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Prologue I

2005

“Again with this crap?” Anker flung open the passenger-side door and reached one arm across the windshield. “Can’t see shit when they put it at that angle.”

“Let me guess,” grunted Hardy from the back seat. He looked at the sticker Anker was waving. “Okay, that’s a new one,” he went on. “ ‘The Three Musketeers.’ Our colleagues at the station are getting creative.”

“They’re just jealous the three of us make such a good team, Hardy,” said Carl from the driver’s seat. “Hey, look over there.” He pointed across the street. “Those two guys standing back from the road. The one on the left, isn’t that the knifeman we’re after?”

Hardy leaned forward, between the two front seats. “Nah, that’s his brother. Means he’ll probably be along in a minute, though.”

“Well, if we’re the three musketeers, I’m sure as hell not going to be that sanctimonious twat Aramis, even if I am the shortest,” said Anker dryly.

Carl shook his head. “Why not? Aramis was a bit of a charmer too, you know.”

“Nah, that was the big one, the drinker,” interjected Hardy. “Which would be me, obviously.”

The two men in the front seat started chuckling. Hardy and the female sex—that was its own can of worms.

“Hey, come on. You think I don’t know what I’m like?” Hardy groaned. “Women! It’s enough to drive you nuts.”

“It’s not like you actually have anything to complain about, though, do you?” asked Anker. “Minna’s gorgeous.”

Carl kept his eyes on the road, trying not to react. It wasn’t the first time Anker had said exactly what Carl was thinking.

“Yeah, she is, and she knows it.”

There was sudden yelling from the pavement opposite, and Hardy rolled down the window a fraction. “I’m sick of Minna flirting with every Tom, Dick, and Harry who comes her way. You two included.”

Anker turned to look at him. “Aww, boo hoo, poor little Hardy. You’ve got it made. Not like me and Elisabeth. Pretty sure I’ll be needing to borrow a sofa at a friend’s place any day now.”

“You know you’re always welcome at mine, right, Anker?” said Carl.

“Or at ours,” Hardy added.

Anker gave Carl’s shoulder a squeeze. “Thanks, lads. Now that’s hospitality for you!”

“I think that’s him now,” Hardy said.

“Are you kidding? That’s his missus. Probably never seen a woman in trousers before, have you?” Anker teased. “Okay, Carl, tell me,” he went on, “how long have you and Vigga been separated? You must be getting a divorce soon, surely?”

Carl stifled a laugh. Vigga was the most puzzling creature on Earth. No man with an ounce of common sense could argue that she was till-death-do-us-part material, but to let go of her completely—that might be a step too far.

“So you’re hoping to be a free agent again, eh, Anker?” said Carl. “Or do you already have another iron in the fire?”

Anker smiled lopsidedly. “Always! I’ve met somebody. Proper wild one, full of surprises. I think you know the type?”

Carl nodded. Surprises were Vigga’s specialty as well.

Anker gave an exaggerated wink. “Let me tell you, this one certainly knows how to make a man an offer he can’t refuse. She’ll be the death of me, if I’m not careful.”

Hardy shook his head at him and opened the door. Something had caught his attention.

Oh really? Carl thought. That particular piece of information from Anker was new to him, but it was always like this when the three of them were on duty together. The only difference between them and teenage boys with bulges in their trousers was age. No other team at the station got on as well as they did, that was for sure.

“She sounds dangerous,” Carl said. “Very intriguing. So who is she, Anker?”

Anker seemed to drift off for a moment, as though he was already in Paradise, nearing the forbidden tree.

Then he smiled the smile that brought down almost every woman’s defenses. “You already know who, Carl!”

Abruptly, Hardy took off running. “Come on, lads, we’ve got him,” he yelled, sprinting across the road.




Prologue II

Saturday, December 26, 2020

“You got the balls to repeat what you just said, Eddie? Do you, you little shit?”

Eddie Jansen lowered his gaze, trying not to provoke the man, but the blow came anyway.

“We had an agreement, didn’t we? So how about sticking to it?” the man said, as the whine in Eddie’s ear rose to a screech.

Eddie nodded cautiously. He sincerely hoped he was hiding his desperation, because the last thing he wanted was to get on the wrong side of the people running the operation—or their representative, the man currently sitting opposite him with the two different-colored eyes.

He had to stick to the deal, said the man, as though Eddie didn’t know that. The truth was he had no choice, unless he wanted things to take a very nasty turn indeed.

That fucking deal!

For years he’d been dazzled by the size of the bribes, and who could blame him? The salary of a detective on the Rotterdam police force was a drop in the ocean compared to what these powerful men had offered him for his services and information. Eddie had jumped at the chance, and, as expected, it was easy money. It had paid for a cushier life: gifts for his girlfriend and later for their daughter, payments on the summer cabin, installments on the boat and the cars. From that point on, there’d been no more money worries, no more anxious nights.

And yet, the moment of reckoning had come. Of course it had.

He had been dithering for some time over the job the man opposite was now demanding he finish. Compared to the other stuff, there was something indisputably uncompromising about this one. It was on another level. And although God knew he’d been lax over the years, sloppy, he had always muddled along, and his employers’ demands had seemed to be lessening. So what, he’d thought, was there to be afraid of?

Eddie tried to steady his trembling hands. Was the real problem that he’d gradually lost the courage to carry out his orders? No, it was no good—his hands continued to shake uncontrollably. This could cost him everything.

He took a deep breath and almost whispered, his eyes still downcast, “We . . . no, I mean, I promise I’ll get him. It’ll be just like we agreed, you can count on it.”

Raising his head, he found himself looking straight down the barrel of a gun, which a second later was pressed to his forehead.

The tall man held the gun firmly. His face was expressionless, his voice ice-cold. “You’ve been sitting on this for thirteen years, and then just when our product turns up in a suitcase in the man’s attic, you aren’t ready. Now you tell us the man’s been arrested, acting like it’s no big deal that he’s in the custody of the Danish police at this very moment. Do you have any idea how dead fucking serious this is going to be for all of us if he suddenly decides to get chatty?”

“Yes, but—” The click as the trigger was pulled made Eddie’s body jerk.

