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Prologue





Jocke’s Harley-Davidson is already there.


Tore Pulli parks his motorbike and removes his crash helmet. The gravel crunches when his feet touch the ground. The windows in the old factory stare blindly out into the darkness. The silence is dense and eerie.


Pulli hangs his helmet on the handlebars and walks across to the door. The hinges groan when he pushes it open. He enters warily.


‘Jocke?’


His voice bounces off the walls. His boots slam against the concrete floor. Little by little his eyes acclimatise to the darkness, but all he can see is the naked floor and walls, beams and pillars wreathed in cobwebs. The October wind howls through the panes of broken glass. White clouds of frozen breath pour from his mouth.


It’s almost like the old days, Pulli thinks as he moves forwards. The build-up to the confrontation. He can feel the adrenalin pumping and he likes it.


His eyes are drawn to something lying on the floor deeper into the shadows. He approaches with caution and is met by a pungent smell of urine and metal. He steps in something slippery and has to take a step to the side to avoid falling over. He pulls out his mobile and uses it to light up the floor.


Then he sees what he trod in.


A body lies in front of him. The back of the bloodstained leather jacket has been slashed repeatedly. Above the collar the skull shines brightly through the shaven and tattooed scalp.


He recognises the tattoo immediately. Only Jocke Brolenius has Go to Hell tattooed on the back of his neck.


His mobile goes dark.


His eyes dart around and he pricks up his ears, but he hears nothing in the profound silence. The room appears to be empty – apart from Jocke‚ a man Pulli loathed with a passion, but didn’t want dead for anything in the world.


Or, at least, not now.


He bends down, grabs hold of the leather jacket and turns over the heavy body. The face is contorted and bloody, the mouth is open. Pulli presses two fingers against the artery on Jocke’s neck, but withdraws his hand at once. Though Jocke’s throat is warm, it is also soft and loose like a moist, mangled sponge.


Then he sees it, on the floor. The knuckle-duster.


His knuckle-duster.


How the hell did it end up here?


He is overcome by a horrible realisation. A lot of people knew about this meeting, and even more saw him set out for it. Far too many knew that the knuckle-duster hung on the wall in his study. And now he has Jocke’s blood on his hands, his clothes and his boots.


Someone has set him up. Some bastard has set him up.


Pulli is about to pick up the knuckle-duster and flee the scene, but he stops himself. You touched the body, he thinks. Your fingerprints are on Jocke’s leather jacket. Don’t make things worse for yourself; it’s bad enough as it is.


He takes out his mobile again. With bloodstained fingers he enters the number of the emergency services to call the police. You know what really happened, he says to himself. Tell them the truth and you’ll be all right.


You’ve got nothing to be scared of.
















Part I



















Chapter 1





Twenty-two months later


 


It’s always the same scream.


Henning Juul blinks and fumbles for the light switch. The sheet under him is wet and the air quivers with heat. He runs clammy fingers over the scars on his neck and face. His head is pounding with a bass rhythm which is pouring out from an open window in Steenstrupsgate. In the distance a motorbike roars as it sets off, then there is silence. Like the drum roll before an execution.


Henning takes a deep breath and tries to strangle the dream that still feels all too real, but it refuses to go away.


It had started off as a good dream. They had gone outside to play, Jonas and him. A thick layer of snow had covered the ground overnight. At the junction by Birkelunden Park the tramlines were reduced to just ruler-straight silver lines and they could barely make them out. The dense snowflakes were still dancing in the air, but they melted the moment they landed on Henning’s cheek.


He was pulling Jonas on the sledge down Toftesgate and into Sofienberg Park, where the children looked like ants on the small hill sloping down from the church. Jonas threw himself energetically from side to side. Henning was exhausted when they finally reached the top of the hill. He was about to sit down at the rear of the sledge when Jonas stopped him.


‘Not you, Daddy! Only me!’


‘Okay. But you know that means you’ll have to pull the sledge back up the hill all on your own.’


‘Yeah, yeah.’


‘Do you promise?’


‘Yesss!’


Henning knew that the wet snowflakes had a longer lifespan than the promise Jonas had just made, but he didn’t mind.


‘Give me a push, I want to go reeeeally fast!’


‘Okay. Hold on tight. Let’s count to three.’


They counted in unison: ‘ONE! TWO! Aaaand THREEEE!!!’


And Henning gave Jonas a big push. He heard the boy squeal with delight as he got under way and noticed that the other children were watching him too, enjoying the sight of the little boy with the pale-blue woolly hat hurtling towards a jump which someone had built halfway down the hill. And Jonas reached it, gained some height, landed quickly and whooped as he turned the steering wheel to avoid colliding with a girl coming from the side. She turned around and followed Jonas with her eyes as he veered further and further to the left.


Towards the tree.


Henning saw it too, saw where Jonas was heading, his small fists gripping the steering wheel. Henning started running down the hill, but he lost his footing. He stumbled and rolled over couple of times before he managed to get back on his feet.


The snowflakes, the voices and the din faded into the background as Henning mouthed a scream, but no sound came out. He looked in desperation as the other parents who were also watching Jonas stayed rooted to the spot and did nothing to help him. In the end he closed his eyes. He didn’t want to see it when it happened. He didn’t want to see his son die. Not again.


