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            “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
      

            I will fear no evil, for thou art with me;
      

            thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”
      

            Book of Psalms, 23:4
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         He was sitting at the head of the kitchen table. It was mid-October, and in the garden outside, the pruned fruit trees were silhouetted against the evening sky. His son was sitting to his left. The boy had just turned six, and he was trying to impale a chip on his plate with the fork that was clenched in one fist. The other hand rested on a blue toy car with peeling paint on its bonnet. He glanced at his son. The boy had features that reflected his own: a baby hawknose, a mouth that drooped at the corners, and close-set eyes that lent both father and son an eternally pensive expression.

         He reached out and stroked the boy’s head. The boy let himself be stroked. The chubby cheeks and freckles he had inherited from his mother, who was standing by the stove with her back turned. She fished chips out of the frying pan and dumped them next to the golden-brown Wiener schnitzel on the plate that was within reach on the kitchen counter by the hob.

         “Would you like peas as well?” she asked her husband without turning round.

         “Yes, please. Just a few,” her husband said, laying a serviette on his lap to shield the navy suit trousers from droplets of frying oil. Apart from the shiny black shoes he’d kicked off at the door in favour of a pair of comfy camel-wool slippers, he hadn’t had the chance to change after work, so he was still dressed in a pale-blue shirt and navy suit jacket.

         “What about you?” he said, turning to his son with a smile. “Would you also like some peas?”

         The boy shook his head violently.

         “No? But you’ve always liked peas, right?”

         The boy nodded and opened his mouth, which was full of food. “Yes. It’s just that . . . they’re so hard to eat—”

         “We don’t talk with a full mouth,” he said sternly.

         His wife put his plate of food in front of him and sat down with her own plate in her hand. She started squirting ketchup over her chips and fried veal. The bags under her eyes and her chapped lips made her look much older than her thirty-two years. He remembered that the first time they met. It was her smile he had fallen for back then, but she seldom smiled anymore. She was a housewife, stayed home most of the time, and for the life of him, he couldn’t fathom why she should be so exhausted all the time. He poured her a glass of juice from the jug standing on the table. She gave him a brief nod of thanks. His son had given up on the chip. The boy was absorbed in vrooming his toy car around the flower-pattern racecourse on the tablecloth—faster and faster, louder and louder, till he took a hairpin bend around his juice glass. Then the boy yawned, open-mouthed, and his car sputtered to a halt.

         “We don’t play at the dinner table,” she said.

         “That’s all right. Let him play,” he said.

         A look of surprise came over his wife’s face. Understandably, of course, for he was the one who made the rules, including the ones pertaining to table manners. “Drink your juice, my boy,” he said with a smile.

         The boy did as he was told and gulped down his juice at once.

         “How was . . . your day?” his wife asked with her mouth full.

         “It was fine, thank you.”

         “Anything special today?”

         “No, not really. Same as usual.”

         “Nothing special at all?” she said.

         He put down his knife and fork, picked up the serviette in his lap, and dabbed the corners of his mouth. “Please don’t misunderstand me, because I think it’s kind of you to ask about my work, but there’s really no point, my dear, for if I were to start sharing the content or details of the tasks I performed in the course of my day—any day of the week—you wouldn’t begin to understand what I was saying. So, with all respect, having a conversation with you is meaningless.”

         His wife blinked rapidly, swallowed the food in her mouth in one gulp, and nearly choked on it. “It’s . . . it’s just that I thought it would be nice to talk . . . We can talk about something else . . .”

         “I understand. The first bit. Why don’t we just enjoy the silence whilst we eat?”

         His wife didn’t reply and started eating faster, as if she wanted to clear her plate and get dinner over with as fast as possible.

         He neither reprimanded nor put her right. Not tonight. He didn’t even chide her disgusting table manners. He ate his dinner without another word, looking out over the garden once more. The fruit trees seemed to be staring at him, communicating their own silent rebuke as the low crowns swayed from side to side. There was no wind, yet he felt like they were shaking their heads at him. He was just about to stand up to close the curtains when he was interrupted by the loud clang of his wife’s cutlery on her plate.

         He turned his head towards her. She was swaying back and forth in her chair, bringing her hand up to her head, breathing heavily. She swallowed rapidly a few times and reached for her glass but merely knocked it over. In a dark-red rivulet, the contents spread over the tablecloth. “I-I’m sor-ry,” she stammered. With obvious effort, she raised her head and looked at her son. The boy was slumped over the table. His body motionless, the right hand still clutching the toy car. His mother gasped and turned her head to face her husband.

         He returned her gaze as he chewed calmly. “It’s all right, dear. Just lie down and sleep now.”

         His wife stared at him, as if in awe . . . then her gaze shifted to his glass of juice. He had not touched it. “What . . . what have you done . . .?” One arm rose in the air as she tried to get to her feet, but she fell onto the linoleum floor. And she stayed down.

         He tilted his head to one side, glancing over the edge of the table, watching his wife as he finished chewing his mouthful of fried veal and peas. Her arm was stretched over her head, as if a swimmer in mid-crawl motion—which was rather ridiculous, he thought, for his wife was not the sporty type, and he doubted very much that a girl like she, who had grown up on a farm deep in provincial Denmark, would ever have learned to swim.

          
      

         When he had finished his dinner, he pushed his chair back and went over to the bay window. Dusk had long since fallen, and the naked fruit trees had disappeared in the dark, but he drew the curtains anyway. He cleared the table and scraped the leftovers into the dustbin. A few peas escaped from his own plate, and he bent down to pick them up. His son was right; peas were a nuisance. He wished they’d had more time together. Perhaps he could’ve shown him how to mash peas with a fork, so you don’t run the risk of them scattering all over the place. But their time had run out.

         He loaded the dishwasher and turned up the gas under the frying pan. Then he returned to the table and picked up his son. The boy moaned briefly but was suﬃciently drugged with morphine. He carried the boy down the long corridor to the boy’s bedroom. But he changed his mind; he passed the boy’s bedroom and continued to the master bedroom instead. It seemed right, more fitting that they should sleep together in the current circumstances. He deposited the boy in the middle of the double bed and returned to the kitchen.