The man laughed. “Bit of a shock, eh, Eddie? Like the Chinese fellow I heard about in a story: they put all the prisoners on their knees in a row, lined up waiting for a bullet to the back of the neck, and this poor bloke jumps clean into the air when the man next to him gets shot. Not a very nice thought, I know, but you could end up the same way, Eddie. That’s the reality now. If we’re ever in this situation again, you’re not going to know if there’s a cartridge in the chamber or not, you follow me? So. Get off your arse and show us what you can do. We’re not taking any chances about what Carl Mørck knows—or what he might decide to do next.”

Eddie looked out the window, gazing across the darkened city of Schiedam and Louis Raemaekersstraat, where the traffic lights at the bottom of the high-rise block had turned green. In a few minutes, his wife, Femke, would be back in their apartment with their little angel, having spent all day with Siri, a former colleague. She would smile at his guest, and afterward Femke would ask Eddie who he was, this man who had come to visit so late. But she could have no involvement in that part of his life. None.

“Yes, of course! I understand.” He nodded, gingerly nudging the barrel of the gun away from his face. “I’ll make contact with the Danes tonight.”




1

Carl

Saturday, December 26–Sunday, December 27, 2020

The predicament in which Carl now found himself reminded him of childhood, of the moment when its haze of innocence had been cruelly and definitively lifted. When, for the first time, he had come to see everything a little too clearly, to feel the sting of lies. It was the experience of injustice burning itself into his cheek after an unearned slap. Of his younger years, when his love was unrequited, or later in his adult life, when a lover’s betrayal loomed suddenly and without warning.

All these emotions came rushing back the second his most valued colleague, Chief of Homicide Marcus Jacobsen, clicked the handcuffs around his wrists—a lot tighter than necessary. They pressed harder still as he was dragged away from Mona and shoved into the waiting patrol car, while she signaled to him from the top of the steps that he wasn’t alone.

Cold comfort.

Things went from bad to worse when the officer in the front seat instructed the driver to head not to the police station but directly to Vestre Prison.

“Hey, no, what are you doing? That’s not right. Why aren’t you driving me to the secure unit at the station?” he asked, but received no answer. He heard only mutters from the front seat, as well as Marcus Jacobsen’s name mentioned several times.

Carl leaned gingerly forward between the front seats, trying to find a position where the cuffs behind his back weren’t cutting off his circulation. It was blindingly obvious now that although he’d worked like a dog at the station for decades, solving difficult—almost impossible—cases, from this point on, he could forget about receiving any support from his colleagues.

What had he expected, really?

How many times had he escorted someone in custody to that bleak mammoth of a prison? And how many times had the tear-choked detainees in the back seat fought desperately to defend themselves with everything they had . . . or didn’t have? Innocence, remorse, a family left behind—always in vain, mind you. The disgrace and humiliation simply had to be endured until the preliminary hearing. Pastoral care wasn’t his job. He was just there to get them from A to B. At this point in the process, you were guilty until proven innocent.

Now, the day after Christmas in 2020, as the car drove down dark and frozen streets decorated with now-redundant wreaths and snowflakes, Carl tried to imagine what defense he could possibly muster.

What am I even defending myself against? he wondered. He had been arrested just as they had solved the Sisle Park case and freed Gordon. But had he actually done anything to feel guilty about? How had things gotten this far? Was it his reluctance to investigate the nail gun murders? His naivety when it came to the activities of his colleague Anker Høyer? His suspicion that Anker himself had been using drugs? Or was it that he’d stupidly done him the favor of storing that suitcase without asking what was in it? Left it sitting up in his attic all these years, never giving it a second thought? The suitcase, as it turned out, had been crammed full of hard drugs and a dizzying amount of cash in various currencies. God, if only he’d broken it open before the others got there, he could have handed it in. How silly of him to believe so blindly that when push came to shove, nobody would suspect him, loyal detective that he was, of criminal activity. That was practically a mortal sin in and of itself. And now he didn’t have a clue what to say in his defense. All he knew was that his colleagues in the patrol car had no interest in protestations of innocence or invocations of abandoned families. What did that have to do with them? They would listen only to remorse, to confessions and repentance—but they weren’t getting that. So Carl said nothing as they drove through the prison gates, nothing as he was escorted toward the intake officer, winter-pale and weary-looking.

The accompanying paperwork handed over by one of the police officers was examined carefully through matte-framed glasses, and the guard glanced up to confirm that they were not requesting protective custody. This seemed to surprise him, since the prisoner in question was a high-profile police officer.

Carl too was taken aback. No protective custody—what did the man mean?

“Hey, listen,” he said. “I’m pretty sure that a lot of the people in here are locked up because of me. So—”

“You’ll take what you’re given,” the guard interrupted.

That didn’t bode well. And as Carl was led away and asked to strip, his colleagues didn’t nod goodbye.

The wizened guard conducting the search eyed Carl with the same contempt as Jacobsen had when reading him his rights.

“Well, well, well! The revered Carl Mørck. Well, well, well,” he repeated, tossing the clothes into a pile. “I’d say there are a few lads on the wing who are going to enjoy this. Doubt there’s a single inmate in this whole establishment who’d want to be in your shoes right now,” he went on, dumping a change of clothes into Carl’s arms.

Although Carl had been anticipating them, the words still hit harder than he’d have liked. Perhaps he’d been expecting some magical portal to open up and drop a solution into his lap? But none seemed to be forthcoming.

As he was led down the familiar narrow, colorless corridors and past peeling bars into the East Wing itself—an imposing jumble of stairs, railings, safety netting, and countless cell doors—and toward cell 437, his last protective layer of armor fell away, and Carl began to sweat. He knew for a fact that any naïve remnant of a sense of justice he might have had would vanish the moment the heavy door slammed behind him with its irrevocable click.

Carl’s eyes darted around the large, sterile prison wing, which was lit coldly from above, before he was led into the cell and the key was turned on the other side of the door. He’d seen hundreds of prison cells in his time, of course, but never before had a narrow black mattress like the one before him been his bed. The bed where he would have to try to get some rest without Mona by his side. Where he would not be woken early next morning by his daughter crashing into him headlong, would not wake up hoping that the dawning day would hold good things in store for him.

Carl surveyed the damaged gray noticeboard above the bed, reading the words a former inmate had written in pen, the letters gradually fading.