And Jonas was gone. As were the hill and the snowflakes, the trees and the people. It grew dark all around him. The unmistakeable smell of smoke stung his nose. And even though he couldn’t see Jonas, he had no trouble hearing his cries. Henning waved his arms frantically to carve a hole in the darkness surging in front of him, but it made no difference. The intense heat scorched his face. Breathing became difficult and he started to cough.


A glimpse of light appeared in the smoke. Henning blinked and focused on the opening, which grew ever larger; he could see a door being eaten up by the flames. He coughed again. Then the gap started to close up and soon the smoke covered it completely. It was burning hot and black as night everywhere. And then Jonas started to scream.


Again.




*





Henning exhales at the sight of the flashing red light. His eyes seek out the other smoke alarm in the ceiling. He waits for it to emit its cyclical indicator of rude health. But the seconds pass. And some more. And even more. He feels a tightness creep across his chest and spread out to his shoulders and neck. At last the second smoke alarm lights up. A quick red flash.


He flops back on to his pillow and breathes out while he waits for the monster in his chest to calm down. Eventually it resumes its normal pace. He touches the scars on his face again. They still hurt. Not just on the outside. And he knows that they will keep hurting until he finds out who torched his flat. Who snuffed out the life of the best little boy in the whole world.


Henning turns to the clock on the bedside table. It’s not even 10.30 in the evening. The headache which made him lie down an hour and a half ago is still throbbing. He massages his temples as he shuffles to the kitchen and takes the last can of Coke from the fridge. Back in the living room he tidies away clothes and newspapers from the sofa before he sits down and opens the can. The sound of bubbles rising to the surface makes him sleepy. He closes his eyes and longs for a dream without snowflakes.
















Chapter 2





‘How long are you going to be? I want to go home.’


Gunhild Dokken leans over the counter and looks across the room. A song by Jokke & Valentinerne belts out from the loudspeakers. Geir Grønningen is lying on a bench, pressing 135 kilos up from his chest while he groans. Behind him, in front of the mirror, a short sturdy man is guiding the movement of the bar with his hands – without helping him.


‘We’ve just got a few more reps to do,’ Petter Holte says without taking his eyes off the bar.


Dokken turns around and looks up at the clock on the wall. It says 22.45.


‘It’s Friday, guys. Friday night, for God’s sake. It’s almost eleven o’clock. Haven’t you got anything better to do?’


None of the men replies.


‘Put your back into it,’ says Per Ola Heggelund who is standing with his arms folded across his chest at the end of the bench. Grønningen has nearly raised the bar above his head. Holte gently takes hold of the bar and assists Grønningen’s trembling arms.


‘One more,’ he says. ‘You can do one more.’


Grønningen takes a deep breath, lowers the bar until it touches his chest and pushes as hard as he can. His muscles quiver while Holte lets him earn every single millimetre, right until the kilos have been raised and a roaring Grønningen can return the bar to the forked holders. He pulls a face and flexes his pecs, scratches his straggly beard and shakes his long thin hair away from his face.


‘Good job,’ Heggelund says and nods with approval. Grønningen scowls at him.


‘Good? It was crap. I can usually do much better than that.’


Heggelund glances nervously at Holte, but all he gets is a sour look in return. Holte loosens his gym belt while he studies himself in the mirror. His shaven head – like the rest of him – has the deep tan of a sunbed. He adjusts his black gloves slightly and observes the muscles under the tight-fitting white vest, nods with satisfaction as he tenses them and watches the contours in his biceps stand out. He hoists up his Better Bodies sweatpants before he marches over to the reception counter behind which a bored-looking Gunhild Dokken is flicking through a magazine, her fringe covering her eyes.


‘Are you doing anything tonight?’ Holte asks and stops in front of her. His voice is soft and hopeful.


‘I’m going home,’ she replies without looking up.


Holte nods slowly while he gazes at her.


‘Do you want company?’


‘No,’ she replies, unequivocally.


Holte’s nostrils flare.


‘Are you meeting anyone?’


‘That’s none of your business,’ Dokken huffs.


After a brief pause, Holte turns to Grønningen, who gives him an encouraging nod.


‘It’s just us here,’ Holte says. ‘I can lock up for you, if you like.’


Dokken slams the magazine shut.


‘Couldn’t you have told me that earlier? While there was still some of the evening left?’


‘Yes, but I—’


A shadow falls across Holte’s face as he stares at the floor.


‘Okay,’ she sighs, sullenly. ‘You know where the keys are.’


Dokken goes over to a coat stand and puts on a thin black jacket. She drops her mobile into her handbag, which she slips over her shoulder.


‘Don’t work too hard.’


‘We’re not training again until Sunday.’


‘Wow,’ she says, rolling her eyes. ‘A day off.’


Holte smiles and follows her with his eyes as she marches towards the door. A bell above her head chimes before the door shuts firmly behind her. Then she is gone in the night. Holte shakes his head almost imperceptibly before he goes behind the counter, stops the music and takes a Metallica CD, And Justice for All, from the stand. He finds track number eight, ‘To Live Is to Die’, turns up the volume and fast-forwards to the middle of the song.


