsense. But just before David died, he remembered the bottle and said he’d better get it opened and do something about it. Some lad off a fishing boat handed it in to him in John O’Groats, and then the boat went down with the lad and everyone else on it a couple of years after. David felt he owed it to the lad to see what was inside. But he died before he got round to it. Not exactly a good omen, is it?’

Emerson shook his head.

‘Take it away, by all means. There’s no good about that bottle.’

That same evening, Miranda sat down in her terraced house in the Edinburgh suburb of Granton and stared at the bottle. It was some fifteen centimetres tall, blue-white in colour, slightly flattened and relatively long-necked. It could have been a scent bottle, though rather on the large side. More likely it had contained eau de cologne and was probably a good age too. She tapped a knuckle against it. The glass was solid, that much was apparent.

She smiled. ‘And what secrets might you conceal, dear?’ she mused, taking a sip of red wine from her glass before using the corkscrew to scrape out whatever it was that sealed the neck. The lump smelled of tar, but the bottle’s time in the sea had made the exact nature of the material hard to determine.

She tried to fish out the paper inside, but it was clearly in a state of decomposition and damp to the touch. Turning the bottle in her hand, she tapped her fingers against the bottom, but the paper budged not a millimetre. This prompted her to take the bottle into the kitchen and strike it a couple of times with a meat tenderizer.

That helped. The bottle splintered into blue crystals that spilled out over the work surface like crushed ice.

She stared at the piece of paper that lay on the chopping board and frowned. Her gaze passed over the shattered glass and she took a deep breath.

Maybe it hadn’t been the best of ideas after all.

‘Yes,’ her colleague Douglas in Forensics confirmed. ‘It’s blood all right. No doubt about it. Well done. The way the blood and the condensation have been absorbed into the paper is quite characteristic. Especially here, where the signature’s completely obliterated. The colour of it, and the pattern of absorption. Aye, it’s all typical.’

He unfolded the paper using tweezers and bathed it in blue light. Traces of blood all over, diffusely iridescent in every letter.

‘It’s written in blood?’

‘Most certainly.’

‘And you agree with me that the heading is an appeal for help? It sounds like it, at least.’

‘Aye, I reckon so,’ Douglas replied. ‘But I doubt we’ll be able to salvage much more than the heading. It’s quite damaged, that letter. Besides, it might be very old. The thing to do now is to make sure it’s properly treated and conserved, and then maybe we’ll have a stab at dating it. And of course we’ll need to have a linguistics expert take a look at it. Hopefully, they’ll be able to tell us what language that is.’

Miranda nodded. She had her own idea about that.

Icelandic.
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‘Health and Safety are here, Carl.’ Rose was standing in the doorway, looking like she wasn’t going to budge. Maybe she was hoping to see a fight.

A small man in a well-pressed suit introduced himself as John Studsgaard. Small, and with an air of authority. Apart from the flat brown briefcase under his arm he seemed harmless enough. A pleasant smile and his hand outstretched. However, it was an impression that evaporated the moment he opened his mouth.

‘There’s a report of asbestos having been found in the corridor here and in the crawlspace on the last inspection. We’ll need to inspect the insulation so the area can be made safe for use.’

Carl peered up at the ceiling. One bloody pipe. The only one in the entire basement. Bollocks.

‘I see you’ve got offices here,’ the suit went on. ‘Would that be in accordance with official occupation and fire regulations for the building?’ He was just about to unzip his briefcase, obviously in possession of a stack of documents that would provide him with the answer to his question.

‘Offices? What offices?’ said Carl. ‘You mean the archive briefing space here?’

‘Archive briefing space?’ The man looked lost for a second, but then the bureaucrat took charge. ‘I’m not entirely familiar with the term, but it seems clear to me that a lot of what I would call regular work-related activity is conducted here during the course of a day.’

‘You mean the coffee maker? We can put it somewhere else if you want.’

‘No, it’s not that. It’s more the whole set-up. Desks, bulletin boards, shelving, coat hooks, archives, office supplies, photocopiers.’

‘Oh, right, I’m with you now! Listen, do you know how many stairs there are up to the third floor from here?’

‘No.’

‘OK, then you probably don’t know either that we’re short-staffed and that it’d take up most of the day if we had to shoot up and down those stairs every time we needed to photocopy something for the archive. Perhaps you’d prefer to have killers running around on the loose than for us to be able to do our jobs properly?’

Studsgaard was about to protest, but Carl raised a hand and stopped him. ‘Where is this asbestos, exactly?’