All of them depressing. No small light in the darkness.

*

He had just drifted into a kind of sleep, having spent most of the night racking his brain over what was going to happen next and what he ought to do, when someone hammered on the door and a rough male voice yelled that they fucking knew who he was in there, that they were going to get him. Then the voice fell silent, evidently due in part to a couple of guards bundling the aggressive man away.

But the words could not be unsaid: “We’re going to get you, pig.”

Propping himself up on his elbows, Carl took a deep breath. So. The harassment had begun, throwing reality on the inside into sharp relief. “Get” meant “kill.” “Pig” meant he deserved it. From now on, being him was deadly. As he thought back to all the times he’d seen things go badly for an officer on the inside, he swallowed a lump. His only hope now was to get a court-appointed lawyer who could yank him out of the firing line, either by getting him released after the preliminary hearing or by obtaining protective custody, which surely he had a right to as a police officer.

Plus he’d have to find some way to talk to Rose, Assad, and maybe also Gordon, if the poor guy wasn’t still too shaken up by the nightmare that had unfolded over Christmas, when he’d been held captive for several days and come within a hair’s breadth of being executed by the serial killer Sisle Park. The three of them would have to knuckle down and uncover the truth behind the nail gun murders, now that things had so suddenly and radically gone into overdrive. Finally, it was crucial that Mona, in her capacity as a police psychologist, be given permission to visit him more often than was normal for close relatives.

The case they seemed to be trying to pin on him was rooted fifteen years in the past. The chief witness—also the prime suspect, his former colleague Anker Høyer—had died in Amager in 2007, and another colleague, Hardy Henningsen, had been paralyzed during the same incident by a bullet through the spine. So who was left to testify, then, apart from the third person involved in the shooting—Carl himself? Could Hardy? Would he? Was he even on Carl’s side?

Carl sank back onto the thin mattress, feeling the weight of his powerlessness. A bullshit case, that was what this was, and all roads led back to Anker Høyer, the man who had once been a good friend and colleague. If it wasn’t for Anker, Carl wouldn’t be lying here now, he was sure of that. Anker had been one of those cops who didn’t see himself in the same role as Carl and Hardy for the rest of his life—that much had been obvious even then. He had ambitions, and for Anker, Anker and Anker’s needs always came first. It was the reason why his wife had kicked him out, why he was always on the lookout for opportunities to climb another rung up the social ladder. To Anker, social climbing meant getting his hands on money, and lots of it. Why hadn’t Carl foreseen that that might eventually become a problem? Still, the idea that Anker was corrupt, that he was complicit in drug dealing—and worse—it had never crossed his mind. Nor that it would lead to Anker’s death in some godforsaken hovel in Amager. And now here he was, suspected of being his accomplice. The truth was, Carl couldn’t remember a damn thing about almost anything that had happened back then.

He had never wished more fervently that his old friend Hardy was by his side, so that together they could try to figure out what had happened in 2007, in what everybody had called “the nail gun case.” Carl sighed again. He knew perfectly well that it was wishful thinking. Hardy was currently undergoing several months of alternative and probably pointless rehab in Switzerland. There wasn’t much chance of his getting involved.

In the hours that followed, Carl took up the fragments of the past and tried to piece them together. When he looked at them arrayed like that, he realized what an idiot he’d been. He’d kept Anker’s stolen goods hidden in a suitcase in his attic. He and Hardy had allowed themselves to be lured out to Amager, ignoring Anker’s erratic behavior. He had neglected to delve further into what had happened afterward, when those mechanics in Sorø were killed with a nail gun in exactly the same way as an uncle of one of them, Georg Madsen, the old man in Amager. Neglected to take sufficient interest in what the victims had actually done, given that their lives had ended so ignominiously, with nails buried in their skulls.

Carl fixed his gaze on a spot on the ceiling and tried to hold it steady as he marshaled his excuses. First and foremost, that Anker’s death and Hardy’s terrible injuries had almost destroyed him. He’d had two breakdowns in succession and a bad case of PTSD, which he obviously hadn’t wanted to admit. And on top of that he’d just been so fucking gullible, even though that wasn’t usually like him.

*

On Sunday morning at eight thirty a.m., after a miserable night, Carl was driven to court in the city center and placed in a holding cell. Barely fifteen minutes before the session was due to start, he was led up to a side room where his unknown defense counsel was waiting.

As soon as he set eyes on the man, Carl sighed. One quick glance at his shabby green overcoat and unshaven face was enough for Carl to know he couldn’t expect much help from that quarter. Clearly one of those court-appointed lawyers who had abandoned hope of a glorious career as a star defense counsel, the sort of trajectory crappy TV series led law students to believe awaited them after university. Still, what else did he expect? No doubt there wasn’t exactly a huge selection of lawyers who were both available and highly motivated, not two days after Christmas. And on a Sunday, to boot.

“Has my wife been informed that my preliminary hearing is up first today?”

The lawyer shrugged. “I don’t know, actually. Seems like it’s only just been decided.” He smoothed his glistening hair. “Name’s Adam Bang,” he said, gripping Carl’s hand. “I have my two kids with me this weekend, three and five, and I had to twist my sister’s arm into coming over to babysit. So you’ll have to excuse my appearance.” He tried to straighten his crooked tie. “Didn’t even have time for a shower, actually.”

Nice of him to admit it.

*

In the courtroom where the preliminary hearing was being held, Carl realized from a single sweeping glance that none of his relatives or friends from Department Q were present. There were, however, ranks of journalists from the Copenhagen dailies, as well as the police officers who had been present at his arrest. Among them, presumably, were members of the Police Complaints Authority, or PCA. They would be the ones responsible for the investigation going forward, since the assumption was that Carl, like Anker Høyer, had broken the law during his time on the force. Carl scanned for friendly faces among the black chairs in the public gallery but found only one, Sergeant Bente Hansen. She caught his eye and nodded quickly at him with a cautious smile, but Carl dropped his gaze awkwardly. He was genuinely touched to think that she was there for him. Maybe he should tell Rose that the Q team could count on her for a helping hand.

“What the hell is going on?” he whispered to his lawyer. “Why are there journalists here? We need to get rid of those hacks. Do you know how they found out about my arrest?”

