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            Horses gallop in the night sky
      

            bringing news that death doth portend.
      

            Knives, words in bountiful supply.
      

            No one alive when the game is at end.
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            COPENHAGEN
      

         

         N
         ymindevej in Vanløse was a picture of tranquillity in the glimmer of the rising sun until the buzz of static from a walkie-talkie erupted, sending a blackbird into flight. Further down the suburban street, patrol cars were being held at bay by a cordon of red-and-white police tape. A couple of paramedics in high-visibility jackets were standing by the nearest ambulance, while a group of heavily armed officers had gathered by the bonnet of the Tactical Unit leader’s car. So far, none of the street’s inhabitants had shown themselves, and the only person the officers had needed to turn away from the street had been a newspaper deliveryman out and about early. In the midst of the officers was Inspector Cecilie Mars from the Homicide Unit, newly arrived. She wore a black leather jacket over her bulletproof vest and a pair of tight jeans that had already made several of the officers’ gazes linger on her rear. Cecilie ran a hand through her short blonde hair and turned to look at the leader, Niels P.

         “How many dead?” she asked.

         Niels was powerfully built and several heads taller than Cecilie. He looked down at her. “One confirmed.”

         “How many wounded?”

         “We don’t know.”

         “How many perps?”

         “One confirmed, but there might be more.”

         “So you have no idea how many people are holed up in there?” She peered towards the redbrick house on the opposite side of the street.

         “Live ones?”

         “Yes, live ones, Niels.”

         “We’ve only got visuals on one room plus the kitchen.” Niels P. pointed his gloved hand towards the nearest gable end of the house in question. “The curtains are drawn everywhere else in the house. Our sharpshooters have seen movement in the living room but haven’t been able to ascertain how many people there are or what their status is. Could be the perp. Could be hostages …”

         “I hear you loud and clear. How long has it been going on?”

         “The call to emergency services came in at two thirty a.m., but the killing had already happened by then.”

         “And you’re still kicking your heels out here?” Cecilie said, frowning.

         “We’re waiting for a hostage negotiator. Things seem to have gone haywire down at the station. The first one on the list is off sick, and they’ve only just managed to get hold of the second, so …”

         “Bloody hell. We can’t just stand around waiting,” she said, unbuttoning the strap on the holster at her side.

         Niels P.’s mouth opened and his eyes widened. “I’m … I’m not sure it’s a good idea for us to move in right now. The situation might escalate quickly with more fatalities as a result.”

         “Who said anything about us?” She turned ninety degrees and called out: “Troels!”

         Troels was slouching against the unmarked police car and looked towards her sleepily. With his freckled cheeks and blond hair, he looked like a rookie fresh from the academy—which wasn’t far from the truth. Troels pushed himself away from the car and came over to her quickly. “Yes?”

         “With me,” she said.

         “Where …? In … there?” He nodded towards the house.

         “Why don’t we wait for the negotiator, Cecilie?” Niels P. asked. “I’m sure he’ll be here any moment now.”

         “What if it was your family in there? Would you just be standing around out here waiting, Niels?”

         Before Niels could reply, Cecilie had already crossed the street with Troels hot on her heels. When she reached the white-painted gate, she glanced at the mailbox mounted next to it. There was a label attached that said irene & jørgen olsen at the top, and underneath it said nicklas olsen. The hinges squealed as she pushed the gate open and moved up the garden path. Before them was a house that did little to stand out from the other homes in the neighbourhood. Nevertheless, the windows with their drawn curtains seemed to stare back at them, dead-eyed.

         “Draw your weapon, Troels, and stay behind me,” Cecilie said quietly, making her way towards the front door.

         Troels quickly retrieved his Glock from his holster and took off the safety.

         Cecilie grasped the knocker and slammed it hard on the door. When nothing happened, she began to hammer it willy-nilly. After a minute or so, there was a rustling from inside. Cecilie took a step back as the door opened.

         A young man was staring at her with bloodshot eyes. His pale face was covered in acne and his greasy, shoulder-length hair was plastered to his face. Cecilie took in the brownish dried spots on the man’s crumpled T-shirt. She attributed their origin to either pizza or blood.

         She smiled slightly at him. “Good morning. My name’s Cecilie Mars and I’m with the police. This is my partner, Troels,” she said, pointing behind her.

         The man stared at her dozily without saying a word.

         “We’ve just popped by to check whether everything is okay here.”

         The lad scratched his behind. “Everything’s … fine.”

         “Are you Nicklas?”

         “Er, yeah …”

         “Is there anyone else at home, Nicklas?”

         “Er, yeah …”

         “Do you mind if we come in?”

         “Why? Who are you?” he said with a snuffle.

         “We’re with the police; my name’s—”

         “Oh, right. Sick. That’s, well, hardcore,” he said with a nod. “Come in, but make it quick. I’m gaming.” Nicklas turned around and disappeared.

         Cecilie drew her weapon and opened the door fully.

         “Is he off his face or what?” Troels whispered.

         They made their way down the long hallway, which was in semidarkness. There was light streaming out of the room at the far end.