         The frying pan was giving off smoke and the burnt oil stank to high heaven. The next instant, the fumes burst into flames, which licked up the wall behind the hob. With great diﬃculty, he picked up his wife off the floor—she was a lot heavier than he had imagined. As the flames set the kitchen cupboards alight and spread with explosive speed, he carried her calmly into the master bedroom and laid her next to the boy. He took off their shoes but let them keep their clothes on. He crossed their arms peacefully over their chests.

         He sat down on the bed and took off his slippers and socks, flung the suit jacket onto the floor, and lay down next to his wife and son. Then he closed his eyes and tried to breathe normally. He was only partly successful with that. Briefly, he considered whether he should get up and drink a glass of the juice spiked with morphine but rejected that option as cowardly. He deserved to feel the fear of the fire now. He deserved to be conscious the moment he was burnt alive.

         Soon he began to cough because of the thick smoke that filtered into the bedroom. He could hear the fire running through the living room, now feeding on the parquet floors and beams in the low ceiling, now eating through the paintings on the walls, including the precious Henry Heerup piece over the fireplace, now transforming his Hornung & Møller grand piano into tinder and ash. Flames like a hoarse whisper spreading down the corridor. And he could feel the glowing heat just behind the wall.

         His eyes were closed, but they stung and teared from the smoke that crept down his throat, choking him. There was only one thing he regretted now: the suicide note he had left on his desk at work. At the time, it had felt like the right thing to do, the correct behaviour under the circumstances. Just like proper table manners. There is always a right and wrong thing to do in a particular set of circumstances: Keep your mouth closed when it is full. Lay your family to rest. Cross your arms over your chest. And always mash your unruly peas first.

         There are a set of rules and regulations for everything. More than anyone else, he understood that the world was built on a bedrock of systems.

      
   


   
      
         
            2
      

            Present time

Christianshavn, August 2014
      

         

         The radio host, who called himself “Teddy-K,” announced that this was going to be the warmest day of the year to date. It was only ten thirty in the morning, and Ravn was inclined to believe what he heard on the radio for a change, even if Teddy-K’s high-pitched proclamation didn’t strike him as the most reliable source of truth.

         Despite having rolled down all the windows in the old Audi, his T-shirt was drenched in sweat. Teddy-K switched to advertisements and Ravn automatically turned down the sound. The car was a loan from his new employer, and he still hadn’t figured out how to switch the damn thing off.

         Keeping two cars behind, he was following the black Porsche Cayenne that was crawling along with the morning traﬃc. The driver of the Porsche had also rolled down his windows, blasting his immediate environment with hip-hop music from his radio. Moments later, the Porsche turned onto Uplandsgade and Ravn followed the car into the large car park in front of the supermarket, SuperBest, which was almost empty at this time of day.

         Ravn parked the Audi close to the supermarket entrance, just two rows behind the Porsche. He searched for his video camera, which he was certain he’d brought along. “Move over, he said to Møffe, who had been taking a nap on the passenger seat.

         Sure enough, Ravn found his camera buried under the bulldog’s generous belly and Møffe grumbled at Ravn for the rude interruption.

         “Stop complaining, or I’ll leave you at home next time,” Ravn said, flipping out the camera, which switched on automatically. He raised the screen just above the dashboard, zoomed in on the Porsche, and started filming.

         A flabby, bald man in his mid-forties got out of the passenger seat. He was wearing cut-off jeans, a leather jacket with a biker logo on the back, and a white neck brace. The driver’s side opened and a large woman with platinum blonde hair stepped out. She had just as many tattoos on her arms as her husband. For a moment, he thought that her face was also tattooed but then realised she had a black eye. Beyond Ravn’s earshot, the man yelled something at his wife. The woman gave her husband a dirty look, then she opened the rear door and hauled a boy out of the back seat. The boy looked about ten years old and seemed to have inherited his size and flab from his parents. He was completely absorbed by the tablet in his hands, despite his mother pulling on his arm. The man caught his son’s attention, gave him a coin, and pointed in the direction of the shopping trolley bay. The boy made his way over, dragging his heels. By the time he got back with the trolley, his mother looked impatient and snapped at her husband. The man pointed at his neck brace and shrugged. The woman shoved the boy aside and took over the trolley as the family made their way towards the supermarket entrance. Ravn kept filming till the family disappeared inside.

         “The time is now”—Ravn checked the digital clock on the dashboard— “is now 10:38 a.m. I have been tailing Carsten Nielsen and his family to . . . SuperBest on Amager. Still no sign that the suspect is simulating his injury.”

         When Ravn stopped filming and made to get out of the car, Møffe lifted his head and gave him a doleful look.

         “You stay here, Møffe. There’s a dog treat in it for you if you stay out of trouble till I get back,” said Ravn.

         Møffe snorted and lowered his head onto the seat again.

         Ravn headed for the supermarket entrance with the camera hidden under the hoodie he had slung over his forearm. He doubted that Carsten would be dumb enough to do anything that might reveal in public that the neck injury he had reported to his insurers was fake, but you never knew. Carsten had reported a disability benefit of twenty-five percent, which in hard cash would entitle him to claim 2 million kroner from his accident insurance. He’d bought the policy three weeks before the purported accident. There was only one witness: the man who drove into Carsten. And the sole witness happened to be one of Carsten Nielsen’s “brothers” from a local Christianshavn biker club—a man who had successfully cashed in on a similar disability insurance scheme two years ago. Ravn had been on the case for over a week. He needed to find hard evidence today that Carsten—aka “the Rat” to his brothers at the club—was faking his injury. If he didn’t, the Rat would win the jackpot.

         Ravn entered the supermarket. It was refreshingly cool inside. He grabbed a shopping basket and randomly picked a few items off the shelves as he sauntered down the aisles. When he reached the refrigerated goods section, he spotted Carsten and his family, whose shopping trolley was filled with groceries. Ravn followed them at a safe distance.