Carl leaned toward Marcus Jacobsen, who was sitting behind him in the front row of the gallery. “Is this your doing, Marcus?” he asked, nodding in the direction of the already scribbling journalists.

The chief of homicide shook his head. “No, I’m afraid that’s just the grapevine for you. I heard the information came from Vestre Prison. Regrettable, of course.” He couldn’t even bring himself to look Carl in the eyes or say his name. The room was freezing, as though filled with broken ice. Carl had never seen such glaring disappointment.

But he wasn’t letting him off the hook that easily. “Oh really? Then why the hell didn’t you keep me at the station last night? This whole circus could have been avoided.”

Marcus turned to the narcotics boss, Leif Lassen, nicknamed “the Sniffer Dog,” who was sitting next to him. Lassen whispered something into his ear.

“The remand center at the station is only for foreign nationals these days, that’s why,” he said curtly, when they finally made eye contact.

That made the second time in twenty-four hours that Carl could have punched him.

Then the prosecutor came in and sat down. It was clear that he, at least, hadn’t skipped his morning shower. The man seemed to be walking in a cloud as perfumed as a waft of the beauty department at Magasin du Nord.

The judge who strode in and took a seat at the bench while everybody else stood was as unknown to Carl as the public defender and the prosecutor.

The session was brief. The prosecutor was as dry as gravel on a summer’s day, gabbling through his statement like he was practicing for the Danish rap championships. Carl barely had time to reread what the text put up on the display to his right said about custody before the statement was over. His lawyer stood very slowly, straightening his back with as much authority as his rumpled coat allowed him to muster, and requested a closed hearing. No press. The judge eyed him for a moment, then Carl, and finally shook his head as though they’d called for champagne and a bowl of caviar. He did, however, issue an injunction prohibiting the media from publishing the name of the accused, which prompted most of the reporters to stand and leave the room amid a stream of hungry and vociferous protests. What was the point of stopping them from printing his name when the news was all over town already anyway, and what good would it do to throw them out? Wasn’t it in the interest of the accused to have people covering the case fairly and objectively?

Their protests did them no good. Given the concerns around this high-profile policeman’s safety, it could not be otherwise.

Carl gave the judge an appreciative nod, and the prosecutor, in a clear voice, began to lay out a case that made Carl’s jaw drop. He was charged with murder—or aiding and abetting a murder—corruption, theft, and drug dealing. Carl couldn’t make sense of any of it, although each of the charges was accompanied by a justification. He looked back at the chief of homicide, who was observing the proceedings coldly.

Carl shook his head and leaned in toward his counsel. “That’s a bald-faced lie from start to finish. It’s all been grossly distorted,” he whispered, but the lawyer hushed him with a gesture, trying to concentrate on what the prosecutor was saying.

“My client pleads not guilty on all counts,” he said, without conferring with Carl first. So far, however, the two of them were on the same wavelength. Obviously he wasn’t guilty. He patted his lawyer cautiously on the shoulder, clearly enough for Jacobsen behind him to see it, and then he was remanded into custody for four weeks.

Darkness gathered. Even half the charges presented might be enough to put him in prison for at least five years, and if they couldn’t be disproven, he could end up being sentenced to much longer than that.

He glanced again at the information on the display. It appeared that several passages from Section 762 of the Administration of Justice Act were being cited in reference to the charges.

Carl was trapped.




2

Eddie

Sunday, December 27, 2020

“Yep, he went straight back to prison after the preliminary hearing, and right now he’s in a private meeting room with his lawyer. From what I understand, the police have already questioned him briefly.”

“Fuck’s sake, Eddie, that’s really not good. Is he in protective custody?” asked the man with the strange eyes over the phone.

“Nope.” Eddie grinned to himself. “From what I’ve been told by our man on the inside, he’ll be brought back to cell 437 after questioning and the consultation with his lawyer, but I’m sure it won’t be long before he’s isolated from gen pop, maybe as early as this afternoon.”

“Who told you that?”

“One of the guards. We’ve had him on the payroll for a few years now. The man’s worth his weight in gold, and he’s on shift today.”

“On our end we’re thinking the price for murdering a policeman should be about a hundred thousand euros. Sound good to you?”

“Yup!”

“Right, so what’s the plan?”

“It’s going to happen when the lunch trolley’s being taken around. Our guard has made a deal with an inmate. He’s a bit dim-witted, bit simple, but he’s got nothing to lose, and this is a way to provide for his family.”

Eddie turned to look at his colleagues on the Sunday shift at Rotterdam Police Station, each of them hunched and struggling over their reports. There were still a few decorations up, but there was no trace of Christmas cheer: criminals didn’t take time off on Sundays and holidays. There was plenty of work to be done.

Eddie had been working with international informants in the drug world for twenty years. He spoke English with them, and nobody questioned that. Every officer had their own informants—it was the best way to protect their sources—so Eddie had no trouble running his little side hustle.

“How’s he going to do it, this guy you’ve selected?” asked the man on the phone.

“Knife straight to the heart!” Eddie nodded, pleased with himself. In a couple of hours, he would be able to go back to his employers and tell them the final loose end in this piece-of-shit case was tied up.

He hung up, unlocked the cabinet in his desk, and took out a drawer of hanging folders. The case file was archived under the year 2003, but it contained entries all the way up to the present day, seventeen years later. Lists of dates when people had been given a little nudge into the afterlife, dates when drug shipments had been disrupted, and of course the dates when Eddie had been called to act.

To an outsider it would have been encrypted gibberish, but to Eddie these notes were his insurance policy, his way of making sure that if things went tits up, he could always testify, make deals that, if they didn’t save his job and reputation, might at least save his life.

*

Eddie had gotten himself embroiled in the whole mess in 2003, the year the bank foreclosed on their summer cabin at Bergen aan Zee and sold it off at auction. Femke had been devastated. She had inherited the somewhat run-down, debt-laden, but beloved cabin from her parents. They had been on the verge of losing it when Eddie had gone to the bank to beg for more time so that they wouldn’t have to sell the place for far below what they believed it was worth. But it was futile. There weren’t many bidders at the auction, but the man who won just so happened to bump into Eddie in the lobby of the bank, and he wasn’t the type of person Eddie wanted to see take over their private sanctuary. He spoke Dutch but obviously wasn’t really from the Netherlands—perhaps he had roots in the Dutch Antilles.