         “Nicklas?” Cecilie called out as they walked along the hallway. When they reached the open door leading into the darkened living room, Cecilie halted and quickly looked inside. There was no one to be seen. They carried on towards the room furthest away. As they got closer, the noise of gunshots and shouts intensified.

         Inside, Nicklas had sat down with his back to the door facing an ultrawide screen on which he was playing Call of Duty. The curved monitor covered the wall, transporting him straight to the battlefield. To his right there was a laptop where he had a video chat open with four other players.

         As Cecilie and Troels entered the room, they caught sight of a woman sitting on an office chair to the left of the door, with a meat cleaver stuck in her skull. She was in her late fifties and clad in a bright yellow dressing gown, which was caked in clotted blood. Troels gasped and fought to avoid gagging. Cecilie went over to the woman and placed two fingers against her throat to check for a pulse, even though she knew what the outcome would be before she did it.

         “Troels, will you keep an eye on him while I search the rest of the house?” Cecilie pointed at Nicklas with her pistol. He was still engrossed in his video game.

         Troels nodded at her absent-mindedly. “You … you want me to stay here?”

         “Yes, please,” Cecilie said, exiting the room.

         She made her way into the kitchen, which was a mess. “Hello?” she said into the darkness. There was no reply. She wouldn’t have been at all surprised to encounter Nicklas’s father, Jørgen—although she wasn’t expecting to find him alive. She made her way through the kitchen and past the dining table on which empty cola bottles and pizza boxes were jostling for space.

         “Cecilie?!” Troels shouted from the other room. “Cecilie? Have you found anything?”

         She didn’t answer. Instead, she opened a door that led into a bedroom, where heaps of clothes were scattered across the king-size bed. Cecilie noticed that only one half of the bed had been made. She went over to the wardrobe and slid the door to one side to open it. Just like the half-made bed, the wardrobe gaped half empty. Maybe Papa Jørgen didn’t live here anymore? She made her way out of the bedroom, checking the bathroom as she went and noting that there was no one in the house apart from Nicklas and the dead woman. Cecilie returned to the hallway, where she found Troels standing at the far end.

         “Did you find anything?” he asked.

         “Have you got him in hand?” she said, surprised.

         At that moment, Nicklas appeared in the doorway behind Troels, raising his arm so that a meat cleaver came into sight. The sharp blade reflected the light from the computer display.

         “Behind you!” Cecilie yelled.

         Troels tried to turn around, but as he moved, his pistol struck the door frame and fell out of his hand. The Glock landed on the floor with a thump and Troels grasped frantically for it.

         “Die, demon, die!” Nicklas shouted, taking a step towards Troels and brandishing the cleaver.

         The three shots that rang out hit Nicklas in the middle of the chest. He lost his balance and toppled backwards into the room, pulling the computer screen down onto the floor.

         Cecilie slowly lowered her gun. The gunshots were still ringing in her ears, and the haze of gunshot residue left a metallic taste in her mouth. She walked over to Troels, who was squatting in the doorway. “Are you okay?” she bellowed down at him. He nodded in reply, and she pushed her way past him.

         Inside the room, Nicklas was lying on the floor at the feet of his dead mother, clutching her bare ankle with one hand. There was a hoarse rattle as a scarlet cloud of blood escaped his mouth. “Sabels … Abels … Abel …” His grip slackened and he stopped breathing.

         Cecilie returned her Glock to her holster. She could hear the cavalry— in the form of the Tactical Unit—storming in through the front door.
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         I
         t was mid-morning by the time Cecilie and Troels set off in the car for the Homicide Unit’s base by the Teglholm Canal. She had handed over the crime scene to Forensics and the medical examiner, who had got to work on processing the scene. It would be no surprise to her if the deaths saw some of them doing overtime.

         It began to drizzle and she turned on the Golf’s windscreen wipers. Troels was silent in the passenger seat, still wearing his bulletproof vest and staring vacantly through the window in front of him. He was deathly pale and apparently in shock.

         Cecilie glanced at him. “Why the hell didn’t you follow protocol?” “S-S-Sorry. I fucked up.”

         “And then some. You never—NEVER—turn your back on a suspect! And definitely not one who has just taken out his mum with a meat cleaver.” She shook her head. “Jesus Christ.”

         “S-Sorry.”

         “Sorry wouldn’t be much fucking use if that chump had managed to take you down.” She was clutching the wheel so tightly her knuckles had turned white.

         Troels tried to swallow a couple of times. “I thought … I mean, he was sitting there playing his video game.”

         “Yes, and now it’s game over. Killed in our custody. Bloody brilliant.” She shook her head.

         “S-Sorry …”

         She stared at the bulletproof vest, which was much too big for him and looked like it was eating him whole. “Why the hell are you still wearing your vest? You look like one of those dicks in the supermarket still wearing their bike helmet.”

         “S-Sorry,” Troels said, beginning to tug at the Velcro straps on his vest.

         “And quit apologising all the time. Why don’t you switch your brain on instead?” she said, running a red light.