         The wife was pushing the trolley, and Carsten shuffled after her in his wooden clogs. He looked hot and sweaty and kept tugging on the neck brace, which was clearly bothering him. Every time he looked in a new direction, he had to turn his entire body, which gave his movements a robotic look. When they reached the drinks aisle, Carsten nudged his son on the shoulder and asked him to grab a case of Carlsberg Elephant Extra Strong beer.

         “Get it yourself,” said the boy without taking his eyes off the tablet in his hands.

         Carsten ripped the device out of his son’s hands and bent over, his face just millimetres from his son’s nose. “Do you wanna lose this piece of shit?! Well, do ya?!” he yelled at the boy.

         The boy glanced at the tablet, which was out of reach. Then he turned round and went to the closest stack of beers. With great diﬃculty, he lifted the top case off the pile. “It’s fucking heavy, Dad!”

         “I said Elephant beer,” Carsten replied, pointing out which kind he wanted.

         The boy put down the case he had clutched in his arms and traipsed over to find the beer his father had asked for. With the help of his mother, the boy managed to lug the case of Elephant beer into the trolley.

         Ravn paused in front of the canned goods, keeping one eye on the family as they continued down the aisle. In his assessment, and compared to other bikers Ravn had met, Carsten’s IQ was below average, but he was clever enough not to put his phoney claim at risk. For his own part, Ravn wasn’t particularly bothered whether the insurance company would get duped by Carsten or not. The bonus he would receive from the lawyer who’d hired him if he found evidence against Carsten was a nice thought, but that wasn’t the reason he wanted to nail this guy. What bothered Ravn most was that the Rat had been giving him the runaround for over a week. And he had an intense dislike for bikers in general. When he was with the Special Crime Ops team at Station City, he’d spent years of his life on these arseholes, and he’d put many of them behind bars. He’d be damned if he was going to let the Rat aka “I-piss-on-everyone-and-beat-my-wife-Carsten” get away with it. He had to come up with a plan that could confirm or deny once and for all whether Carsten was faking his injury or not. Right now.

         Ravn deposited the shopping basket back on the pile and walked swiftly to the exit. When he came to the car park, he fished a coin out of his jeans pocket and continued to the shopping trolley bay. The trolleys were arranged in two long rows of about ten each under a wooden shelter. He put his hoodie and the video camera on the ground and squeezed in between the two rows of trolleys. When he reached the back of the shelter, he stuck his coin in the slot and freed the first row of trolleys from its lock. Bracing one leg against the back wall, he forced the entire column out of the shelter. With an almighty screech of metal against metal, Ravn pushed the trolleys over to the back end of the Porsche.

         In that moment, Carsten and his family came out of the supermarket. Carsten hurried his wife, who was pushing the heavy trolley. Ravn knew it was only a matter of seconds before Carsten would see what he was up to. Putting his back into it, he managed to shove the row of trolleys across the parking bay and block the Porsche’s stall. He quickly picked up the hoodie and the camera and returned to his car.

         “Hi, Møffe,” Ravn said as he slipped into the driver’s seat.

         Møffe yawned and rolled over, presenting his belly to be scratched, but Ravn didn’t have time. He could already hear Carsten’s litany of swear words booming over the car park, and he hunkered down in his seat and turned on the video camera. He got Carsten in his sights and zoomed in.

         Carsten was pacing back and forth whilst his family looked on in defeat. The row of trolleys stretched from the rear end of the Porsche to the entrance of the wooden shelter, as if a shop assistant had abandoned them. It was impossible to get into the car, never mind drive away.

         Carsten commandeered his wife and son to get the trolleys out of the way. They tried pushing, they tried pulling, but no matter how much Carsten kept yelling at them, the wife and son were unable to move them. There was nothing for it; he had to help them. Turning his entire body left, then right, Carsten put one hand on the row of trolleys and tried to help. But it made no difference. The row didn’t budge an inch. The wife rolled her eyes, then tapped her watch. Ravn heard her yell something about a manicure appointment. An argument between Carsten and his wife ensued, accompanied by much yelling and shouting and waving of arms. The boy dropped his tablet in the fray, and when he realised that the screen was shattered, he began to cry loudly as well. Carsten, whose face was flushed in rage by this point, tore at the neck brace, which seemed to be choking him. “To hell with the lot of you!” he screamed, and gripped the column of trolleys with both hands.

         All the while, Ravn kept the camera lens trained on Carsten with one hand and scratched Møffe’s belly with the other. Soon his film was fit for an Oscar. Or, at the very least, a handsome bonus.
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         Ravn’s recording from that morning played on the computer screen. Despite its grainy quality and lack of colour contrast, Carsten Nielsen was clearly identifiable on the video. The loosened brace hung around his neck like a baby’s bib as he pushed and pulled on the row of trolleys with all his strength.

         “It appears he has experienced a miraculous recovery,” Advocate Lohman remarked drily. He folded his arms over his large stomach, which stretched his yellow cardigan to breaking point. Lohman, a seasoned lawyer for the past forty years, sat behind a wooden desk in his nicotine-stained oﬃce and watched the video sequence unfold before him.

         “Yes, Carsten’s degree of disability has been reduced to zero percent,” said Ravn, who was standing next to Lohman’s desk. “You can’t complain about that.”

         “No, not at all. What a stroke of luck for your investigation that those shopping trolleys obstructed Mr. Nielsen’s parking bay,” Lohman said, pointing at the screen as Carsten finally managed to set the trolleys in motion. The Rat pushed the row away from his car and over to the next parking bay, apparently unperturbed that they now blocked several other cars’ exit.

         “Yes, sometimes you get lucky,” Ravn agreed with a smile, rubbing the bandage on his left forearm.

         “So, what happened to your arm?” Lohman asked.

         “A little mishap. I stuck my arm too far out the window.”

         “Out the window?”

         “Yes, that comes later,” Ravn said, and took a seat in the worn leather chair on the other side of Lohman’s desk.