The man frowned. ‘This isn’t about where or how. We have an incidence of asbestos contamination. Asbestos is a carcinogen. It’s not something you wipe up with a floor cloth.’

‘Were you here when the inspection took place, Rose?’ Carl inquired.

She pointed off down the corridor. ‘They found some dust along there somewhere.’

‘ASSAD!’ Carl yelled, so loud the man took a step backwards. ‘Come on, Rose, show me,’ he said as Assad popped into view.

‘You too, Assad. Bring your bucket, a cloth and those nice green gloves of yours. Job for you.’

They walked the fifteen steps along the corridor and then Rose pointed to some white, powdery substance on the floor between her black boots. ‘There!’ she exclaimed.

The man from Health and Safety protested and endeavoured to explain that what they were clearly intending to do was quite inadequate. That the source would be left untouched, and that common sense and all the regulations dictated that contamination should be removed in accordance with existing precepts.

Carl ignored him. ‘Once you’ve wiped it up, Assad, I want you to get on the phone and call a joiner. We need a partition wall to separate Health and Safety’s contaminated zone from our briefing space. Don’t want to be breathing all that crap into our lungs, do we, now?’

Assad shook his head deliberately. ‘What space was that you said, Carl? Briefing space … ?’

‘Just wipe the floor, Assad. The man’s busy.’

The official flashed Carl a hostile look. ‘You’ll be hearing from us,’ was the last thing he said as he huffed off down the corridor, briefcase clutched tight against his ribcage.

Hearing from them! Carl didn’t doubt it for a minute.

‘Tell me now, Assad, what all my case files are doing up there on the wall,’ said Carl. ‘I hope for your sake they’re copies.’

‘Copies? If you prefer copies, Carl, I can take them down again. I can get you all the copies you want, no problem.’

Carl swallowed. ‘Are you telling me to my face that these are the original documents you’ve hung up to dry?’

‘Look at my system, Carl. Tell me, by all means, if you do not find it so fantastic. That would be all right. I won’t get mad.’

Carl recoiled. ‘Mad?’ he repeated. He’d been away a fortnight and his staff had gone off their heads from inhaling asbestos.

‘Take a look, Carl.’ With an expression of glee, Assad held out two balls of string.

‘Well done, Assad. You’ve pilfered some string. Blue string and red string. Excellent. In nine months you can gift-wrap your Christmas presents.’

Assad slapped him on the back. ‘Ha, ha, Carl. Very good. Now you are your old self again.’

Carl shook his head. It irked him to think that his retirement depended on him reaching an age that was still so far off.

‘But look.’ Assad drew off a length of blue string, then tore off a piece of adhesive tape, affixing one end of the string to a case dating back to the sixties. Then he pulled the string across a number of other cases, snipped it with a pair of scissors and attached the other end to a case from the eighties. ‘Clever, don’t you think?’

Carl put his hands behind his neck as if to keep his head in place. ‘A magnificent work of art, Assad. Andy Warhol would be proud.’

‘Andy who?’

‘What is it exactly you’re doing, Assad? Are you trying to suggest a connection between those two cases?’

‘Just imagine if they actually were connected, then we would be able to see it.’ He indicated his blue string. ‘Right here! Blue string!’ He snapped his fingers. ‘It means we think the cases might have something in common.’

Carl inhaled deeply. ‘Aha! Let me guess what the red string’s for.’

‘Yes, exactly! That is for when we know the cases really are connected. A good system, don’t you think?’

Carl took in more air. ‘Yes, Assad. The only thing wrong with it is that none of the cases have anything at all in common. As such, it would be so much better for them to be in a pile on my desk so that we might peruse them at our leisure. Would that be OK with you?’ It wasn’t a question, but an answer came anyway.

‘Well, all right, boss.’ Assad rocked back and forth in his worn-out Ecco shoes. ‘I will begin to photocopy in ten minutes. Originals for you, copies on the wall for me.’

Marcus Jacobsen was looking older all of a sudden. A lot of work had passed over his desk of late. Not least the ongoing gang war and its attendant shootings in the Nørrebro district, but also a series of dreadful fires, all of them arson and resulting in enormous financial losses, as well as having cost human lives. Always at night. If Marcus had slept three hours a day this past week, he’d been doing well. Maybe it was worth being accommodating, whatever Marcus had on his mind.

‘What’s up, chief? Dragging me all this way upstairs again?’ Carl said.