          
      

         Cecilie found a parking spot outside their building on Teglholm Allé. It had been years since the Homicide Unit had moved from the old police headquarters to their location among the anonymous office blocks, but she still hadn’t got used to her surroundings. As she cut across the street making for the front door, she looked back at Troels. “Leave the talking to me once we’re in front of Karstensen. If there’s one thing the Chief hates, it’s people who don’t follow protocol. Got that?”

         Troels nodded uneasily.

         Five minutes later, they were standing in Karstensen’s office, which was at the far end of the Division for Crimes Against Persons. The office was decidedly nondescript but featured an impressive view overlooking the waterfront. Karstensen greeted Cecilie curtly without looking up from a plastic bag filled with carrots, which he was trying to unknot. Sitting on the desk in front of him were framed photos of his grandchildren. If Cecilie wasn’t mistaken, she thought there were more of them than the last time she’d been in here.

         “Is it true that he killed his mother with a meat cleaver?” Karstensen asked.

         “So you’ve already heard about that?”

         “You’re today’s hot topic on the force—that includes in the Commissioner’s office.” Karstensen gave them a penetrating gaze. He didn’t seem pleased about the wagging tongues. “So what happened out there?”

         Troels stared down at the floor while Cecilie explained that the Tactical Unit had been standing around waiting for the rest of the negotiating team, who were delayed. “Since no one knew for sure how many hostages there were inside the house or what state they were in, I decided to intervene.”

         “Bloody typical. Once again, Homicide is left to get things done. What about the dead killer?”

         “Twenty-eight years old. Lived at home with his mother. We’re looking into his background and the circumstances around the murder, so something else might turn up.”

         “And the call?”

         “That came in during the night. Called in anonymously by a chat room user who was online along with a couple of hundred others with Nicklas when he livestreamed the killing.”

         “The sick bastard!” Karstensen exclaimed. “And the raid? What happened there?”

         Cecilie looked at Troels briefly before continuing. “The perp opened the door to us. Then we found the victim, who was on a chair in his room.”

         “With a cleaver in her skull,” Karstensen added.

         “That’s right. I checked out the rest of the house while Troels detained the killer. When I came back a couple of minutes later, the perpetrator resisted.”

         “You didn’t have him in handcuffs?”

         Cecilie shook her head dismissively. “He seemed psychotic and very manic when we arrived. The most sensible approach was to avoid escalating the situation and just leave him to play his computer game while we figured out whether there was anyone else in the house.” Cecilie cleared her throat. “Unfortunately, I bumped into a table while I was searching the kitchen. Troels heard that and wanted to check I was okay. The perpetrator took advantage of that to grab his weapon.”

         Karstensen furrowed his bushy eyebrows. “He removed the cleaver from his mother’s skull?”

         “Yes. Before trying to attack Troels,” Cecilie said, holding her hands out. “Luckily, Troels had the presence of mind to duck, and I was able to take aim.”

         Troels gave her a look without saying a word.

         “I stopped the perpetrator in his tracks with three shots. He died right there and then.”

         “Cecilie!” Karstensen groaned. “Yes?”

         “Would you do me a favour …?” He resignedly handed her the bag of carrots.

         Cecilie inserted her nails into the tight knot, which she attempted to pry open. “Who put you on this starvation diet?”

         “Dr. Mengele. My local doctor and sadist. He says I’m at risk of type two diabetes.” Karstensen patted his stomach. “Ketty won’t rest until she’s finished me off with those things.”

         Cecilie managed to undo the knot and returned the bag to him. “You’re welcome.”

         Karstensen fished out a carrot stick and hesitantly inserted it into his mouth. He looked like he was staring down death itself as he began to chew. “So what now?”

         “We need to inform their next of kin. Then we need to wait for the medical examiner and Forensics to submit their reports. NC3 already have the killer’s computer. I expect to have a full report ready for you by the end of the week and it’ll be case closed.”

         Karstensen nodded briskly, and Cecilie knew for a fact that he would never read her report. He would happily settle for the division being relieved of one more case.

         “Very well. Bit of a baptism of fire, eh, Troels?” said Karstensen.

         “Yes,” Troels replied, blushing. “A bit of a baptism of fire.”

         “But it seems as if you acquitted yourself adequately enough.”

         Troels glanced at Cecilie.

         “Troels is the reason why things worked out the way they did.”

         “Of course it’s regrettable when we have to draw our guns,” Karstensen said, moving onto his next piece of carrot. “But rather them than us—when push comes to shove.”

         Cecilie nodded. “Rather them than us.”

         Karstensen set aside the bag. “I dare say we can expect the Independent Police Complaints Authority to come calling and asking questions soon.”

         “Well, that is their job,” Cecilie replied offhandedly. “We’ll be at their disposal. Does John Nyholm still work there?”

         Karstensen smiled. “John still works there. The man’s more belligerent than ever.” Karstensen pointed a carrot stick at her. “With your luck, he’ll decide to handle the case personally. But there’s nothing to be done about that.”

         His words lingered in the air.
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         ooooh!” the crowd roared in the long room at the Pub & Sport. The sports bar was full to bursting, and most people there were crowded around the big screens suspended from the ceiling. The home team were playing an important qualifier and had just come close to pulling ahead.