‘Still no luck?’ Heggelund smiles when Holte comes back. Holte glares at him, but makes no reply. Instead he asks who is next.


‘Heggis,’ Grønningen replies and looks at Heggelund.


‘Yep, me it is,’ Heggelund replies, cheerfully. He goes over to the bar and removes 15 kilos from each side. Then he sits on the bench and breathes in deeply a couple of times before he lies down and finds the points on the bar where he always places the up-yours finger. He fills his lungs with air again. Holte is back in position behind him while James Hetfield proclaims, ‘When a man lies, he murders some part of the world.’


Heggelund lifts the bar from the stand. The weights clang against each other before he lowers the bar and raises it again. His first lift goes without a hitch. He tries to establish a steady rhythm, and his next repetition is smooth, too. Two lifts later his grunting has become more aggressive. Holte straightens his back and ensures his legs are evenly balanced before he puts his hands under the bar, ready to assist. He looks at Grønningen, who nods as he moves a little closer. From the sound system, Metallica launches into the thumping riff that is the opening of ‘Dyers Eve.’


Heggelund closes his eyes and summons up all his strength for the next repetition, but the bar refuses to move. He opens his eyes. Holte’s hands have moved from the underside to the top of the bar. Grønningen is standing by the side of the bench. He sits down astride Heggelund’s stomach. Heggelund groans loudly. Holte pushes the bar down and lets it hover a few centimetres above Heggelund’s Adam’s apple. His eyes fill with panic.


‘What . . . what—’


‘How long have you been coming here?’ Grønningen asks him. ‘Two months? Two and a half, perhaps?’


Heggelund tries to say something, but all his strength goes into keeping the bar off his throat.


‘Do you think we’re idiots?’ Holte says, and eyeballs him. ‘Do you think we let just anybody work out with us without checking them out first?’


Heggelund can only manage some gurgling sounds.


‘You’ve been lying to us,’ Holte says through clenched teeth. ‘You’ve been having us on. Did you really think we wouldn’t find out that you’re starting at the Police College in the autumn?’


Heggelund’s eyes widen even further.


‘So what was your game?’ Grønningen continues. ‘Have you been watching too much television? Did you think you could get a head start? Go under cover, like?’


‘No chance,’ Holte takes over. ‘No one messes with us like that!’


‘Please,’ Heggelund begs as his arms tremble. Holte pushes the bar down until it makes contact with Heggelund’s skin. Sparks fly from his eyes.


‘So do you think you’ll be coming back here?’ Grønningen asks him. Heggelund squeezes his eyes shut and tries to shake his head. Tears mix with drops of sweat on his face.


‘Are you going to tell anyone about this?’ Holte hisses. Again, Heggelund attempts to shake his head. Grønningen looks at him for a few seconds before he gets off and nods to Holte. Heggelund can barely breathe, but Holte doesn’t remove the bar.


‘Petter!’


Reluctantly Holte lifts the bar aided by what little is left of Heggelund’s strength. He slams it back in the stand. Holte turns around and snatches a towel while he snorts with contempt. Grønningen pulls him to one side.


‘You could have killed him!’ he whispers. Holte doesn’t reply, he merely looks at Heggelund, who is gasping for air. His cheeks are stained with tears, his eyelids heavy.


‘Enough is enough,’ Grønningen says. ‘Have you forgotten everything Tore taught us?’


Holte makes no reply, he just walks off a few steps. Heggelund discreetly moves into a sitting position while James Hetfield’s voice roars from the sound system. Grønningen turns around and goes back to Heggelund, who is still clutching his throat. Grønningen waits until the two of them have eye contact before he nods his head in the direction of the door. Heggelund struggles to his feet and staggers towards the exit, where the name of the gym glows at him in letters the colour of blood: Fighting Fit.
















Chapter 3





A sharp light makes Henning blink. His eyes feel gritty. He rubs away the sleep and feels an ache across his lower back.


He sits up slowly. The Coke on the coffee table is no longer cold, but he takes a sip all the same, letting it fizz in his mouth. Outside, shades of blue sky merge into one another. He lets in the warm summer wind through a window in the living room. A swallow cries out, but there is no answer. Behind the block of flats opposite his a yellow construction crane skims the tops of the trees.


Henning goes to the bedroom, takes two tablets from the jar on his bedside table and swallows them dry before he continues to the kitchen where he glances at the chaotic pile of newspapers and printouts on the table. He sits down in front of his laptop, bumping into one of the table legs as he does so, and jolts the remains of a mug of cold coffee with dark brown rings on the inside. He opens up the screen and is greeted by an old version of the home page of 123news.no, before it automatically updates itself. Henning reads the main story, then he scrolls down and learns that nothing much has happened overnight. Heatwaves in Europe. Russia thinks Iran will soon have the ability to develop a nuclear bomb. Two people seriously injured following a traffic accident in Hedmark. Some girl he has seen before, but whose name he can’t remember, has had enough of her breast implants.


Henning checks the competition’s websites as well, even though he doesn’t know why he bothers, because it’s a waste of time. It’s the same news everywhere. But this is how he starts his day. And it’s what he used to do before Jonas died.