Marcus fingered his empty cigarette packet. Poor sod, thought Carl, he’ll never get past withdrawal. ‘Yes, I know there’s not much room for you up here, Carl. But strictly speaking, I’m not allowed to have you in the basement. And now Health and Safety are on the phone telling me you’re obstructing one of their officers.’

‘It’s all sorted, Marcus. We’re having a partition wall put up slap in the middle of the corridor with a door in it and everything. It’ll all be shut off.’

The bags under Marcus’s eyes seemed to grow heavier. ‘That’s exactly the kind of thing I don’t want to hear, Carl,’ he said. ‘Which is why you and Rose and Assad are going to have to camp out up here. I can’t be taking flack from Health and Safety. There’s enough bother as it is. You know how much I’ve got on my plate at the moment. See for yourself.’ He indicated the neat new flatscreen on the wall. TV2 News were running a feature on the impact of the gang war. Calls for a funeral procession through the streets of Copenhagen to honour one of the victims merely inflamed matters further. People were braying about how come the police didn’t just take the troublemakers by the scruff of the neck so the streets could be safe again.

Marcus Jacobsen was indeed a worried man.

‘OK, if you move us up here, you can shut down Department Q right now, this very second.’

‘Don’t tempt me, Carl.’

‘Meaning you lose eight million a year in funding. Wasn’t that what we were allotted, eight million? Hell of a price for petrol for that old wreck we drive around in. Oh, yeah, and three salaries, of course, for me and Rose and Assad. Eight million. Not exactly plausible, is it?’

The homicide chief gave a sigh. Carl had him by the short and curlies. Without that funding, his own department would be short of at least five million a year. Creative redistribution. A bit like a government support scheme for outlying regions. Robbery made legal.

‘Solutions, please,’ he said eventually.

‘Where were you thinking of putting us up here, anyway?’ Carl asked. ‘In the bogs? In the window alcove where Assad was yesterday? Or maybe here, in your office?’

‘There’s room in the corridor.’ Marcus Jacobsen winced noticeably as he spoke. ‘We’ll find somewhere better soon. That’s been the idea all along, Carl.’

‘OK, fine by me. We’ll be needing three new desks, then.’ Carl stood and extended his hand as though it was a done deal.

The homicide chief backtracked slightly. ‘Just a minute,’ he said. ‘I sense something fishy going on here.’

‘Fishy? You get three extra desks, and when Health and Safety come back, I’ll send Rose upstairs to pretty up the empty chairs.’

‘They’ll never buy it, Carl.’ He paused a moment and looked like he might be taking the bait. ‘Then again … Sit down a minute, will you, Carl? There’s something I want you to have a look at. Remember three or four years ago we assisted our colleagues in Scotland?’

Carl nodded hesitantly. Was Marcus now about to impose bagpipes and haggis on Department Q? It was bad enough with Norwegians once in a while, but Scots!

‘We sent them some DNA from a Scot doing time in Vestre, I’m sure you remember. It was Bak’s case. They solved a murder on that count, and now they’ve sent us something in return. A police expert in Edinburgh, Douglas Gilliam, has sent us this parcel. There’s a letter inside. A message in a bottle, apparently. They’ve had a linguist take a look at it and discovered it must be from Denmark.’ He picked up a brown cardboard box. ‘They want to know the upshot, if we ever get a handle on it. It’s all yours, Carl.’

He handed him the box and gestured dismissively, plainly finished with him.

‘What do you expect me to do with it?’ Carl inquired. ‘How about passing it on to the Post Office instead?’

Jacobsen smiled. ‘Very funny, Carl. Sadly, Post Danmark aren’t exactly specialists in solving mysteries, more in creating them, I’d say.’

‘We’re busy enough as it is,’ Carl countered.

‘I don’t doubt it, Carl. But see what you can do. It’s probably nothing. Besides, it meets all the criteria for Department Q. It’s old, it’s unsolved, and no one else could be arsed.’

Something else to stop me putting my feet up, Carl mused to himself, weighing the box in his hand as he descended the stairs.

But then again.

An hour’s shut-eye was hardly going to be detrimental to Danish–Scottish relations.

‘I’ll be finished with it all by tomorrow. Rose is helping me,’ said Assad as he considered where the case he now stood with in his hand might originally have fitted into Carl’s three-pile filing system.

Carl growled. The Scottish box was on the desk in front of him. Premonitions tended to stick, and he had a bad feeling about the cardboard box with the broken customs authority seal on it.

‘This is a new case, perhaps?’ Assad inquired with interest, his gaze fixed on the brown cube. ‘Who has opened the box?’