         Cecilie wasn’t much of a football fan and was only half-following events on-screen. Instead, she tried to focus on the shot she was about to take. All the Jägermeister and pints of beer inside her made the pool table swim before her eyes. She struck the white and missed her shot. “Jesus Christ!” she shouted, straightening up. “Your go, Heino.”

         Heino rose uncertainly from his seat. He’d knocked back just as much as Cecilie, which meant they were evenly handicapped in this encounter. Heino was the epitome of a hipster—clad in a lumberjack’s shirt and with a full beard that was trimmed to perfection.

         Together with a handful of detectives from the division, they had gone straight from work to the sports bar to catch the game. Cecilie regretted skipping dinner, and now she grabbed a bowl of peanuts from Henrik’s grasp.

         “Come, come!” he said good-naturedly, wiping his hands on his corduroy trousers. Henrik was the second-oldest member of the division and was coming up for retirement. “Did you find anything on the killer today?” he asked.

         “Nicklas Olsen?” She shook her head as she chewed a mouthful of nuts. “Not much. But we already did him once before, back in 2015.” She swayed slightly. “Possession of child pornography.”

         “Fuck me,” Henrik said, sipping his beer.

         “Fuck me indeed. So maybe NC3 will find more stuff once they get inside his computer.”

         “Do you know why he killed his own mum?”

         “Nope. Not yet. We went to speak to his father this afternoon, but that left us none the wiser. He separated from his wife years ago, and he’s apparently been busier looking after his new family than his old one.”

         “I hate notifying the relatives,” Henrik said, a shiver running down his spine. “You never get used to it. How did he take it?”

         “How do you think he took it, Henrik? Obviously, he was shocked.” Henrik nodded. “Did you tell him …”

         “Tell him what?”

         “Well, that it was you who …”

         “No, I didn’t inform him that I was the one who personally put three bullets in his son’s chest. I thought that was information he could do without.”

         “Too right.”

         She grabbed her glass and downed it just as Heino potted the black. “Game over, boss!”

         She flicked her middle finger at him and passed her cue to Henrik. “Be a dear and hammer him for me.”

          
      

         Cecilie pushed her way through the busy bar filled with football shirts and made her way to the toilets. This was one of the few places in town where the men had to queue up for the loo while she could head straight into the ladies’. She stood at the basin and looked into the greasy mirror. What a fucking shitshow of a day. She turned on the cold tap and splashed water over her head, then looked at her reflection again. The cold water hadn’t exactly helped—all it had done was make her mascara start to run. Fuck. Shit. Shitty shitty shitshow. She tried to fix her makeup with a tissue but her fingers were shaking too much. She tossed it away and turned towards the cubicles. All three doors were standing wide open, and she went into the first and locked the door behind her. She found the bag of coke and snorted a couple of lines straight off the cistern lid. Then she returned to the mirror and checked that there wasn’t any residue around her nostrils before running a hand through her hair. “Mm, what a shitshow,” she said to herself with a smile.

         She returned to the bar, where the mood had changed. The half-time score was apparently unfavourable, and most people were trying to get their orders in before the second half kicked off. Cecilie caught sight of Troels sitting on his own at the end of the bar. She waded towards him but before she made it, she bumped into Jesper and one of his colleagues. They were both from the Special Intervention Unit and had the selfsatisfied attitude of James Bond.

         “Long time no see, Cecilie. I hear you were in the line of fire today.” Jesper flashed a smile worthy of Daniel Craig at her.

         “Unfortunately so.”

         “Ever considered joining us in Special Interventions?”

         “I’ve got plenty to do in Homicide.”

         Jesper’s colleague, who’d had more to drink, smiled at her. “There are lots of other places we can put you to use. Are you single … if you don’t mind me asking?”

         Cecilie shook her head. “I’ve got Bob XL at home—he satisfies me quite enough.”

         Jesper roared with laughter. “You’re naughty, you are. Really bad.”

         “See you later, boys,” she said, edging her way towards Troels.

         When she reached him, she made eye contact with the bartender and ordered a round for herself and the rest of the group at the pool table. “Troels, what about you? What’s your pleasure?”

         Troels peered down into his half-full glass of beer, which looked flat. “Thanks, but no thanks. I’m done.”

         “Are you sure? You look like someone who could do with Jägerbombing his way through the evening.”

         “Thanks, but I’m heading home.”

         The bartender returned with her order and Cecilie paid. She knocked back the extra shot of Jägermeister she’d ordered and thumped the empty glass down onto the bar.

         “I’m really sorry about today,” Troels said.

         She raised her index finger and shook her head. “No apologies, Troels. Just do better next time. Okay?”

         “Of course. It won’t happen again. But …”

         “But what?” she said, picking up the full beer glasses.

         “I’d like to thank you … for saving my life.”

         Cecilie smiled. “It would have been a short partnership if I’d let him stick that cleaver in your skull too.”

         He nodded uneasily.

         “It’s one of those episodes you just have to shake off. See you later,” she said, trying to navigate away from the bar.

         “Cecilie?”

         She turned ninety degrees back towards Troels. “Yes?”