Moments later the man left the bank, leaving Eddie shamed and empty.

So it was a bit of a shock when, five minutes later, he was stopped on the street by a hand on his shoulder and saw the man who’d just bought the house smiling at him.

“It’s a lovely cabin, Eddie,” he said, a bit too chummily, as he swept off his sunglasses to reveal two different-colored eyes. One brown and one blue. “There aren’t many of them with such a beautiful view of the dunes. You must have loved that place.”

He was rubbing salt into the wounds, but not in a way that allowed Eddie to react angrily.

He nodded, trying to decide which of the man’s eyes to focus on. The cold blue or the warm brown?

“Yeah, we did. We’re very sorry to lose it.”

“Hmmm! Who says you have to lose it, Eddie?” The tanned man stepped closer. “Come on, there’s always a solution.”

A wave of confusion. What did that mean?

“I can’t imagine how. We couldn’t afford to keep up with the payments, that’s just the reality of it. My wife and I both work in the public sector, and money doesn’t exactly grow on trees.”

“Well, perhaps we can find a solution to that, eh? Why don’t we head into that coffee shop and have a little chat?”

*

At first the man hadn’t wanted much in return, just information. And since Eddie’s job with the police afforded him a lot of latitude, all he really had to do was adjust an entry or two in the occasional case file. It wasn’t until the man suggested they forget all about the purchase price of the summer cabin and also write off the payments that things got too tempting—and a lot more intense. After a visit to a notary, Eddie found himself the owner of a company in Switzerland in exchange for only a few hundred euros, and suddenly he and Femke owned not just the summer cabin but a couple hundred thousand Swiss francs, freely available in the company bank account.

Eddie decided not to tell Femke what he was being asked to do in return, so he claimed he’d won the lottery. She’d run around with her hands in the air, whooping with joy.

After that, the demands grew heavier and more dangerous.

Now, without knowing any names, Eddie thought he had an idea of who was behind the whole thing: probably a mix of wealthy businesspeople with roots in Surinam and Curaçao. He knew it would be no easy matter to back out and stop doing them these special favors. He was already ankle-deep in a very dubious quagmire. Their organization had long been in his colleagues’ sights, but the Dutch police didn’t have much detail, only that its activities included drug trafficking and possibly also murder.

Eddie had gotten restive and tried via the middleman to explain that he couldn’t directly be party to any criminal activity carried out by such unscrupulous individuals. Then, out of nowhere, the money in the Swiss bank account had tripled, and ambitious architectural plans to extend the summer cabin landed in his mailbox. Only then did he realize they had him definitively cornered, that he had no choice but to follow the rules of the game. Within a year or two he was the organization’s most important informant, supplying intelligence of all kinds and keeping them in the loop about ongoing police investigations. That way they could always redeploy or replace their drug couriers.

After a while, they had Eddie himself doing handovers of money in his patrol car. And later, when the quantities of product and cash got too big, he acquired an eight-seat SUV for the purpose, which also happened to suit his family pretty well.

When he first got wind of the executions being carried out, he had protested vehemently, but the result was merely that the noose tightened still further around his neck: “If you pull out now, we’ll pin it all on you, Eddie. Trust me, we’ve planted evidence that could be used to incriminate you, and your life will be over.”

And so, despite all his protestations, Eddie had become privy to the series of nail gun murders ordered by the gang.
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At school they’d called him “the Sausage.” They weren’t wrong: the fat was deposited symmetrically around his body, effective camouflage for the bundles of muscle around his torso. He was a head taller than his classmates and pale as a maggot—people used to turn and glance at him on the street or whisper in corners. But Malthe was a simple, good-natured boy from a loving home, with a younger brother and sister and two overprotective parents who didn’t have the heart to tell him how malicious other people could be.

So, quietly and placidly, Malthe put up with the nickname, as well as a couple of others, like “the Pickle,” “the Spring Roll,” and “Lurch,” until one day, when a kid in one of the classes above—famously fond of provoking people—expanded the range of nicknames to include “Fatso” and “Shithouse.” Malthe smiled at him and nodded. He’d heard worse. But when the boy, who was three or four years older, not only didn’t smile back but hocked a large gobbet of spit onto Malthe’s shirt before shoving him hard in the chest, something in his brain short-circuited.

His friends tried to warn him that the kid did martial arts and apparently had a black belt, but Malthe gathered all his strength and threw a single punch, hitting the older boy in the face so hard that he broke a vertebra. The black belt never got back up.

From that point on, Malthe’s path was laid before his feet, taking him through a series of residential institutions and eventually youth detention centers and prisons, a predictable tale of ever-spiraling degeneration, poor decision-making, and an endless train of assaults and mutual violence.

By the time Malthe turned twenty-five and had spent a couple of years in Vestre Prison for yet another incident that had ended in brutality, he knew that things were never going to change. He made peace with his situation and on the whole was a good-natured, friendly inmate. After a while he was given extra responsibilities on the wing, one of which was to make sure the various meals were ready on rolling trolleys for the other inmates. The door of his cell was kept unlocked during the day so that he could carry out his other chores—cleaning, odd jobs—and Malthe was quite happy to be located in the East Wing, where new prisoners on remand were admitted.

When his father got cancer and died after a brief and violent struggle, it became a point of honor for him to send home every hard-earned penny he made as an inmate to his mother and two younger siblings. His little brother had been seriously ill for a few months, and the public hospitals were hesitant to admit him for emergency treatment because of the expense and the COVID pandemic. Malthe was convinced his little brother would die if he wasn’t sent to a private clinic in Germany.

Then, that very morning, a prison guard he knew well had made him an offer: “We can help you. We can make sure your little brother gets treated in Germany, Malthe. But you have to do something for us in return.”

“Really?” Malthe couldn’t believe his luck. “What do I have to do?”

“You have to kill the prisoner in cell 437. They’ll be bringing him down in a bit,” he said. “And you’ll have five hundred thousand kroner for your family.”

At first Malthe was shocked, but then the cogs began to turn. Killing a fellow prisoner would add at most fifteen years to his sentence, but with good behavior he would still be out by the time he was fifty or so, and his brother would still be alive. What was there to think about?