Carl jerked his thumb upwards in the direction of the third floor.

‘Rose, come here a minute, will you?’ Carl yelled into the corridor.

Five minutes passed before she appeared: enough time in her view to signal just who was in charge. You got used to it.

‘What would you say to being assigned your first proper case, Rose?’ He nudged the cardboard box gently across the desk towards her.

He was unable to see her eyes beneath the jet-black fringe of her punk hairdo, but he felt sure they were hardly sparkling with enthusiasm.

‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘It’s to do with child porn or trafficking, am I right? Something you couldn’t be arsed with. In that case, the answer’s no. If you don’t fancy it yourself, you can give it to our little camel driver to amuse himself with. I’ve got other things to be doing.’

Carl smiled. She hadn’t really sworn, and she hadn’t kicked the door frame. And describing Assad as a camel driver was almost a compliment, coming from her. Anyone would think she was in a good mood. He nudged at the box again. ‘It’s a letter. A message in a bottle. I haven’t seen it yet. We could unpack it together.’

She wrinkled her nose. Distrust was her partner in life.

Carl pulled the flaps of the box apart, removed handfuls of polystyrene packing and retrieved a folder that he placed on the desk. Then he rummaged around in more polystyrene and found a plastic bag.

‘What’s that inside?’ Rose asked.

‘Shards from the bottle, I suppose.’

‘You mean they broke it?’

‘No, they took it apart. There’s a set of instructions in the folder telling you how to put it together again. Should be a piece of cake for a handywoman like you.’

She stuck her tongue out at him and weighed the bag in her hand. ‘It’s not very heavy. How big was it?’

He shoved the case file towards her. ‘Read it yourself.’

She left the box where it was and went off down the corridor. Peace at last. In an hour it would be time to go home. He would take the train back to Allerød, buy a bottle of whisky, anaesthetize himself and Hardy with a glass each, one with a straw and one with ice. A quiet night in.

He closed his eyes and dozed for all of ten seconds until Assad suddenly made his presence felt in front of him.

‘I have found something, Carl. Come and have a look on the wall.’

Funny how being off in the land of nod for only a few seconds always impacted so forcefully on one’s sense of balance, Carl thought to himself, clutching dizzily at the corridor wall as Assad proudly indicated one of the case documents that was affixed to the noticeboard.

Carl dragged himself back to the real world. ‘Say that again, Assad. My thoughts were somewhere else.’

‘I asked only if you thought the chief might not consider this case in light of all the fires in Copenhagen.’

Carl tested the floor beneath his feet to make sure it was steady, then went up to the wall upon which Assad’s index finger was now planted. The case was fourteen years old. A fire in which a body had been found. Murder, perhaps, in the area close to the city lake called Damhussøen. A case concerning the discovery of a body so badly burned that neither time of death nor gender could be established. All genetic material had perished. No missing person matched the body. Eventually, the case had been shelved. Carl remembered it well. It had been one of Antonsen’s.

‘What makes you think it has anything to do with the arsons going on now, Assad?’

‘Arsons?’

‘The fire-raising.’

‘Because!’ said Assad, pointing eagerly at a photograph detailing skeletal remains. ‘This round groove in the bone of his short finger. It says something about it here too.’ He removed the plastic folder from the noticeboard and found the page from the report. ‘Here it is described. “As though made by a signet ring over a period of many years,” it says here. A groove going all the way round.’

‘So what?’

‘On the short finger, Carl.’

‘And?’

‘I remember from Department A, there was a body in the first fire that was missing its short finger altogether.’

‘OK. The correct term is little finger, Assad. Not short.’

‘Exactly. And in the next fire was a groove in the short finger of the man who was found. Just like here.’

Carl’s eyebrows lifted demonstrably.

‘I think you should go up to the third floor and tell the chief what you’ve just told me, Assad.’

Assad beamed. ‘I would never have seen it if it wasn’t for that photo being stuck to the wall in front of my nose all this time. Funny, don’t you think?’

It was as though with her new assignment a chink had appeared in Rose’s impenetrable armour. At any rate, she did not begin by waving the document in his face and shouting, but instead removed his ashtray and placed the letter carefully, almost respectfully, on his desk.

‘It’s very hard to read,’ she said. ‘It seems it was written in blood, which gradually absorbed dampness from the condensation and drew it into the paper. Besides, the capitals are poorly done. The heading’s quite clear, though. See how legible it is. It says HELP.’