         “Thanks for … saying what you said to Karstensen.”

         “I told him what happened, didn’t I?”

         He looked down at the floor.

         “Keep that in mind when you talk to Independent Complaints.”

         “YEEESSSSSS!!!” FC Copenhagen had scored and everyone around them had gone nuts.

          
      

         At half past midnight, she found herself outside the now-closed sports bar. Henrik and Heino had gone home long ago; the same was true for most of the patrons. The only ones hanging on were a few football fans somewhat worse for wear who were using what remained of their voices to sing a victory song. Cecilie walked down Vester Voldgade and noticed that the alcohol had conquered the coke and left her legs feeling like rubber. She considered hailing a taxi, but she couldn’t leave her car behind. Fifty metres ahead of her a man and a woman were meandering along. They were arguing loudly and the man—who was considerably bigger than the woman—began pushing and shoving her. The woman pushed back, and the situation began to deteriorate. Cecilie picked up the pace. Just then, the man hailed a taxi, which pulled over beside them. He opened the back door and pushed the woman into the back seat. “In you go, bitch!”

         “Oi!” Cecilie shouted to the man.

         “Fuck you,” he yelled back at her, getting in.

         As she reached the taxi, he slammed the door shut. Cecilie grabbed the door handle but the vehicle had begun to move away and she lost her grip. The man stuck up a finger at her as the taxi disappeared down the street.

         Fuck’s sake, she thought to herself as she watched the rear lights of the taxi receding into the night. To hell with saving the whole world. It was time she went home.
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         t was almost ten the next morning by the time Cecilie arrived at the Homicide Unit on the second floor. She looked like she’d tumbled straight out of bed—which was pretty much what had happened. She was still wearing her black Ray-Bans indoors as a shield against the world and the sunlight that was streaming through the large windows. When she reached Henrik’s desk, he smiled at her tiredly.

         “You don’t look too hot yourself, Henrik.”

         Cecilie dropped her bag by her desk and flopped into her chair. She pulled a pack of aspirin from the pocket of her black leather jacket and looked around for something to drink. She found a dirty coffee cup and poured water into it from her water bottle. Only then did she spot that Troels’s desk was vacant. “Troels not in yet, Henrik?” She took off her sunglasses and looked around.

         “He got here ages ago. He’s in Meeting Room 2.”

         “Okay. Have the geeks in NC3 got back to us already?”

         He shook his head. “No, they won’t be here until lunchtime. Troels is being questioned by Independent Complaints.”

         Cecilie dropped her aspirin into her coffee cup. “Okay. Do you know who they’ve sent?”

         At that very moment, Troels appeared in the company of a middleaged man with thinning hair. The man wore a crumpled black suit, which together with his pale face made him look like an undertaker. A down-at-heel one, at that. “Cecilie Mars,” he said, smiling coldly.

         “John,” she replied with reserve. She knew him to be an officious, vindictive little bastard. Given the many serious cases handled in Homicide, John Nyholm was a frequent visitor.

         “If you wouldn’t mind coming with me, Inspector.”

         Cecilie stood up and drained her coffee cup. The aspirin hadn’t completely dissolved, and she crunched through the final remnants as she glanced towards Troels.

         Troels avoided her gaze and took his seat.

         Cecilie followed John to the meeting room. She thought there was a triumphant air about him and she was concerned about what Troels might have said. When they reached the meeting room, John held open the door for her and Cecilie stepped inside. She greeted his colleague Allan Svare, who was new to the department. Allan was reminiscent of John with his pale skin and thinning hair, but he hadn’t yet acquired John’s arrogance. Susan from the Police Federation was there too—she and her pouting lips bursting with filler that made her look like a duck. Susan was supposed to represent the interests of officers during internal investigations, but Cecilie was yet to hear her say anything sensible, and she had known Susan for years.

         Cecilie took a seat and began to give her account, which was no different from the one she had given to Karstensen the day before. Allan Svare asked questions about a couple of details, while John sat reclining in his chair. He still hadn’t opened his black notebook, which he was usually in the habit of doing. After fifteen minutes, John finally stirred. He rubbed his nose and sat forward on his chair.

         “Can we go through the shooting itself?”

         “Of course.” She tried to smile at them.

         “Tell me what happened in your own words.”

         She hesitated and took a sip of water from the glass that Susan had set before her. If she was caught lying to the Independent Police Complaints Authority, they would file charges against her and terminate her employment with immediate effect.

         She put down her glass of water and described how Troels had heroically ducked so that she could take aim and neutralise the perpetrator.

         Both Allan and John followed up with questions about whether the killer had been shouted at, whether any warning shots had been fired, and how many shots it had taken to stop him. All in all, routine questions and she had no trouble answering them. However, she noticed that throughout, John still hadn’t written a thing in his shitty little notebook.

         Shortly thereafter, they thanked her for her time and Cecilie stood up to leave.

         “Quite the experience for your new partner,” John said, looking up at her. “He still seems shaken.”

         “Troels did good.”

         “Well, I suppose it’s not his first murder case, is it?”