         The lawyer sat glued to the screen, watching the scenario play out.

         Carsten was yelling at his wife and son. He tried to refasten the neck brace but was too enraged and lacked the patience to get the job done. At last, his wife came over to help him. At this point, Carsten looked in the direction of the Audi and spotted Ravn with his camera. Carsten pointed directly at the lens.

         “Shit,” Ravn’s voice said close to the camera’s microphone. Judging from the shaking recording immediately after, Ravn dumped the camera onto the dashboard, and it kept filming on its side as Carsten stormed towards the Audi. The microphone recorded Ravn’s swearing as he fumbled loudly with the keys, trying to get them in the ignition. When the car finally started, Carsten took off one of his clogs and torpedoed it directly at the Audi’s windscreen, which shattered on impact. There was a highpitched groan from the gearbox as Ravn tried to find reverse.

         “My . . . my car,” muttered Lohman, who still had his eyes glued to the screen. “Who the hell does that arsehole think he is?!”

         “Had I known that he could throw so well, I would have parked a little further away,” Ravn said. “I’ll pay for your windscreen.”

         Lohman glanced at him. “But what happened to your arm?”

         “Just keep watching,” said Ravn, rotating his good wrist.

         Lohman returned his attention to the screen.

         Ravn had found reverse and stepped on the accelerator. Carsten’s figure became smaller and smaller on the screen, and then you could hear him yell: “Django! Put Django on him!” The son stepped forward and opened the rear hatch and a white pit bull terrier sprang out. The dog set after Ravn and had covered about half the distance between them when Ravn swung the Audi round. The camera shot over to the driver’s side of the dashboard and now filmed Ravn, who was struggling to get the car into first gear. He leaned against the door and opened the window because it was almost impossible to see through the shattered windscreen. In that moment, the terrier’s jaws appeared in the open window, and the dog latched onto Ravn’s forearm. He screamed in pain and tried to shake off the dog whilst the car skidded sideways. Møffe pushed to his feet and gave a series of indignant, asthmatic barks at the terrier, which opened its jaws at the sight of Møffe and tumbled out of view. Ravn put his foot down, and the video camera slid off the dashboard, thudded onto the mat in front of the passenger seat, and the screen went black. Ravn’s swearing could still be heard on the microphone.

         Lohman switched off the recording and leaned back in his seat. “Have you been to see a doctor about that arm of yours? You ought to get a tetanus shot.”

         “My arm is fine, thanks,” said Ravn.

         “We could sue for damages . . . if you like? You were filming on a public road, which is entirely legal.”

         Ravn shook his head. “Let it go. I would’ve been just as pissed if I’d discovered someone filming me without my permission. Especially if I stood to lose a couple of million as a result.”

         “Suit yourself,” said Lohman. “Good thing you had Møffe along for the ride. Else you’d still be running around with that pit bull on your arm.”

         Ravn glanced at Møffe, who was napping at his feet on Lohman’s shabby Persian carpet. “Yes. Despite his old age, he’s still a good guard dog. And, as I said, I’ll pay for your windscreen.”

         “Forget it,” said Lohman. “I write the costs off against expenses. Considering the sum of money we just saved my client, it won’t be a problem. Sherry?” He stood up and went to the drinks tray on the round mahogany table in the corner.

         “No, thanks.”

         Lohman poured himself a glass. “You have to allow yourself a few privileges.”

         “When do you think you could transfer my fee?”

         “Have a word with Miss Malling,” Lohman said, nodding at the door to his reception. “She’ll write you a cheque immediately.”

         Miss Malling was Lohman’s secretary. She had been working for the lawyer since the day he started. Neither of them had ever married, and it was impossible to tell if their relationship was purely professional because they behaved like an old married couple.

         “Thank you,” said Ravn. He meant it; he could really use the money. He was about to take his leave of the lawyer, but Lohman waved him back into his seat.

         “Where’s the fire?” Lohman said. “Stay seated. We’re far from done, you and I.”

         Ravn sighed. Lohman no longer appeared in court, preferring to stick to those cases he could settle from behind his desk, which meant that the lawyer seemed to have an insatiable need to hear his own voice. He could talk the hind legs off a donkey. Throughout the summer, which was almost over, Ravn had taken on several surveillance tasks for Lohman, and he’d heard the lawyer’s repertoire of success stories in court more than once. “I once had a client who claimed he was insane at the moment he robbed a bank—” Lohman began.

         “—the only problem was he’d robbed twenty-eight others before that,” Ravn said, cutting him off.

         “Ah, have I told you this one before?” Lohman said, and took a sip from his sherry glass, clearly disappointed by Ravn’s apparent lack of interest. “Never mind; so where were we?” he said, plopping down into his seat.

         “My fee,” said Ravn with a conciliatory smile. He didn’t have anything against Lohman, but he wasn’t in the mood to keep him company today. Besides, he’d worked up a thirst himself; he needed a beer.

         “No, we were done talking about your fee. There’s a new case we need to discuss. Not quite as much bite as the last one,” he said, nodding at Ravn’s arm in case he hadn’t caught the joke. “But there’s good money in this one. At least two weeks’ work, maybe more.”

         “Thanks, but I’m not interested.”

         “How do you know when I haven’t told you about the case yet?”

         “Because I—”

         “The client is a large, renowned Danish electronics company. They’ve had some stock disappearing from their warehouses overseas. I can’t reveal the name of my client, of course, before you agree to take on the assignment, but it sounds like ‘bee-n-oh.’” He smiled at Ravn and winked at him, eager to see if he’d understood.

         “Lohman, I appreciate the offer, but I’m not interested in this kind of work anymore. It’s been fine till now, but . . . this is not what I want to be doing with my time.”

         “Is it because of the silly injury you’ve suffered?” Lohman said, pointing at Ravn’s bandage.

         “Believe me, I’ve had worse.”

         “Okay. So, what are you afraid of?” The expression on Lohman’s face suggested that he thought this provocation would goad Ravn into accepting the assignment.

         Ravn smiled. “I’m not afraid. It’s just not for me.”