Carl leaned grudgingly forward and studied what remained of the capital letters. The paper may once have been white, but now it was brown. Its edges were in tatters in several places, with bits missing, presumably lost when the paper was unfolded after being in the water.

‘What tests have been done on it, does it say? Where was it found? And when?’

‘It was found off the Orkney Islands. Caught up in a fishing net. In 2002, apparently.’

‘In 2002! They weren’t in a hurry to pass it on, then.’

‘The bottle had been left on a windowsill and forgotten. That’s most likely the cause of the condensation. It’ll have been in the sun.’

‘They’re all pissheads in Scotland,’ muttered Carl.

‘There’s a pretty useless DNA profile here. And some ultraviolet photos. They’ve done their best to preserve the letter. And look, here’s their reconstruction of the wording. Some of it can actually be read.’

Carl looked at the photocopy and immediately regretted his hasty caricature of the Scottish population. Comparing the original letter with the attempt at reconstruction, the results were impressive indeed.

He skimmed through the reconstructed letter. People have always been fascinated by the idea of sending a message in a bottle that might end up on the other side of the world, perhaps leading to new and unexpected adventures.

But that wasn’t the case here. This was deadly serious. Nothing to do with boyish pranks, or a project by Cub Scouts on some exciting field trip. No blue skies and harmony here. The letter was almost certainly what it seemed to be.

A desperate cry for help.
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The moment he left her, he left behind his day-to-day life. He drove the twenty kilometres or so from Roskilde to the secluded farm-labourer’s cottage that lay almost midway between their home and the house by the fjord. Reversed the van out of the barn and then parked the Mercedes inside. Locked the barn door, took a quick shower and dyed his hair, changed his clothes and stood in front of the mirror for ten minutes getting ready. He found what he needed in the cupboards, then went outside with his bags to the light-blue Peugeot Partner he used on his trips. An undistinguished vehicle, neither too big nor too small, its mud-spattered number plates not noticeably obliterated at first sight and yet still almost illegible. It was anonymous, and registered in the name he’d used when purchasing the cottage. It suited his purpose.

By the time he reached this stage, he was always thoroughly prepared. Research on the Internet, and in the registers to which he had collected access codes over the years, had yielded the information he required on potential victims. He was flush with cash, using large-denomination notes to pay at petrol stations and toll bridges, always looking away from the cameras, always keeping his distance if anything untoward seemed to be in the air.

This time, his hunting ground was mid-Jutland, a region in which the concentration of religious sects was high. A couple of years had passed since he had last struck there. Whatever else one might say, he spread death with the utmost care and attention.

For some time he had conducted observations, though as a rule only for a couple of days at a time. On the first occasion, he had stayed with a woman in Haderslev, then with another in a small place called Lønne. The risk of being recognized in the Viborg area, so far away, was minuscule.

His choice was between five families. Two were Jehovah’s Witnesses, one was Evangelist, one was with the Guardians of Morality and the fifth with the Mother Church. As things stood, he inclined towards the latter.

He arrived in Viborg at about eight in the evening, too early by half for what he was intending, especially in a town of this size, but it was better to err on the side of caution.

His criteria for selecting the bars in which he found the women who would put him up were always the same. The place mustn’t be too small. It mustn’t lie in an area in which everyone knew each other. It mustn’t have too many regulars. And it mustn’t be such a dive that no single woman of a certain standard between the ages of thirty-five and fifty-five would go there.

The first place on his tour, Julle’s Bar, was too cramped and gloomy, all wooden kitsch and one-armed bandits. The next place was better. There was a small dance floor and the clientele were a decent mix, with the exception of a gay patron who immediately planted himself on the adjacent bar stool at a distance measurable only in millimetres. If he found a woman there, the guy would almost certainly remember him, despite his polite rejection.

He found what he was looking for at the fifth attempt. The signs above the bar counter seemed to confirm it: The quiet ones are the wild ones, The Terminal – your home from home, and perhaps in particular Best boobs in town are here all struck the right tone.

The Terminal, tucked away in the street called Gravene, closed early at eleven o’clock, but people were well in the mood on Hancock Høker ale and local rock music. He felt sure he’d get off with someone before closing.

He picked out a woman, not exactly young, sitting near the slot machines. She had been dancing on her own when he came in, her arms floating free at her sides on the tiny dance floor. She was quite pretty, certainly no easy prey. A serious fisher in these waters. A woman who wanted a man she could trust, someone worth waking up next to for the rest of her life, not someone she reckoned on finding here. She was obviously just out with some girlfriends from work after a hard day’s slog.