         “No,” Cecilie replied. “Troels has been in the division for a year, so …”

         They all looked towards John, who opened his notebook and flipped through it until he found what he was looking for. “Quite. Fresh out of Hobro and wound up at a murder in Nordvest on his first day, right?”

         “You’d remember better than me,” Cecilie replied, although it wasn’t true.

         “I have total recall,” John said with a smile. “Hassan Amir. Gunshot to the chest. Your neck of the woods, wasn’t it? Did you know Hassan?”

         Cecilie shoved her hands in her pockets and stared down at John. “Everyone knew Hassan and the gang he was in. Why do you ask?”

         “Yes, John. Is this relevant?” Susan asked, surpassing her own record for pertinent question-asking.

         John closed his notebook and extended his hands in apology. “Not at all. As I said, it’s just that I have total recall. The case came to mind … along with all the rumours from back then. And the fact that it was Troels’s first case.”

         “What rumours?” Cecilie asked.

         John laughed quietly. “As Susan has quite rightly pointed out, it’s not relevant. Thanks for your time and cooperation.” He nodded almost imperceptibly at her to signal that the meeting was over.

         On her way back to the division, Cecilie reflected on what John might be up to. He had clearly not just come to investigate the circumstances around Nicklas’s death. If that had been the case, he would have taken a completely different approach. She wouldn’t have got off so easily.

         “Are you okay?”

         Troels turned towards her on his chair and looked up. “Oh yes. That went well, I think … didn’t it?” He bit his lip.

         “No problems.” She walked around the desk and took her own seat. Cecilie switched on her computer as her thoughts ran riot. John would have spotted every single lie that had passed Troels’s lips. But he’d let it fly. Just like he’d let her tell the same lie without batting an eyelid. Instead, he’d patiently waited until he’d spotted his opening to direct the conversation to what he’d really come for. John had wanted to see her reaction when he mentioned the old Hassan case—simply to find out whether the rumours he’d caught wind of were true. He’d got what he’d come for. She had a feeling this was only the beginning of something that might end badly for her.

         “NC3 are on their way up,” said Henrik, clutching his phone.

         Cecilie nodded and dug out a couple of paracetamols to keep the aspirin company.
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         I
         smail from the NC3 IT investigation division arrived with a big black suitcase in tow. He was slightly overweight and not very tall. “Hi, Cecilie,” he said breathlessly, wiping sweat from his brow. “I should have taken the lift. Overestimated my own strength,” he added with a grin.

         “Good to see you, Ismail. Keeping busy?”

         “Understaffed as fuck, but you’ll know all about that yourselves.” He quickly greeted Troels.

         “I see you’ve brought along the ‘movie box,’” Cecilie said, pointing to his luggage. “Shall we find somewhere to set up?”

         Cecilie led Ismail and Troels to the nearest meeting room along the corridor. Once inside, Ismail set down the suitcase on the table and opened it. Inside was the computer equivalent of a Humvee. It was a portable BGAN terminal, which in addition to a huge processing capacity also featured a built-in satellite system so that the computer communicated directly with the NC3 mainframe. It was impossible to hack, and one of the wags at NC3 had christened it Vegas. Cecilie had never found out what incident had prompted that. What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.

         Ismail pushed his round glasses into place with his index finger. He switched on the computer and a quiet hum struck up.

         “So did you find anything on Nicklas Olsen’s computer?”

         “Yes, and on the other two external drives we got. It seems Nicklas didn’t learn from his first conviction.”

         “Kiddie porn?”

         Ismail nodded. “Seven hundred and ninety-one images and eighteen videos. Several of them in Category Three.”

         “What’s Category Three?” Troels asked.

         “Rape, threat, coercion, and serious violence against minors. The files weren’t even encrypted—they were freely available. I’ve brought you a copy,” he said, pointing to the screen, where there were a number of folders visible.

         “Did he produce these himself?”

         “No. The material itself is all stuff we’ve seen before. No new victims either. However, we’re in the process of tracking down who he shared it with, but that’s going to take time.”

         “What else?”

         “Let’s see,” Ismail said, tapping onwards. A screen with new folders appeared. “We’ve also found various videos and images showing the torture and killing of women. Once again, all old hat. A lot of it is freely available online. He probably googled his way to most of it.”

         “Sick,” said Troels.

         “There are also ten videos that Nicklas recorded in the weeks prior to killing his mother—in them he describes his hatred of her. You also see her come into his room and they argue.”

         “About anything in particular?”

         “Tidy up, get a job, I’m not your servant, you’re always out to get me, get the fuck out of my room. That kind of thing,” said Ismail, sitting up straighter in his chair. “I haven’t reviewed everything—just formed an overview.”

         “What about on the day itself?” Cecilie asked, and Troels glanced quickly at her. “Is there any video from then?”

         Ismail nodded. “Nicklas recorded his livestream of the killing of his mother … if that was what you were wondering. Want to see it?”

         Cecilie nodded.

         Ismail pulled up the footage. It showed Nicklas typing on his keyboard in the glow of a desk lamp. There was no audio in the recording. “He’s posted in and been involved in various groups, but this is one of the ones he visited frequently.”