         “But this is really no different to what you were doing for the police before, apart from the fact that you’re being paid a decent salary.”

         “On the contrary, it’s completely different. Investigation is one thing, spying on other people is something else entirely. I don’t want to be a snoop anymore.”

         “But you’re so good at it. Better than any of the investigators I’ve ever had. I’ll admit that when Johnson recommended you, I had my doubts. I hope you won’t be offended if I say so.”

         “Not at all. I wouldn’t take for granted anything Johnson recommends. Especially when the recommendation pertains to me.”

         Lohman raised his glass in a toast. “You’re a strange one, you are.”

         “Regardless of the client, the answer is no, Lohman,” Ravn said, pushing to his feet, and Møffe took his cue.

         “Think about it,” said Lohman. “Young people like you are so impatient nowadays.”

         “I’m hardly young anymore. And I have thought about it. Take care of yourself, Lohman,” Ravn said and made for the door.

         “Oh, all right, then I’ll have to tell you who the client is, so you know what an exclusive case you’re missing.” Swirling the sherry in his glass, Lohman took an artistic pause. “You are turning down a case for Bang & Olufsen.”

         “I figured. And I’m sure they can survive just fine without me,” Ravn said with a wave as he walked out the door.
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         The Sea Otter was packed, and from the old Wurlitzer jukebox in the corner, Joe Cocker’s raw voice singing “Unchain My Heart” blended in with the chatter of guests. The bar was packed with young people ready for a night out on Christianshavn, whilst the regular patrons were slinging down their beers at the tables, puﬃng cigarettes that fed the blue mist of tobacco smoke hovering overhead.

         Ravn had arrived early and managed to secure a place at the end of the bar. This meant that he had consumed more alcohol than most people in the bar, and he was rather drunk—more so than originally planned. Johnson had been washing and polishing beer glasses all night, whilst the two young bartenders he’d hired could barely keep up with orders from the guests. “What’s going on, Johnson? Are all the other bars in Christianshavn on strike?” Ravn said.

         Johnson glanced at Ravn and quirked his bushy eyebrows. “You’re funny, huh! Don’t you know The Sea Otter is the so-called brown gold now,” he said, and put down his dishcloth to pour himself a cup of coffee. “Clearly you don’t read the local paper.” The delicate coffee cup was dwarfed by the barkeep’s enormous fingers.

         “Nah, Møffe generally rips it to shreds before I get a chance to read it.”

         Johnson emptied his cup and poured a refill from the flask on the shelf behind him. “The local paper ran a feature on the dive bars in Christianshavn. Apparently, it’s establishments like us—small, quirky, and homely places like The Sea Otter—that are mod again.”

         Ravn shook his head. “The Sea Otter has never been ‘quirky’ nor ‘modern,’” he said.

         Johnson frowned. “If I were the one drinking on tab, I’d start telling the barkeep better jokes.”

         Ravn downed the remains of his beer and put the empty bottle on the counter between them. “Well then, you’d better get me another one of these.”

         Johnson took a Hof out of the fridge and popped the cap. “Lohman tells me you quit?”

         “In here, gossip flows faster than the water in the canal out there.”

         “He told me in confidence after his regular game of carom with Victoria the other night.”

         “He should have concentrated on his game rather than shooting his mouth off,” Ravn said, taking a sip from his fresh bottle of beer. “It’s not like he was my employer or anything. I just took on a few assignments for him.”

         “Still. You don’t just up and leave a job like that.”

         “Is that what Lohman said I did? I’ve just saved his client two million kroner—and almost lost an arm in the process,” Ravn added, raising his bandaged arm off the counter.

         “No, no, Lohman was happy to have you on the case. And it’s a nice bit of business for you as well, I imagine,” Johnson remarked in a confidential tone, leaning his massive bulk on the counter. “Apparently, you’re even good at it, he said.”

         Ravn shrugged. “It was a summer holiday job, and summer is almost over.”

         “Do you have something lined up?”

         Ravn shook his head.

         “That’s what I thought. And that’s exactly why you shouldn’t have quit. You could have learned something.”

         “There wasn’t much to learn. It was a snooping job. A monkey with a camera could have done it.”

         Johnson shrugged. “It’s not as if you have a helluva lot of options.”

         “I get by,” said Ravn. He couldn’t figure out if Johnson’s concern was aimed at him, or Lohman, or some question of personal pride. It was Johnson who’d recommended him to Lohman, after all. All he knew about the two dinosaurs’ relationship other than Lohman’s patronage and a regular game of billiards was that, back in the day, the lawyer had supported Johnson both legally and financially to buy The Sea Otter. Lohman had a modest share in the pub, and in age-old Christianshavner circles, they were considered blood brothers.

         A girl in a white vest top squeezed to the front of the counter next to Ravn. She grinned at Johnson to get his attention and ordered a round of beers. Feigning a nonchalant air, she puffed her fringe out of her eyes. Ravn tried not to stare down her cleavage, but she caught him looking.

         “Camilla,” she said, offering Ravn her hand in greeting.

         Ravn took it. She is much too young, he thought.

         “Want to join us for a game of pool?”

         “Pool? Thanks, Carina, but I’m afraid I’m a little too drunk to play pool.”

         “Camilla,” she said, giving him a playful clap on the shoulder.

         “Sorry, but it was so close.”

         “Afraid to lose?” she said with a flirty smile. Johnson put her order on the counter, and she paid for the beers.

         “No. I might do something really stupid.”

         Camilla gave him another smile and gathered up the five beer bottles with both hands. “Come over to our table if you change your mind,” she said. The next moment, she disappeared in the crowd, but he saw her resurface at one of the tables near the jukebox.

         “As I said: Lignite is in vogue,” Johnson observed drily. “Even an old codger like you has a modest chance of getting laid,” said Johnson. “She seemed cute.”

         “You mean young. Are you also trying to hook me up now?”

         “Good lord, no,” Johnson snorted. “You’re on your own there, my friend.” He picked up the next beer glass and started polishing furiously, ignoring the throng of thirsty guests vying for his attention at the counter. “By the way, you know Robert, right?”