Since he was the one preparing the trolley, getting hold of a sharp implement that could be used to kill was child’s play. Malthe filled the trolley as usual with sausage, remoulade, tomatoes, chicken salad, bread and butter, and plastic cutlery, including a fork that had been sharpened at one end like an awl.

When the inmate was led down, Malthe would offer him lunch, and the second he approached the trolley, Malthe would jab the makeshift awl diagonally underneath the sternum and straight into his heart. He’d heard that to pull off a killing like that, you had to shove the awl in all the way to the base, and if the prisoner was very big and heavy around the waist, he’d have to bang hard on the end of it with his fist. Frankly, it sounded pretty simple.

Unfortunately, however, the prisoner in cell 437 didn’t come down before the food trolleys had been wheeled away, so Malthe simply loitered in the corridor afterward, waiting.

“What are you doing out here?” asked the highest-profile prisoner currently on the East Wing, William Bastian. It wasn’t the first time they’d crossed paths. Bastian was known as “the Jackhammer,” because his specialty was getting into relationships with wealthy women, then dumping them when their bank accounts were empty. But that wasn’t all the Jackhammer was good for: if there was trouble brewing on the wing, you could be pretty sure he had a hand in it somewhere. William Bastian called the shots in this wing and had done so for as long as he’d been an inmate there. He’d probably done the same at the other prisons he’d been transferred to in the past.

“Me? I’m not doing anything. I’m just hanging around. What are you doing?” Malthe said.

“That’s no concern of yours. Some of us have got privileges, you know. But I’ll ask you again: What are you waiting for?”

“For the guy who’s going in there,” said Malthe, pointing at cell 437.

“Oh, are you now? Getting friendly with the cops, are we? What are you expecting to get out of it?”

“The cops?” Malthe shook his head. “Why do you say that?”

“Why? Because the man in cell 437 is Carl Mørck. Don’t you know anything, you fucking half-wit?”

Malthe had no idea what he was talking about.

“Clearly not. He’s a copper. One most of the lads in here wouldn’t mind seeing get fucked up.”

Malthe held his breath for a moment. It was a good thing Bastian had added that last part—everything would be fine, then.

“Right, yeah, well. Since you say so . . . look, okay, that’s why I’m waiting for him.” Malthe smiled. It couldn’t hurt to tell him, after all.

What happened to the Jackhammer at that moment Malthe couldn’t quite fathom, but all the furrows in his face contracted, as though he were blinded by the sun.

“What did he do, do you know?” Malthe asked.

“You’re planning to stick him with that, are you?” The Jackhammer pointed at the clenched fist that hung at Malthe’s side.

Malthe looked down at his hand. Was it really that easy to tell?

“How much are you getting for it?” the Jackhammer asked.

“I don’t think I’m supposed to say.”

“Well, well! Who should I be asking, then?”

Malthe glanced down the corridor. His prison guard was obviously staying far away.

“Aha. One of the guards, then? Must be Joensen. Peter Loudmouth, am I right?”

How did he know that?

When Malthe hesitated, the Jackhammer nodded. “You’ll be getting a million for it, I suppose?”

Malthe shook his head. “No, no, nothing like that much.”

“How much, then?”

“About half that, I think.”

Bastian laughed. “Wonder how much old Loudmouth is getting. You know what, Malthe? I think I’ll take half of what you’re getting paid. Two hundred fifty thousand kroner to me, or I’m warning that policeman in cell 437.”

Malthe shook his head. Why should he give the Jackhammer anything at all? He was the one ordered to do it. He was the one doing the dirty work.

“No, William, I can’t do that. I have to have the whole lot or it’s not enough. I’m going to use the money for my brother—he’s really sick.”

The Jackhammer turned his head slowly toward the level above them, looking at a few prisoners leaning over the railings. Several of them nodded. They’d heard the whole story.

“I think I’ll have a word with Loudmouth and explain to him that we need a million. Then your cut can be, oh, I dunno, let’s say four hundred thousand kroner. How about that?”

Malthe thought about it. Four hundred thousand was probably about what the clinic in Germany would charge. “But will that work?” he asked. “I don’t think you can pressure Loudmouth into doing anything, can you?”

The Jackhammer looked up again at the floor above, where several inmates were waiting to be locked inside their cells. They laughed.

“Malthe, he’s already fucked up by giving you the job, hasn’t he?”

There were shouts from above, and Malthe wrinkled his forehead.

“He’s halfway up shit creek as it is—he won’t want to end up without a paddle as well,” the Jackhammer continued. “We’ll just give him a few hours to negotiate with whoever wants the cop dead. All right, and Loudmouth can have an extra fifty grand from my share, for the inconvenience, and you lot up there can have some too, why not. I’m feeling generous.”

Silencing their noisy enthusiasm with a wave, he turned his head toward the door at the end of the long corridor and listened.

“They’re coming. What do you say, Malthe? I give the game away here and now, or we’ll have a chat with Loudmouth and you give me half at least?” He interrupted Malthe before he could reply. “And listen, hey—don’t even think about screwing me over, or I’ll make sure your days are fucking numbered.”

Malthe was utterly confused. He didn’t like it when things got changed or moved too quickly. He wanted to stab the man now, that was the plan, but the Jackhammer hadn’t had time yet to speak to the guard who’d arranged it all—so what should he do?

“But, okay, that means I have to wait, right?”

The Jackhammer nodded, first at Malthe and then, with a crooked smile, at the policeman being escorted past them to cell 437.
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Carl registered each movement in an instant. The fixed stares from the level above, watching him attentively. The big, baffled-looking man near the empty food trolleys and that idiot they called the Jackhammer, who was known to pretty much every officer in the wider Copenhagen area. Carl had never arrested him personally, but he and Assad had testified against him in a couple of cases when his criminal activities had impinged on Department Q’s investigations. Ages ago, just after the turn of the millennium, the guy had been suspected of murdering an elderly woman whose bank account he’d emptied, but he was never actually charged, because they caught the guy who did it using his footprints.

The Jackhammer was a career criminal, plain and simple, always up for a good scam, doomed to spend his whole life serving endless sentences. Carl knew that.