         “Okay, how much video do we have of him?”

         “Several hours.”

         “Maybe fast-forward, then?”

         Ismail tapped on his keyboard and the sequence surged forward on the screen at a furious tempo. Occasionally, the door behind him would open and his mother would enter in her dressing gown. Their gestures and facial expressions showed the escalating tensions. At one point when Nicklas was alone, he stood up and stepped out of shot. When he returned, he was clutching the meat cleaver.

         “Slow it down,” Cecilie said.

         The three of them watched Nicklas hold the cleaver up to the camera to show it. Shortly after that, he set it down on the desk and continued his chat.

         “We’ve got a copy of the full transcript. It’s quite a big forum and so far we’ve noted more than two hundred users who were online around the time of the killing. Most of them were using Tor browsers and are anonymous.”

         “What’s he chatting to them about?” Troels asked.

         Ismail looked at him seriously. “There were a lot of them encouraging him to harm either himself or his mum. Only a few told him not to.”

         “Can we charge everyone who incited him?” Troels asked.

         Cecilie shook her head. “Cyber bullying isn’t illegal in Denmark. The incitement has to be direct and has to have taken place over a sustained period. Can you fast-forward to the killing, Ismail?”

         Ismail fast-forwarded to the moment in the video when Nicklas’s mother entered through the door. The poor lighting made the recording seem like something from a horror movie. Nicklas had his back to his mother, who was standing in the doorway. In his hand, he was holding the gleaming blade against his chest. His mother was clearly agitated and shouting at him. Without warning, Nicklas spun around on his chair and stood up—the next moment he brought the cleaver down on his mother’s head.

         “My God …” Troels put his hand to his mouth.

         On screen, they saw Nicklas drag his mother to an office chair and sit her down on it. Blood was pouring down the lifeless woman’s face and dressing gown. Nicklas returned to his own chair and sat down at the computer. He apologised for his absence and then continued typing.

         “How long does the camera keep running?”

         “He chats for a while longer. Some of the users praise him, while others are clearly pretty shocked.”

         “And what about Nicklas?”

         “He says very little about the murder. It seems that he’s more interested in discussing the online game they’re about to embark on.” Ismail fast-forwarded onwards until the screen went black.

         “Thanks, Ismail. Good work.”

         “No problem. Is there anything I need to look at in further detail relating to this murder case?”

         Cecilie shook her head. “It’ll be case closed as soon as Forensics are done with their report.”

         Ismail packed up his computer.

         “Do we know which of the chat users reported the murder?” Cecilie asked.

         Ismail shook his head. “Called in anonymously.”

         “Is there anyone who saw the killing calling themselves Abel?”

         “Abel? Nope, didn’t encounter that name. Most of the usernames in groups like this are anonymous and generated using random combinations of letters and numbers. Why do you ask?”

         “No reason,” she replied as she reflected on Nicklas’s last words.
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         T
         he concrete silos that were Bellahøj’s blocks of flats stood to attention in the night sky, almost majestic in the fading light. The now run-down buildings had originally been part of a prestige project in the 1960s, but these days the entire neighbourhood was firmly in the ghetto.

         Cecilie cruised through the area, heading for the block in which she lived. She had her arm resting out of the open window as she looked towards the empty walkways between the buildings. Most of the residents around here were wise enough to stay indoors after dark. Cecilie spotted a boy speeding off on his BMX. That was a local little shit who was scouting on behalf of some bigger shits whom he was likely now warning that the cop-bitch was back. After the unsolved murder of Hassan, all the small fish had been keeping their distance from her.

         Hassan had been their leader. The king of the walkways, ensuring that no one in the neighbourhood felt safe. The bastards had tried to scare her out of Bellahøj, and they’d even assaulted her. It had ended badly not only for her but also Hassan and a couple of the others. She hadn’t reported the incident. Instead, a truce had descended between her and the rabblerousers. Unfortunately, not long after that, Hassan had become a fully-fledged member of the NV-Brothers. She’d had good reason to fear him until the night when he’d been lured into an ambush under the Bispeengbuen motorway bridge. A place where there were no witnesses or CCTV cameras. A place where Hassan had taken three shots to the chest from an unknown killer who hadn’t left behind any DNA or their weapon. She’d handled the case herself and had made sure it was buried deep.

         Word of her involvement had spread quickly on the street but so far, the Brothers hadn’t shown themselves, which was probably down to the fact that they were waging war on the Amager-Rebels, who were trying to cut in on their turf.

         Cecilie parked her black Golf and got out, clutching a pizza box in one hand. She inhaled the cool night air as she locked the car. She contemplated the burnt asphalt some ten to fifteen metres distant across the roof of the vehicle. The black smear was a reminder of the car bomb that had gone off a couple of weeks before. The explosion had cost a Rebel his life and had sent the car to the scrapyard.

         Cecilie headed towards the dark walkway leading to her front door. Inside, she took the lift, which stank of urine, up to the top floor and let herself into her flat. As she entered the living room, she was greeted by the sight of a muscular figure standing by the roof terrace door. Cecilie turned on the light. “Hi, Bob. Did you miss me?”