         “Name doesn’t ring a bell.”

         “Of course, you know him: Robert. He comes in now and again. The boxer. From the Swedish Sports Club. We used to spar together, years ago. Hits hard as a hammer. Or rather, he used to—back then.”

         “Sounds like a deadbeat. So, what about him?”

         “He works as a security guard now, has his own business with a few employees. I could ask if he needs another man . . . I’m sure he could use an ex-cop like you.”

         Ravn put down his Hof and stared at Johnson.

         “A security guard! Seriously? Are you suggesting I should patrol the mall in a suit and tie, with a little shield on my shirtsleeve?”

         “Why not? There’s nothing wrong with being a security guard. Robert also does night shifts. That could be something for you—so you don’t end up insulting anyone.”

         Ravn shook his head in disbelief. “Johnson, can we agree on something? From now on, you don’t have to provide any more job opportunities. I’m just fine without your interference, thank you very much.” He stuck his hand in his pocket, extracted a 500-kroner note, and put it on the counter.

         “You can settle your tab tomorrow.”

         “That’s all right, I’ll do it now.”

         Johnson shrugged and took the money. Moments later, he returned with the change. “Go straight home now, will ya?”

         “We’ll see.”
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         Ravn tugged on Møffe’s leash as he crossed the Town Hall Square and shimmied past the stream of tourists outside the main entrance to Tivoli. In the old garden on his way over from Christianshavn, he had watched the midnight fireworks light up the sky in bursts of colour. The walk had done him good. He was no longer drunk—or rather, he was probably still drunk, albeit relatively clear-headed, simply cruising along with the buzz—and although it was almost twelve thirty on a school night, the street was filled with people who didn’t want this summer evening to end either.

         He tried to convince himself that this was just a brisk walk before bed. But he knew damn well where the booze was taking him. He was heading back to the old hood, Vesterbro, where his former workplace, Station City, rose as a fort in the middle of the enemy’s territory. Back then, when he was the second-in-command of Crime Ops, he knew every alley and every back street, the cellars and brothels and drug dens. He knew the pushers and hookers on a first-name basis—at least those who managed to stay alive long enough to become legends on the streets. But it wasn’t nostalgia pulling him back to Vesterbro; it was something much more dangerous, something hidden deep in his soul. Eva’s unsolved case haunted him, especially when he was pissed.

         With Møffe by his side, he stole into the shadows of a dark courtyard off Colbjørnsensgade. The street was deserted. In the last half hour, only two prostitutes and their clients had come past. But Ravn was watching the abandoned hairdresser’s salon right across the road. Behind the dirty windowpanes and yellowish curtains, a light was still burning. The flickering blue shadows of a television screen. For the past ten years—ever since the hairdresser has declared bankruptcy—the location had oﬃcially been registered as the property of a cultural association: a club and meeting place for people from the former Soviet states, created to maintain common cultural ties and strive for better living conditions for the Slavic minority in the neighbourhood. The club even received an annual grant from the government’s cultural fund and a modest subsidy to pay the rent. Unoﬃcially, it was a gambling club, run by a gangster called Andrej Kaminsky.

         Kaminsky was a savvy businessman who had attracted the big names in international gambling circles to Copenhagen. Most of these gamblers were dangerous men who placed their bets with blood money. The success of Kaminsky’s club was based on his uncanny ability to keep the authorities from interfering with his business, not least his reputation for knowing how to deal with bad losers who were kicked out of his tournaments; he spared their lives and served them a plate of his infamous beetroot soup instead. And, for his trouble, Kaminsky kept two percent of the winnings.

         The door opened and two young men came out. They made their way down the street in a cloud of cigarette smoke and Russian words Ravn didn’t understand. Experience told him that they were small fry; the louder they were and the more they tried to appear cool, the lower they were in the hierarchy. Regardless of whether they were bikers, members of a foreign gang, or the Baltic Mafia, his judgement on this point never failed. It was the other guys, the ones who quietly stole away in the corner, that you had to watch out for. Those men were dangerous.

         The two Slavic pups hadn’t closed the door properly and a wedge of light spilled onto the pavement. It was impossible for Ravn to see what was going on inside, how many men there were, or if Kaminsky was present at all. And yet the open door beckoned. The situation reminded him of the moment when the Special Ops team was finally given the order to storm a location. It was a tremendous rush unparalleled by anything else he had experienced. A liberation after several days’ patience and expectation. It was both a physical and mental state. As if the team were a single being, a combined force that kicked the door in and pinned the dealers to the ground before they could dispose of the evidence. You felt like the king of the mountain when those fellas were lying face-down in the dust with their hands cuffed behind their backs, whilst you and your team confiscated their dope. And the more narcotics you found, the longer these criminals would spend behind bars. Which is exactly where he wanted to put Kaminsky: behind bars. For the simple reason that if anyone knew something about Eva’s case, he did.

         As if drawn by the open door, he stepped out of the shadows in the courtyard. But he only got as far as the sidewalk before a hand grabbed onto his collar and hauled him up against the wall. Møffe strained against his leash and growled viciously.

         “Control your mutt, Ravn, or it will get a kick in the liver.”

         Ravn tightened his grip on the leash, holding Møffe back. He hushed Møffe, and the dog quietened down a little.

         “What the hell are you doing here?” said Dennis Melby, staring at Ravn.

         “Taking an evening stroll. And you?”

         Melby shook his head. “You’re interfering in a police operation. I could cite you for obstruction.”

         “This is a public road,” Ravn said, staring back at the cop. Dennis Melby seemed even bigger and broader than he remembered; he looked like a bloated frog. Ravn couldn’t stand the bastard. Never could. “I see you’re still taking your vitamins.”

         “What the fuck has that got to do with you?!”

         “Best you get a couple more from the pushers over at Maria Church whilst you still can.”

         Melby put his right hand on Ravn’s throat and squeezed. “You’re a bum, Ravn, always have been. Even when you were on the team.”