It was the lopsided smirk the man gave Carl as he was escorted past that gave him misgivings. It wasn’t the kind of smile intended to send a concrete signal—it was the inscrutable type, the type you really had to watch out for.

Carl glanced up once more at the men above him, their elbows resting heavily on the railings. He got the sense they’d been standing there awhile, waiting. But for what?

“You look like a fucking dickhead with that pussy red hair, Carl Mørck,” one of them yelled, and Carl nodded. The bastard was right. Why the hell had he thought dying his hair red would keep him under the police’s radar while he was investigating the Sisle Park case? He’d better wash out the last of the dye as soon as possible.

As he took the last few steps into his cell, Carl drew closer to his guard. “You lot need to put me in solitary tonight; otherwise there’s going to be trouble here. You know that, right?”

The guard nodded. Carl knew him, a broad-shouldered, decent, good-natured chap who’d been working at Vestre ever since Carl first arrived at the station.

“I heard, they were talking about it in the guard room. Maybe—”

“Frank, listen to me. You saw the way those dickheads up there were looking at me. Why are they even out of their cells? It’s not enough to talk about it; it has to happen. Please can you make sure my lawyer knows there’s something about to go down? Believe me, it’ll happen before we even know about it.”

Frank nodded, then he unlocked the door and escorted Carl inside.

*

Two hours later, Frank returned with the message that they still hadn’t confirmed protective custody, that the prosecutor had insisted on all visits being supervised and all letters inspected, and that Carl’s wife had just arrived with his lawyer. From now on, meetings like this one would be conducted in the presence of an officer. The only person allowed unsupervised visits was his lawyer.

Mona had come, thank god, but Carl was uneasy at the thought of leaving his cell, and the whole way to the visitors’ room his nervous system was on high alert. Every step he took, every tiny sound or movement, a fresh dose of adrenaline shot into his bloodstream, and as they neared the family room, every muscle in his body was wound up to defend himself.

They’re not getting me, he thought, and his mind was already rehearsing it: kick his assailant in the crotch, strike the carotid artery with the edge of his hand, roar like an ox, and then just start kicking—throat, eyes, kneecaps.

So, when the door opened and his little girl came rushing toward him for a hug, he wasn’t himself.

Jesus, what’s happening to me? he wondered as his heart pounded wildly and little Lucia clung to his leg.

Mona saw immediately how he was feeling and softened the situation by pulling him in close, with their daughter between their legs. The officer by the door protested, but Carl ignored him. When he looked into her eyes, he knew something was badly wrong.

“Good morning, Detective Mørck,” he heard a woman’s voice say from somewhere near the wall behind him.

He turned in surprise toward the woman. She was elegantly dressed and immediately recognizable, smiling at him—if he could call it a smile—with carefully drawn red lips.

“Oh. Molise, it’s you. But where’s my lawyer?” he asked, withdrawing from Mona’s embrace.

“I’m afraid that’s why I’m here. We have some rather bad news for you,” the woman said. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Carl, but two hours ago your court-appointed lawyer was run over by a car while on his way to meet you. It happened just outside the prison. A vehicle suddenly went up onto the pavement and rammed straight into him.”

Carl frowned, swallowing a few times. “Outside the prison, you said? Was he badly hurt?”

“He was killed instantly,” she said.

A few seconds passed as Carl tried to get his head around it. How could he?

“Killed?” He looked at Mona, who was shaking her head while Lucia tugged at her dress. “I don’t understand. Are you telling me he was run over on purpose?”

Mona took his hand. “There was only one witness. One of my colleagues is treating her for shock, but she had the presence of mind to get the license plate. She described what happened as clearly deliberate, because when the vehicle mounted the pavement, it was still far enough away from the pedestrian to easily avoid a collision. Instead, it accelerated—the poor man didn’t even have time to jump out of the way.”

Carl looked down. This was madness. And it seemed his lawyer was the first to pay the price—although Carl had no doubt that the message was meant for him. He shook his head. What had started yesterday as a farce was now rapidly spiraling out of control. This was sheer nightmare, and like all nightmares, now that it had started, it was escalating quickly.

“Poor guy, I can’t even remember his name. Do they know who did it?”

“There’s no trace of him. The car was stolen from one of the carparks just behind the prison on Vestre Kirkegårds Allé, and barely an hour later it was found illegally parked halfway onto the pavement opposite Vesterbrogade 144.”

Carl looked at Molise Sjögren. He knew she was one of the highest-profile defense counsels in the nation. “And that makes you my new lawyer,” he said without much enthusiasm. If anybody was going to be able to help him, Molise was an exceptionally good bet, but she’d gotten several criminals acquitted when he and the rest of the homicide squad had worked hard to have them arrested and charged, so he wasn’t exactly happy about it, despite her indisputable talents in the courtroom.

“I tried to get in touch with Molise yesterday, but I only got through today,” Mona said. “That was when she told me you already had a lawyer and that you’d been to a preliminary hearing this morning. They didn’t say a word to us, Carl. Jacobsen didn’t even let your colleagues at Department Q know about it until the hearing was over. I know they’ve been trying to come and visit you, but I suppose Marcus must have put the kibosh on that. I know all three of them filled out the form to request a visit, but maybe Correctional Services was told to stonewall, I don’t know.”

Blood began to whoosh in Carl’s veins. If Lucia hadn’t pulled him down onto the chair and started clambering around on his lap, ruffling his funny red hair, he would have lost it.

“Well, I can of course see how you’re feeling, Carl. Naturally, I dropped everything when Mona called and told me what had happened to Adam Bang.”

Carl shut his eyes. “Adam Bang, was that the lawyer’s name? That poor, poor man.”

The rest of the meeting was a blur of emotions and concrete instructions, and Lucia cried because he couldn’t come home. So did Mona.

He signed a piece of paper making Molise Sjögren his defense counsel. They agreed she would contact the Police Complaints Authority and familiarize herself with the case before they met again the next day in the room a little farther down the hall.
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Frank, the guard, brought him a couple of soggy sandwiches in his cell and announced apologetically that the directive from above was that he would spend one more night in cell 437. A final decision on his request for protective custody would not be made until the following day.

Carl forced back the curses rising to his lips, but they remained hovering there. This was outright malicious.