Soon it will be two years, Henning thinks. For most people, two years is an eternity of moments and memories stacked on top of each other. For him it’s no time at all. He hasn’t managed to uncover a single clue. It would have been so much easier if only he could remember something, anything, from the days and weeks leading up to the fire.


The face of Mikael Vollan stares out at him from the top of the pile. Mikael Vollan, the man who bombarded businesses and private individuals with 153 million fraudulent emails sent through accounts he created using false identities. Vollan advertised pyramid schemes and other scams to trick people into paying for something that didn’t exist. Henning got so fed up with receiving all that spam that he decided to find out who was behind it and what was in it for them. Together with 6tiermes7 (Henning’s anonymous police source) and his good friend and computer wiz Atle Abelsen, he eventually managed to unravel Vollan’s network. When the most important pieces were in place, Henning handed over his file to the Norwegian Gaming Authority, the Norwegian National Authority for Investigation and Prosecution of Economic and Environmental Crime and, eventually, Kripos, the Norwegian Serious Crime Unit, in return for a head start of a couple of hours before the long arm of the law went into action. Vollan was later sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment, and he was ordered to pay compensation as well.


Henning studies the printouts once more before putting them away with a sigh. In court Vollan expressed both remorse and relief: he was glad that someone had finally put a stop to him. It had become an obsession was how he put it.


Vollan wouldn’t have had any money left to pay a hit man to eliminate Henning. Or Jonas.


Henning rubs his face wearily. Something will turn up, he tells himself. It has to.
















Chapter 4





Tore Pulli used to enjoy looking at himself in the mirror. The ultra-short hair. The bright blue eyes. The strong nose. The dense, neatly combed beard. His sharp chin that no one had ever managed to punch without having their own smashed soon afterwards. The gold chains around his neck. The tight-fitting clothes. He loved to see how his muscles bulged, how his veins swelled under the tanned, tattooed skin. No one was ever in any doubt that he, Tore Pulli, was a guy they really didn’t want to mess with.


But that’s not what he sees now. His clothes no longer fit his body as snugly as they once did. What was at one time a tightly packed explosion, feared and revered, is nothing but a distant memory.


Pulli turns on the tap and lets the water run until it gets cold before he bends down and immerses his face in his wet hands. He rubs his eyes, dragging his fingers across his cheeks, his forehead, the frown lines and the bald patch before he dries himself with a white towel. Are you ready?, he asks the face in the mirror. Are you really going to go through with this?


Veronica looks back at him from the picture on the cork noticeboard. As always, she looks straight at him with her lovely youthful smile. And as always he wonders how she keeps going.


Pulli sits down on the narrow pine bed, rests his elbows on his knees and cups his hands under his chin. His eyes wander to the rubbish bin overflowing on the grey linoleum floor. An ashtray, a lighter and a remote control are lying on a stool in front of him. His best friends. Surrounding him, his four worst enemies.


Resolutely he gets up and walks out into a corridor almost as long as a handball pitch, only narrower and with tables and seating arrangements, benches and chairs, placed either side of thick yellow lines. He nods briefly to the guard in the armoured glass cage, points to a telephone and gets a nod in return before he walks, unwillingly, to a table on the opposite side of the room A grey telephone sits on top of a dark-red plastic cloth. Stacks of writing paper, envelopes and forms are lying next to it. Pulli looks at the wall clock. Twenty minutes max.


He lifts the receiver but puts it back immediately. Have you done everything you can?, he wonders. Is there really no one else who can help you?


No. There are no other options left.
















Chapter 5





Henning’s back is damp with sweat as he stops at the corner outside Café Con Bar. Across the road, Vaterlands Park lies like a lung between Oslo Plaza Hotel and the aggressive main road to Grønland. Nearby, a steady stream of people hurry across the uneven cobblestones. The traffic roars angrily.


Henning takes off his rather scruffy jacket and finds a vacant table. If Erling Ophus hadn’t insisted on meeting in the city centre, and preferably near his old workplace, Henning would never have chosen to sit in a place where people rush by.


Henning has interviewed Ophus many times before, but he has never met him in person. By the time Ophus turned up at a crime scene, the flames had usually died down and the journalists had gone home to write up their stories. Henning was surprised that Ophus was prepared to meet with him on a Saturday rather than enjoy his leisurely retirement in Leirsund.


It doesn’t take long before Henning spots Ophus across the road. The retired fire investigator wisely waits for a green light before he crosses. Henning stands up, takes a few steps towards Ophus and holds out his hand. The tall, stately man in the short-sleeved white shirt and dark-blue trousers smiles and shakes Henning’s hand firmly.


‘Hi,’ Henning says. ‘Thank you for coming.’


‘No, thank you. My wife had planned for me to spend the day on all fours in the flowerbed, and you’ve given me a good excuse to come into town and perhaps catch up with some old colleagues later. If they’re at work, that is.’


Ophus smiles and lets go of Henning’s hand. He gestures to a chair on the opposite side of the table and they sit down.


Ophus looks as if he has just come from a mountain hike, although even more energetic than when he set out. The skin on his face is fresh and clean-shaven with a warm glow of summer. The lines in his forehead are wavy and deep. He has a distinctive mole on his left cheek, but his face would be poorer without it.