         “Let . . . go of me. Before this . . . ends badly for you.”

         Melby grinned at him. “Go back to your shitty island with all the other losers, you got that?”

         Ravn freed his arm and grabbed onto Melby’s balls. “I said let go of me.”

         When he tightened his fist, Melby grimaced in pain, but he didn’t let go, merely shifted his thumb to Ravn’s Adam’s apple. “I could . . . also let the dog . . . take over . . . chew on your balls . . .”

         Melby glanced down at Møffe, who was growling at him again, straining at the leash Ravn held in his free hand.

         “Cut that out!” a voice called in a hoarse whisper from the other end of the courtyard.

         Ravn and Melby turned their heads in the direction of the figure that emerged from the dark.

         “I said stop, both of you!” Mikkel said in his thick countryside accent.

         Ravn and Melby did as he asked, and Ravn gasped for breath. “You look . . . like shit, Mikkel,” Ravn choked out.

         It was true. Obviously suffering from sleep deprivation, Ravn’s former partner was unshaven with dark rings under his eyes. “What the hell are you guys thinking?! You want to risk exposing an operation for the sake of a pissing contest?”

         Melby pulled down the crotch of his jeans and winced. “I merely asked this civilian to keep moving. He declined.”

         “Shut it, Dennis. You’d better go wait for me in the car,” said Mikkel.

         Ravn watched Melby lope down Colbjørnsensgade. “All those steroids have fried his brain,” he said.

         “You’re one to talk.”

         Ravn shrugged. “I get by. What are you doing here?”

         “That’s my question for you.”

         “As I said to the steroid junkie: I’m taking an evening stroll.”

         “You’ve been standing in this courtyard for over an hour.”

         “Nah, half an hour, maybe, because I needed to lie down for a while.”

         Mikkel looked at him patiently. “We are close to nailing Kaminsky.”

         “You promised to keep me informed, Mikkel. Have you forgotten that?”

         Mikkel held his hand over the microphone of his headset, which was dangling from his left ear. “Lower your voice, would you,” he said, doing the same. “The last six months’ surveillance of the club has confirmed our suspicions that—apart from the illegal gambling operations—Kaminsky is involved in the drug trade, human traﬃcking, and fraud on a grand scale.”

         “None of which interests me. You promised that if any information about Eva’s case came up, I would be the first to know.”

         Mikkel looked away. “I know. And I stand by my promise. But nothing has come up yet. With respect, Ravn, your case is not a high priority compared to everything else that Kaminsky is implicated in. And we don’t even know for sure if Kaminsky was involved in Eva’s murder at all.”

         “Which is exactly what we could ask him.”

         Ravn tried to brush past Mikkel, but his ex-partner put a hand on his chest and gave him a gentle shove. “Ravn, don’t be a fool, you’re drunk as a skunk. I promised to help you, and I will. But these things take time. You know that better than anyone.”

         Ravn stared at his feet. All at once, he felt utterly exhausted, and he could feel a hangover approaching.

         “Are you okay? Do you need money?” Mikkel started going through his pockets.

         “No!” snapped Ravn. “Just get Kaminsky to talk. You owe me,” he added, pointing a finger at his face.

         Mikkel nodded. “You will be the first to know if he talks.”

         It was time to go home. Ravn pulled on Møffe’s leash, and the dog stood up reluctantly. Then he turned on his heel and walked away from Mikkel.

         “Ravn,” Mikkel called after him, and Ravn looked over his shoulder.

         “If you want a piece of advice: I think it’s time to move on.”

         “I didn’t ask for your advice.”

         “Still . . .”

         “Do you know what day it is tomorrow?”

         Mikkel shook his head.

         “Three years since Eva was murdered.”
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         Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . .

         Eva put her keys in the lock and let herself in. She was talking on her mobile phone, which was cradled between her ear and her shoulder, as she pushed open the door with her elbow. Walking down the corridor, she had her laptop bag slung over her shoulder, her coat in one hand, and a shopping bag and a bunch of tulips in the other. “Hi, my love, it’s me. I’m home. I’m hoping we can have dinner together tonight. I’ve been to Brugsen, and I’ve got us a bottle of vino. Send me a message when you get a moment. Kiss, kiss, hopefully see you later.”

         She dumped everything on the kitchen table and ended the call, then put her phone down on the counter and went back down the corridor to close the front door.

         Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . .

         Eva glanced at herself in the mirror on the wall in the entrance. Her face was damp with sweat, and the dark stains under the armpits of her white shirt were testimony to the hectic day at work behind her. She undid the top buttons and pulled the tails of her shirt free from the belt of her skirt. She kicked off her court shoes and padded barefoot into the kitchen. Once she had unpacked and put away the groceries, she poured herself a glass of rosé and flipped through the post. Apart from bills, she found an invitation to the christening of her friend Lillian’s child. Eva smiled at the picture of the baby with a wide, toothless grin on the front of the card. She fixed the card to the fridge with a magnet, between the menu from Era Ora, where they had gone out for dinner on her birthday, and a picture of the two of them on Bianca’s deck.

         Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . .

         Eva picked up her coat from the kitchen table and went into the bedroom to hang it up in the wardrobe. Then she made their bed and picked up his T-shirt, bringing it to her nose and inhaling deeply. After a moment, she folded it neatly and laid it on his pillow. She yawned and went back into the kitchen. Sipping her glass of wine, she arranged the tulips in a vase. One of them was already drooping, and she plucked it from the vase and threw it in the bin under the sink.

         Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . .

         Eva picked up the vase and was about to make her way into the living room when her mobile phone vibrated on the kitchen table. It was a message from him: “Busy. Will try to get home in time. Just start without me!”

         She replied with a heart emoji, put down the phone, and went to the living room with her flowers.

         Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . . Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . .

         Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . . Whatever you do, don’t go into the living room . . .