His eyes swept across the dingy wall toward the half-open shutter and the bars between him and the world outside the window, where voices and jeers bounced across the walls.

“Pig!” yelled a few men into the dark, and he knew it was aimed at him.

Frank gave him a nod. There was no doubting the seriousness of the situation. “I don’t know . . . Maybe you’ll be transferred to another prison, at least I think that’s what your lawyer is working on,” he said, adding that both Carl’s lawyer and wife would be returning in the morning. Whether they’d be coming together he didn’t know.

Afterward Carl lay gazing at the grubby walls, where previous inmates had scrawled their primitive musings in childish block capitals. All told, it was a pretty sorry testament to the social underbelly. To powerlessness. Why the hell didn’t they just paint over it?

He tried to organize his thoughts. He had to get hold of some paper so that he could summarize his response to the charges against him during the interviews with the PCA. Then Mona needed to get in touch with Rose, so that he could explain to her what he wanted her and the others to do next.

He was brooding. He couldn’t help it, because the diminutive TV on the table didn’t work and he couldn’t quiet his mind.

When he tried in vain to recall a complete picture of what had happened since that day in 2007 when Anker was killed, he knew the trauma of that day had changed him, that there were still some walls, irritatingly watertight, which were inaccessible to reason and memory. Sometimes it felt as though he were looking into the past through a spider’s web, vague episodes and images dancing behind it. Now, tonight, it seemed almost as though Anker stood before him in a fog, speaking to him, but the words were slurred and made no sense.

He stared obliquely at the floor, brow furrowed, and tried to concentrate. If only he could remember, could pin down, at least something of what had happened, but nothing came to him. Right now all he could really recall was that he, Anker, and Hardy had driven out to Amager, and then there were a few clearer seconds immediately before the shots were fired. In the period since the incident, his memories had been colored by what other people had told him.

Carl’s fingers tingled, a clear warning that right now he needed to be careful about his thoughts—and was it any wonder? The whole thing was surreal; it was driving him nuts. A year or two after the shooting, he had experienced a few instances when the accumulated unease had brought him to the brink of collapse, and he certainly didn’t need that happening again, not now.

Carl tried to recall Lucia’s soft cheek against his, her damp breath and reedy voice. For a brief moment it helped, and then the hazy jigsaw puzzle of memory came rushing back full force.

*

It had been raining that day in Amager, many years ago, when Hardy, Carl, and Anker had reached the dilapidated shed where the neighbor had found the old man, Georg Madsen, with a nail in his skull. The rank stench of the corpse had washed over them as they opened the door in their white coveralls. The man was seated in a chair, blisters on the grayish-green skin of his face and a waxy sheen to his dead eyes. Not a pretty sight.

The neighbor had said it was the smell that had alerted him, so Hardy had opened the window. Carl remembered that now. Good old Hardy, tall as a lighthouse and reliable as a diesel engine. He always did the right thing.

And Hardy, who was also something of a handyman, noticed at once that the nail in the dead man’s head was a Paslode nail, and that the nail gun was on the table next to him. Carl wondered at that, he recalled. Why hadn’t the criminals taken the murder weapon with them? Anyway, it had to be worth something, surely.

Carl swallowed a few times. Unease was creeping over him again. It’s because you’re thinking solely about the shooting itself, Carl, Mona had said once, and she was probably right. A few seconds after the shots were fired, the reality was that it was all over. Anker had been struck in the middle of the chest, lying apparently lifeless on the floor, and a short distance away Carl was knocked to the ground by a glancing shot to the temple. Hardy had been hit in the back.

Why couldn’t I react more rationally, for Christ’s sake? thought Carl. But now that he pushed himself to remember more precisely, he knew it was because Hardy had been shot a second after him and collapsed on top of Carl, pinning him underneath his massive bulk. Carl had lain there as though paralyzed, but who wouldn’t have, he thought now. He had glimpsed an upright figure in a red-checked lumberjack shirt through the door to the room at the front, and that was all he’d seen. Moments later, the perpetrators were talking in the hall, and then a badly wounded Anker had suddenly twisted his body toward the strangers and tried to draw his gun, yelling at them to freeze.

It was the last thing he said before they shot him in the heart.

Later, Carl was asked many times what the killers had said to one another, but he hadn’t been able to make sense of the muttering.

When, some years later, the Dutch police had theorized that the case might be connected to similar drug-related incidents in a suburb of Rotterdam, he had reasoned that perhaps he hadn’t understood the killers because they were speaking Dutch.

Carl sighed. What was he supposed to make of the situation with the Dutch? During the hearing it had been confirmed that a kilo and a half of cocaine and heroin and a whole lot of foreign currency had been found in the suitcase in his attic, the one Anker had asked Carl to keep for him—though the prosecutor expressed his doubts about this—and Carl was now under serious suspicion of both trafficking and dealing drugs, as well as possibly being an accomplice to murder. It was also alleged that Anker had made contact on several occasions with people associated with a drug ring in Holland. The Dutch had apparently found strong evidence to support this, and Carl frankly had no idea about it one way or the other—so perhaps Anker really had been involved? But had he also been connected to the mechanics in Sorø? A couple of months after the shooting and Anker’s death, two men involved with drugs in Sorø had also been killed with a nail gun, in the same way as the old man in Amager, who had turned out to be the uncle of one of them. But what did any of it have to do with him?

Thinking about it now, he should probably have made more of an effort over the years to be more closely involved in the investigation around the nail gun case, but there was a potential conflict-of-interest issue, and he’d had more than enough on his plate. Besides, by rights it was his colleague Terje Ploug who’d been responsible for the case for all those years.

There was a metallic clang from the prison corridor outside. Not much sound penetrated through the thick door, but the sharp noise of metal falling to the floor could cut through almost anything.

Carl drew back against the wall, sending yet another glance toward the window, the open air. Armored glass on one window and bars over the other—that was what he saw when one shutter was pulled back. But what kind of a view was it anyway? Tall fences and barbed wire, that was what kind. The yells outside had gradually died down.

Carl shut his eyes.

What was the next step in the case? He simply had to think about it, try to approach it as a detective.

He and Assad had driven down to Sorø so that Carl could identify whether the lumberjack shirt one of the murdered mechanics had been wearing was the same type as the one he’d seen when he’d been
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