A waiter with bed hair and large bags under his eyes comes over to them.


‘Would you like something to drink?’ Henning asks his guest.


‘A cup of coffee would be nice.’


‘Two coffees,’ Henning says to the waiter, who turns around instantly without saying a word. Henning holds up his new mobile. ‘Would you mind if I record our conversation?’


‘No, no. That’s fine.’


Henning presses the red button in the centre of the active screen and checks that it starts recording.


‘As I explained to you on the telephone,’ he clears his throat, ‘I’m working on this case.’


‘Yes, so I gather.’


Henning is about to ask his first question when his mobile rings.


‘I’m sorry, I have to—’


‘That’s all right,’ Ophus says and holds up his hands. Henning looks at the number. Unknown. He ignores the call.


‘Let’s try again,’ he smiles. ‘So you worked as a fire investigator all your life?’


‘That’s right,’ Ophus says, proudly. ‘I guess I’ve investigated more cases than anyone else in Norway. The insurance companies were keen to snatch me up when I retired, but once I had decided it was time to stop, I wanted to stop completely – though I have to admit I’m starting to regret my decision.’


‘Too much weeding?’


Ophus nods and smiles as he accepts the clattering china cup from the sleepy waiter.


‘What is the most common cause of a domestic fire?’


‘Carelessness,’ Ophus replies and slurps his coffee greedily. ‘Around one in four fires are started by naked flames, cigarettes and candles. People are careless with ashes. It doesn’t cross their minds that something could still be burning or smouldering long after the flames have burned down. Then you have people playing with lighters – and fireworks, of course. Things like that.’ Ophus gestures.


‘A fair number of fires are caused by people boiling a kettle dry or overheating a cooker or covering electric heaters. These days we all have so many electrical products and the quality varies enormously. Around 20 per cent of all fires are caused by faulty electric goods.’


Henning leans across the table.


‘What about arson?’


‘Roughly 10 per cent of all fires are started deliberately. We never succeed in identifying the cause of around double that number. And finally some fires are caused by lightning or people immolating themselves.’


Henning makes a quick note on the pad lying in front of him.


‘Is it difficult to investigate a fire?’


‘Yes, very much so. Most of the time the fire will have wiped out any evidence there might have been. Besides, even the most experienced investigator never stops learning.’


‘And the police must investigate all fires by law, am I right?’


‘Indeed they must.’


Henning’s mobile rings again. Unknown is calling him a second time, he notices, but he continues to ignores it.


‘How do they do that?’


‘Eh?’


‘How do the police go about investigating a fire?’


‘Have you ever heard about the Five Es rule?’


‘No, what’s that?’


Ophus smiles and takes a run at it: ‘Evidence, Examination, Evaluation, Elimination and Enforcement.’


Henning grins.


‘How long did it take you to come up with that?’


‘Weeks. No. Months!’ Ophus smiles again.


Silence falls at the table while Ophus drinks his coffee. Henning looks at his notes. ‘So approximately 10 per cent of all fires are arson?’


‘Around 10 per cent, yes.’


Henning nods. He feels the scars on his face burn as if they were being licked by flames. Slowly, he looks up at Ophus.


‘My flat burned down two years ago,’ Henning says and looks down again. ‘I lost my son.’


‘Oh, how awful.’


‘That was when I got these.’ Henning points to his scars. ‘I had to jump through a wall of flames to get to my son, but—’


He doesn’t manage to complete the sentence. He never does. ‘I think the fire was started deliberately.’


‘What makes you think that?’ Ophus asks after an unashamed slurp of his coffee. Henning cringes. He is only too aware that his argument is low on evidence.


‘I don’t know, really. It’s a hunch I have, a gut feeling, call it what you will. And then there is—’


Henning breaks off, thinking that there is no point in telling a man like Ophus about his dreams and the images he sees in them. He shakes his head softly. ‘It’s just something I believe.’


Ophus nods quietly while he raises his cup to his lips. ‘When did it happen?’


‘11 September 2007.’


‘That’s after my time, sorry.’


Henning gives him a deflated look before lowering his gaze.


‘What did the police say? I presume they investigated the fire?’ Ophus looks at him over the rim of his cup and narrows his eyes.


‘Yes,’ Henning says. ‘And they concluded that the cause of the fire was unknown.’


‘But you believe it was started deliberately?’


Henning tries to straighten up, but he slumps immediately and hugs himself. ‘I’ve no idea how it could have been done,’ he admits.


Ophus finally takes a sip of his coffee and puts down the cup with a clatter. ‘What did the police report say?’


‘I’ve never saw it myself, but I’ve heard they concluded that the fire most likely started in the hallway.’


‘Did the fire start while you were at home?’


‘Yes.’


‘Any sign of a break-in?’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘Did you lock the door?’


‘I don’t remember. I’ve no memory of anything that happened in the days and weeks leading up to the fire. But I think so. I always used to lock the door even when I was at home during the day, but I can’t remember if I locked it that evening.’


‘Didn’t you have smoke detectors fitted?’


The rhythm of Ophus’s questions and Henning’s answers breaks down. The cobblestones stare back at him accusingly.


‘I did have one, but the battery was dead and I—’ Henning tries to look up while he gulps.