Two of her giggly, well-proportioned colleagues stood swaying to the music in the smoking cabin; the rest had taken possession of a number of the establishment’s mismatched tables. Most likely the girls had been partying for some time already. At any rate, he felt fairly certain none of the others would be able to describe him in any detail in a couple of hours’ time.

He made eye contact with her, and after five minutes he asked her to dance. She was tipsy, not drunk. It was a good sign.

‘You’re not from round here,’ she said. ‘What are you doing in Viborg?’

Her scent was pleasant, her gaze steady and firm. It was easy to see what she wanted him to say. That he visited Viborg often. That he was fond of the place. That he was educated and single. So that’s what he said. Casually, without making an issue of it. He would say anything as long as it worked.

Two hours later, they were lying in her bed. She was satisfied and he was safe in the knowledge that he could stay with her for a couple of weeks without the usual questions: Did he really like her? Was he serious?

He was careful not to build up her expectations. He played coy and mysterious, keeping her guessing as to what depths of personality his nonchalance concealed.

He awoke at half past five the next morning as planned. Got dressed, rummaged around discreetly in her drawers and cupboards, finding out about her before she began to stir. Divorced, as he already knew. No children. Probably a decent little office job in the local authority that just as likely sapped her of all her energy. She was fifty-two years old and at this point in her life more than ready for adventure.

Before placing the tray of coffee and toast on the bed beside her, he drew back the curtains a chink so that she could catch his smile and all his freshness.

Afterwards, she cuddled up close to him. Tender and submissive, the dimples of her cheeks now deeper than before. She stroked his face and was about to kiss his scar when he lifted his chin and asked: ‘Should I check into the Hotel Palads, or would you like me to come back here tonight?’

The answer was a formality. She snuggled affectionately closer and told him where she kept the key. And then he sauntered out to the van and drove away from his new-found residential bliss.

The family he had selected would be able to pay the usual million-kroner ransom he demanded. They might need to sell off some stocks, though it was certainly not the best time to do so, but apart from that they were well consolidated financially. Obviously, the recession had made it harder to commit even reasonably lucrative crime, but as long as his victims were selected with prudence there would always be a way. He was certain this family possessed both the ability and the will to meet his demands, and to do so with discretion.

He had been observing them for some time. He had visited their church and had spoken in confidence with the parents after prayer meetings. He knew how long they had been members of their community, how they had made their money, how many children they had and what they were called, and in broad outline the patterns of their daily life.

The family lived outside Frederiks, twenty minutes south-west of Viborg. Five children aged between ten and eighteen. All still living at home, all active members of the Mother Church. The two eldest attended the gymnasium school in Viborg; their siblings were taught at home by their mother, a former teacher of the Tvind schools in her mid-forties, who for want of a better life had turned to God. It was she who wore the trousers at home. She who steered the troops and their religion. Her husband was twenty years her senior and one of the area’s wealthiest businessmen. Though he donated half his income to the Mother Church, as all members were obliged to, there was plenty left over. A business such as his, hiring out agricultural machinery and equipment to local farmers, was never in jeopardy.

The corn kept growing even when the banks went down the plughole.

The only drawback about this particular family was that the second son, who seemed otherwise to be an excellent choice of victim, had begun attending karate lessons. Not that there was any reason to be nervous about any physical threat this slight young man might pose, but it might upset the timing.

And timing was everything, once things got ugly.

Apart from that, this second son and his middle sister, the fourth child of the family, had all the characteristics required for his mission to be successful. They were enterprising, the best-looking of the siblings and also the most dominant. Almost certainly the apples of their mother’s eye. Good churchgoers, but also rather unruly. The kind who ended up either as high priests or expelled from the Church altogether. Believers, and yet indomitably self-possessed. It was the perfect combination.

A bit like he had once been himself, perhaps.

He parked the van between the trees of the windbreak and sat for a long time looking through the binoculars, observing the children running around in the garden beside the farmhouse during their breaks from home schooling. The girl he had selected seemed to be up to something in a corner beneath some trees. Something not intended to be seen by the others. For some time she remained occupied, kneeling in the tall grass. This confirmed to him what a good choice she was.

Whatever she was doing, her mother and the Church would not approve, he thought to himself with a nod of acknowledgement. God always puts the best of his flock to the test, and twelve-year-old Magdalena, this girl soon to become a young woman, was no exception.

He watched for another hour or two, reclining inside
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