         The sun poured through the windows and the living room was steaming hot. Eva sidestepped the glass table in front of the sofa and placed her flowers on the windowsill. She moved around the knick-knacks on the sill until she was satisfied with the arrangement. Then she opened the windows and secured each one on its hasp. There was a brisk wind outside, and she enjoyed the fresh air on her face as she took in the view over the embankment. The trees bowed graciously in the wind, the sun’s rays reflected on the surface of the canal beyond. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. At the sound of creaking floorboards behind her, she opened her eyes and turned her head . . .

         The silver candlestick hit her cranium with a sickening sound. Eva’s legs gave way and she crashed onto the glass coffee table, which shattered under her weight. She slid onto the floorboards beside the sofa. The sun seemed to shimmer with renewed strength in a myriad of brilliant shards of glass. Blood seeped out of the open wound at the base of her skull. Eva stared up at the ceiling, and the fingers of her left hand trembled, as if playing scales on a piano. Air bubbles appeared in the spit at one corner of her mouth. She sighed one last time, and then she was still.

         The dark figure in the room was wearing a baseball cap and black rubber gloves. He threw down the candlestick and bent down to check Eva’s pulse with two fingers on her neck. When he found none, he wrung Eva’s Rolex off her wrist and stuck it in his pocket. Then he stood up and walked calmly into the kitchen. He unzipped her laptop bag, found her wallet and computer, and put them in the empty shopping bag that Eva had left on the table. Then he made for the front door. In the entrance, he paused briefly by the mirror.

         Show me your face . . . just a glimpse . . . just for a second . . . show me . . . show me your face . . .

         The man pulled the baseball cap down over his eyes and disappeared out the door.

         “Show me who you are!” Ravn screamed and started awake. He bolted upright and banged his head on the ceiling. He sat gasping for breath for a moment, till he realised he was on board Bianca.

         “You all right, Ravn?” Eduardo’s voice called from his ketch moored next door

         Ravn looked up through the open hatch above the bed. The stars were out. “Yeah, no worries, I’m fine,” he said. “Get some sleep, Eduardo.”

         “Okay, good night, then,” Eduardo mumbled, still half-asleep.

         Ravn glanced at the display of his mobile phone. It was four thirty in the morning. He hadn’t slept for more than an hour or two, but he knew it would be impossible to get back to sleep. He swung his legs over the side of the bunk, wrapped his duvet around him, and went into the main cabin, where Møffe was sleeping. He continued out onto the rear deck and sat down in one of his plastic chairs by the railing. The canal was quiet in the early hours. Other than the single carpenter’s van that crossed the bridge to Christianshavn Square, the canal and embankment were quiet as a churchyard. It was the precious hour when the pubs were closed for the night and the rest of the neighbourhood was still fast asleep, the time when you had it all to yourself.

         Bianca rolled ever so slightly on the water, rocking him gently in his chair. He thought about his nightmare. It was always the same; every time, he tried to warn her and prevent the inevitable. The details reflected what was revealed by the police investigation—Eva’s actions before she died, the items the killer stole—but the sight of her body he saw with his own eyes when he and Møffe came home and found her dead on the living room floor.

         Sometimes he caught a glimpse of the killer’s face, but it was always in the shape of his own, and he knew why, of course—you didn’t have to be a psychologist to understand the guilt he still felt. He should have been there. At the very least, he had to find out who her killer was. No more than a hapless thief who Eva chanced upon in the act. Evidence suggested the perpetrator was connected to the Baltic Mafia and, in all likelihood, fled the country immediately after. On the bare bones of the police report, Ravn and Mikkel constructed the theory that Kaminsky may have information on the gang members who were operating in Christianshavn at the time. Watching the still waters, Ravn realised how flimsy that theory was, how desperately he had clung to the hope of solving her case. It was pathetic. Just as pathetic as he was sobbing like a child, slouched in his duvet in a white plastic chair.
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     The sun was baking hot over the Church of Our Saviour’s graveyard, and in the stagnant air inside the red-brick walls, the long gravel paths appeared to hover just above the ground. In the distance, Ravn could hear the traﬃc on Amagerbrogade, which flanked the south side of the cemetery and actually belonged to his local parish on Christianshavn. It was a so-called “out-lying” graveyard that was established in the wake of the cholera epidemic in eighteen hundred and something. It was the kind of local history that Eva would share with him on their walks. As a rule, he merely nodded in reply—only half-listening as usual—constantly distracted by some or other case at work.
    

    
     Ravn crouched on his haunches by the black gravestone and removed the wilted bouquet and remains of the tea light he had brought the last time he visited her grave. His guilty conscience reminded him that his last visit was around Christmas. He would have liked to come more often, but he hated coming here because it encapsulated everything that Eva wasn’t. Her grave was a bitter reminder of the injustice of it all, the fact that she was lying here, under the ground, rather than walking around Amagerbrogade—with him.
    

    
     “Did you know that this churchyard was established during the cholera epidemic in Copenhagen in the late nineteenth century?” Victoria asked. She was standing above Ravn, her wild bush of curly grey hair, as if electrified, silhouetted against the pale-blue sky behind her.
    

    
     “Is that so?” Ravn said, depositing the wilted flowers and tea light into the plastic bag he’d brought along.
    

    
     Victoria exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Yes. In 1853, it was prohibited to bury the dead inside the city walls. Lucky for me.”
    

    
     “How so?”
    

    
     “Because if they had, my bookshop would not have been right by the church today.”
    

    
     Ravn nodded. Victoria’s shop was only a stone’s throw from the Church of Our Saviour, where Eva’s funeral had taken place.
    

    
     He looked up at Victoria. As always, she was dressed from top to toe in a smart tweed suit, looking for all the world like a member of some bygone Christianshavner nobility. “You must be hot as hell in that suit.”
    

    
     “There’s no excuse for sloppy attire.”
    

    
     “You’re one of a kind, Victoria.”
    

    
     “I should hope so. I don’t care for copies. Only originals. Which is why I loved Eva’s company so much.”
    

    
     Ravn stood up and brushed his hands on the thighs of his jeans. “Thank you for coming with me. You didn’t have
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Sect: A haunting Nordic Noir thriller.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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