‘And the police found no foot- or fingerprints, no other evidence, DNA—’


Henning shakes his head.


‘And yet you still believe that someone started a fire in your home?’


‘Yes.’


Ophus leans back in his chair. At that moment, Henning’s mobile rings for the third time. Henning glances irritably at the display. Unknown.


‘I’m sorry, I—’


‘Go on, answer it. I’m in no rush.’


‘Is that all right? Are you sure that—’


‘Yes, absolutely. I don’t mind.’


‘Thank you, I’ll—’


Henning waves his hand without quite knowing why. Ophus nods sympathetically. Henning takes the call.


‘Henning Juul?’


‘Yes?’


‘Henning Juul, the reporter?’


‘That’s me, yes. Who is this?’


‘My name is Tore Pulli.’


Henning straightens up and says hi.


‘Do you remember me?’


‘I know who you are. What’s this about?’


Pulli doesn’t reply. Henning moistens his lips in the silence that follows. ‘Why are you calling me?’ he asks.


‘I’ve got a story for you,’ Pulli says.


‘What kind of story?’


‘I can’t tell you over the phone.’


‘All right. Listen, I would like to talk to you, but I’m a bit busy right now. Could I get you to call me back later? Preferably during office hours?’


‘I can’t—’


‘Great,’ Henning interrupts him. ‘Thanks very much.’


He ends the call and smiles quickly at Ophus, who is watching the increasingly busy traffic. Henning exhales hard.


‘I’m so sorry,’ he says and is rewarded with another understanding smile.


‘But back to our conversation,’ Ophus says, looking at Henning. ‘I have to be honest with you. If the police investigation has made no progress in two years, there’s little that can be done now. Finding fresh evidence is out of the question. I assume that your flat was demolished or renovated following the fire?’


‘Yes. Other people live there now.’


‘So any evidence is gone for good. And there are many ways to torch a flat which are impossible to detect. Unfortunately.’


Henning nods silently. They sit there looking at each other until Henning looks away. He knows that he has to find the person or persons who set fire to his flat and get them to admit it. It is the only thing that will satisfy him.


His eyes wander to the junction.


‘So you think that someone was trying to get you? Kill you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, that’s the big question. I don’t know. I don’t even know where to begin.’


‘And this happened two years ago?’


‘More or less.’


Ophus looks at Henning for a long time. ‘Don’t you think they would have made a second attempt?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Has anyone tried to kill you since?’


‘Not that I’ve noticed.’


Ophus doesn’t reply but Henning can see what he is thinking all the same. It would suit you to be arson, wouldn’t it? So you can blame someone other than yourself?


They listen to the traffic.


Eventually, Ophus says, ‘I don’t think there is very much I can do to help you.’


‘That’s what I was afraid of,’ Henning replies, quietly.


‘You mentioned that you hadn’t seen the police report. Perhaps there is something in that which could be useful to you? I might be able to get you a copy of it, if you like.’


‘I don’t know if it will make a difference, but – but why not?’


‘They owe me a favour down at the police station. I’ll see what I can do.’


‘Thank you so much. I really do appreciate it.’


Ophus straightens up, but Henning is aware that his eyes are still on him. He can’t bear to look him in the eye. So he says, without raising his gaze, ‘I don’t want to take up any more of your time than necessary, Ophus. Thank you so much for meeting with me.’


‘Not at all. You’re welcome to contact me if you think of anything else.’


Henning smiles and nods. They shake hands before Ophus gets up and heads for the junction. He passes a man leaning against the whitewashed wall sucking at a thin roll-up, the embers barely alive.
















Chapter 6





Ørjan Mjønes presses his forehead against the United Airlines window and looks out over Oslo. Green trees surround Ekeberg Restaurant on the eastern slope of the city. Nearer the city centre people lie sunbathing, stretched out on the grass in Fjordbyen. The roof of the opera house sparkles like an ice floe in the sunshine. Below the belly of the plane, the red-brick towers of Oslo Town Hall stick up towards him like rotten teeth.


The aeroplane glides slowly through the quiet air. The captain announces that they will be landing in a few minutes. Mjønes closes his eyes. It has been a long journey. A return trip to Bogotá, changing in Newark both there and back, and he hasn’t managed a wink of sleep the whole time. He had to make do with a thirty-minute power nap on a airport bench while waiting for the flight back to Oslo. Soon he will have spent thirty-five hours in the air. It has been exciting. It has been exhausting. But it has been worth it.


It all started five days ago when he saw his fictitious contact name in the subject field in an advert on the website finn.no. Later the same day he called the number listed in the advert, which was answered by a voice he hadn’t heard for almost two years. Bearing in mind the rage in the voice the last time the two of them spoke, Mjønes hadn’t expected to hear from Langbein ever again, but they agreed to meet at the bottom level of the multi-storey car park under Oslo City Shopping Centre. Mjønes walked west until a sharp voice from behind a pillar ordered him to stop. A long shadow stretched out across the concrete.


Mjønes did as he was told and looked around. He could hear tyres squeal in the distance, but he saw no one.