         She dumped the pizza box on the coffee table and took off her black leather jacket. The full-size martial arts mannequin stared mutely back at her. Bob XL’s face was furrowed and he resembled a cross between Kim Bodnia and a boxer of yesteryear. Bob had neither arms nor lower legs, but was mounted on an adjustable pillar. On the other hand, his bare muscular latex torso sported an enviable six-pack and a bulging crotch that showed him to be a real man.

         Cecilie sat down on the sofa and opened the pizza box. Inside was the usual—a number 8 from Venezia on the corner. The pizzeria was run by three Kurds, which was authentic enough in her view, given that she always ordered hers with shawarma on it.

         “John Fucking Nyholm stopped by today, Bob,” she said, pulling a slice of pizza free. She folded it in the centre and took a big bite. “All just to snoop around the old Hassan case.” She found a napkin and wiped her mouth. “Not officially, but”—she winked at Bob—“John might take us down a peg or two. If I go to pot, so do you, Bob.” She took another bite. “What worries me most of all is how a rumour from the hood made it all the way up to Independent Complaints and John. Everyone in this neck of the woods is usually as taciturn as you are, Bob. People keep their traps shut. Unless John is running his own investigation—one that’s solely about digging up dirt on me.” She pushed the pizza box away across the table and wiped her fingers. “We’ve got to be careful, Bob. We live in dangerous times.” Cecilie reached for her jacket and found the small empty coke tube in her pocket. She unscrewed the cap and tapped the tube against the back of her hand. There wasn’t even enough for a single line, so she opted to rub the sad remains into her gums. The effect was minimal but enough to get her off the sofa. She pulled off her T-shirt and kicked off her shoes. Wearing only jeans and a sports bra, she began to jab at Bob. She landed a few quick blows on his jaw and followed up with a powerful kidney jab. The blows rained down more and more quickly. Body. Head. Balls. Ten minutes later, she had broken into a sweat and was leaning breathlessly against Bob, trying to catch her breath. The pizza felt like it was still in her throat, and she slipped out onto the roof terrace to get some fresh air.

         There was a stiff breeze up on the fourteenth floor and the wind quickly cooled down her sweaty body. She leaned against the railing and stared towards Copenhagen’s city centre, which looked like a luminous, glittering carpet. From her terrace, she had an unobstructed view of the whole capital. On the surface of it, a beautiful sight. But she knew about the decay concealed beneath it. Every single neighbourhood had its murders, each more brutal than the last. In reality, she was surveying a swamp of evil.
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C ecilie was in the process of putting her finishing touches to the Nicklas Olsen case report. It might have been quicker if she had ever learned to touch-type, but the two-fingered approach was the best she could do as she hammered away at the keyboard. And the less said about her spelling the better … Nevertheless, there was still satisfaction in literally drawing a line under the case.

“Cecilie,” Heino said to her from the doorway.

“Not now, Heino, I need to get this over the line.”

“It’s not me who wants you, it’s Karstensen.”

“Can’t you tell him that the report is coming? I need another half hour.”

“He says now.” Heino lowered his voice. “He seems pretty pissed off.”

Cecilie abandoned her keyboard and leaned back in her chair. “So everything’s the same as usual.”

“Troels, you’re invited too,” said Heino.

Troels looked up from his computer. “Me …?” he said nervously.

Cecilie and Troels walked up the corridor towards Karstensen’s office.

“What do you think it’s about?” Troels asked.

“Not a clue,” she said with a shake of the head. “How many fingers do you use to type?”

“All of them, I think.”

“Great. We’ll have you writing reports before long, then.”

Cecilie knocked on the door and entered together with Troels. She was surprised to find that Karstensen wasn’t alone.

He was sitting at the conference table along with a younger man and a woman. Karstensen asked Cecilie and Troels to take a seat and then introduced the man as Palle Hjort from the Commissioner’s Office, and the woman as Birgitte Lund from the National Police Press Office.

“What’s happened? Has Peter Lundin escaped?” Cecilie said with a smile.

There were no smiles in return.

“I’m glad to see you’ve kept your sense of humour, Cecilie. I’m afraid mine has gone AWOL,” Karstensen said. “A rather problematic video has appeared online in relation to your most recent murder case.”

Cecilie nodded. “I guess it was only a matter of time before it happened.”

“You’re already aware of it?” Karstensen said, dumbfounded.

Cecilie could feel everyone’s eyes on her. “We saw it the other day in the NC3 briefing.”

“Why haven’t I been informed?”

“Because I’m just finishing up my report.”

“But this is an absolute disaster—look at all the reactions it’s had!” Karstensen said with such force that spittle flew from his mouth.

Cecilie was surprised by his agitation—even if Karstensen did tend to register on the red end of the scale. “The fact that the killer filmed the murder of his mother and that the video ended up being made public is obviously disagreeable. Can we ban the press from reproducing it?” She smiled sympathetically at Palle, who averted his gaze. She knew his type. He was yet another one of the Commissioner’s dogsbodies with equal parts ambition and pointy elbows. He probably already had his eye on Karstensen’s office.
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