‘It has been a long time,’ he said, but Langbein made no reply. Instead, a C4 envelope was slid along the ground towards him. Reluctantly, he bent down to pick it up. He took out a photograph. There was a red cross covering the face of the man in the picture. Mjønes’s jaw dropped. ‘You’re kidding me.’


‘No.’


Mjønes looked at the photograph again, took out a sheet of paper which had been inserted behind it and skimmed the text. Then he shook his head and spoke the words he rarely allowed himself to utter: ‘That’s impossible.’


‘Nothing is impossible. And if you hadn’t screwed up the last time, there would be no need for this job.’


Mjønes was about to protest, but he knew that Langbein was right. He was haunted by the incident. Mistakes are bad for his reputation. And yet he said, ‘It’s too risky.’


The turn in conversation caught him completely by surprise.


‘In my office there is an envelope identical to the one you’re holding in your hands. With one sole exception. It also contains a picture of you.’


‘Of me?’


‘Yes, of you. If you don’t take the job, you become the job.’


Mjønes was about to go behind the pillar to confront Langbein, but the sight of an arm and the mouth of a pistol stopped him in his tracks.


‘If I’m not back in fifteen minutes that envelope goes to the next man on the list. But I want you. I thought it would be an appropriate way for you to correct the mistake you made last time. Besides, you’ll be well paid.’


Mjønes tried to shake off his initial shock.


‘How much?’


‘Two million kroner. Twenty-five per cent up front, cash. You’ll get the rest when all the loose ends have been tied up.’


Mjønes said nothing for a long time. He was contemplating the level of difficulty, his options. He scratched the back of his head and rubbed his nostrils with two fingers. Then he said:


‘I’ll do it for three.’


A few seconds of silence followed. Then Langbein said, ‘Done.’


An intense rush surged through Mjønes’s body, but he didn’t have time to savour it. The next moment, a suitcase was pushed in his direction.


‘It must happen quickly and quietly. No traces. No questions. And no mistakes this time.’


Mjønes nodded. Ideally, he would have liked plenty of time to plan, but he had always been good at thinking on his feet. In his head he had already come up with one possible scenario. But he had no time to ask Langbein any more questions because immediately afterwards a car door slammed shut. And when Mjønes walked around the pillar, Langbein had gone.


Mjønes thought for several minutes about what he was being forced to do. Langbein could be bluffing, but even before the threats and the money were mentioned Mjønes had already made up his mind. It was an opportunity to redeem himself. To be generously paid for it as well was simply an added bonus. Besides, it was a long time since he had taken on a job of this magnitude and his fingers were already itching. All of his senses seemed heightened. He felt so much more alive.


Five days go quickly, Mjønes thinks, and prepares himself for landing. So much has happened in that time. And yet so little. Perhaps that’s why he has been unable to sleep. Perhaps his body can’t relax until it’s all over. Nor will he have much time to rest when he gets home. The operation begins in a few hours. Everything must be in place.


The aeroplane lands, and half an hour later Mjønes is on the train to Oslo. He thinks about the small box in his suitcase, about the plan he has come up with. It’s daring. It’s fiendish.


But if it works, it’s pure genius.
















Chapter 7





Henning stares out of the window while the silence fills the space between the walls. The façade of the white building opposite him is streaked with brown trails of grime. His gaze continues down towards windowsills and intricate decorations. But he doesn’t look down. Not all the way down. He never can.


Behind a window without any curtains a woman is pacing up and down. She is talking on the telephone, gesturing angrily. Henning thinks about his conversation with Erling Ophus. Ophus is right, of course. Simply believing that the fire was arson is a sign of desperation. There has to be something he can investigate. But what?


Perhaps it’s true that he is only looking for another explanation so he doesn’t have to face the truth. And whether or not it was arson, nothing will change the fact that he could have saved Jonas if his eyes hadn’t been stuck together with melted skin. If he hadn’t slipped on that wet railing. If he hadn’t been so bloody—


A vibrating sound from the kitchen table makes him turn around. He doesn’t feel like talking to anyone right now, but the seven letters on the display arouse his curiosity. He presses the green answer button and puts the mobile to his ear.


‘Is this a better time?’


Tore Pulli’s voice is deeper than Henning managed to register in the noisy street in Grønland.


‘Eh, yes, I think so, but—’


‘11 September 2007.’


Henning stops.


‘What did you say?’


‘I know what happened that day.’


Henning feels a sudden rush of heat to his forehead. Something sharp stirs in his stomach. His throat tightens. He tries to swallow.


‘You lost your son,’ Pulli continues.


‘Y-yes,’ Henning replies in a weak and dry voice. ‘I did. What do you know about it?’


‘So now you’re prepared to listen to me? Now you’ve got time for me?’


‘Yes, I’ve got time to talk to you now,’ he says, rather more combatively this time. ‘What do you want? Why are you talking about my son?’


‘I’ve a story for you.’


‘Yes, so you said. What does that have to do with my son?’


Henning is unaware that he is standing on tiptoe.


‘Nothing. Not directly.’


‘What you mean? And cut the bullshit, Pulli, I’m starting to get annoyed—’


‘Do you know who I am?’


‘Yes, I told you when we spoke earlier today. What about it?’


‘Then perhaps you know why I’m calling.’


Henning racks his brains. He doesn’t remember reading anything about Tore Pulli since returning to work earlier in the summer. Before Jonas died, the former enforcer was forever in the newspapers, often depicted with a broad grin on his face and usually accompanied by his glamour-model wife.


‘No,’ Henning says.


Pulli starts to laugh.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘Sorry, I just—’


He leaves the sentence hanging in the air.


‘You just what?’


‘So you don’t know that I’m inside?’


‘No.’


‘Okay, I guess you’ve had other things on your mind in the past two years. But I’m calling you because you’re a good reporter. You’re good at finding things out.’


‘Do you know anything about the fire in my flat?’


There is a long silence. Then Pulli replies ‘Yes.’


Henning stands as if rooted to the floor. Pulli’s deep voice drills into him. There is something about the depth of gravity in it. He is not joking.


‘Are you there, Juul?’


‘What do you know about the fire?’ Henning demands to know and fails to hide the aggression lying right under the surface. ‘Did you start it?’


‘No.’


‘So, who did?’


‘Before we talk about that, I want you to do something for me.’


‘What?’


‘You obviously don’t know why I’m in jail. When you’ve found that out we can talk again.’


Outraged, Henning starts to pace around the flat.


‘You can’t just expect me to—’


‘I’m only allowed twenty minutes of phone calls per week, Juul. I need a few minutes with Veronica as well.’


‘What do you know about the fire?’ Henning shouts and stops right in front of the piano. ‘What do you want from me? Why are you calling?’


There is a short silence while Henning holds his breath.


‘Because I want you to find out who set me up,’ Tore Pulli says, slowly. ‘I want you to find out who should be sitting in here instead of me. If you can do that then I’ll tell you everything I know about the fire in your flat.’
















Chapter 8





Henning puts down the mobile, runs his sweaty hands through his hair and resumes pacing up and down the living-room floor. How the hell could a man like Tore Pulli know anything about the fire? What exactly does he know, and why hasn’t he said anything before?


If it hadn’t been for the fact that Pulli was in prison, Henning would have called back immediately, grilled him and refused to let go until all his questions had been answered. But he can’t simply march down to Oslo Prison, knock on the door and demand to be let in. First, Pulli must add him to a visitors’ list, then Henning has to apply for permission to visit, and then the prison authorities will check his criminal record. And even though he is a journalist, it can take days, weeks even, for permission to be granted.


But then it strikes him that one important question has just been answered, perhaps the most important of all. Somebody knows something. Perhaps the fire in his flat was started deliberately after all.


Rattled, Henning sits down in front of his computer and googles Pulli’s name. He can’t remember the last time his heart beat so fast. A second later, the search engine brings up a list of thousands of hits. Henning sees Pulli’s mug shot, sombre photos of him outside Oslo Court and inside the courtroom in conversation with people Henning can only see the back of.


Pulli cuts a towering figure. Thick ox neck, broad shoulders, a huge chest and biceps the size of Henning’s thighs. His body matches his voice. Dark, big, terrifying. In some of the earlier photos he has pierced eyebrows. Together with the rings in his ears they reinforce his thuggish appearance, a look he clearly abandoned when he announced his new career as a property developer.


Henning clicks on an article from dagbladet.no.


 




PULLI GETS 14 YEARS AND LAUGHS


 


Friday last, Tore Pulli was sentenced to fourteen years in prison for the murder of Joachim ‘Jocke’ Brolenius.





 


Joachim Brolenius, Henning mutters to himself and tastes the name. Never heard of him. He reads on:




The high-profile property speculator Tore Pulli smiled and shook his head in disbelief when he was sent to prison for fourteen years in Oslo Court Friday morning for the murder of Jocke Brolenius. His lawyer, Frode Olsvik, told dagbladet.no that his client received the verdict with composure but that he continues to maintain his innocence.


‘My client has already decided to appeal,’ Olsvik says. This means a whole new hearing in the appeal court. No date has yet been set for Pulli’s appeal.


Jocke Brolenius was found murdered in a closed-down factory building at the top of Sandakerveien on 26 October 2007. The Swedish enforcer is believed to have been beaten up with a knuckle-duster before being killed with an axe. Pulli’s fingerprints were found on the knuckle-duster, and the victim’s blood was found on Pulli when he was arrested.


The court chose to ignore the fact that the murder weapon has never been found as well as Pulli’s claim that Brolenius’s blood was on him because he was trying to help him. Pulli has always strongly denied any involvement with the killing though he admits arranging to meet with Brolenius.


When summing up, the judge took into account Pulli’s past as an enforcer, especially since Brolenius’s jaw had been broken, a type of injury Pulli was known to inflict on his victims when he worked as a debt collector. At Ullevål Hospital this particular kind of injury had become known as a ‘Pulli punch’, and the Institute of Forensic Medicine found that Brolenius’s jaw had sustained this type of fracture.


In addition to fourteen years’ imprisonment, Pulli was ordered to pay compensation and restoration to his victim’s parents totalling 256,821 kroner.





Henning rereads the article. Who was Joachim Brolenius? What was his relationship to Tore Pulli, and why were they meeting?


Brolenius was killed on 26 October 2007, Henning reads. Only six weeks after the death of Jonas. At that time, Henning was in Haukeland Hospital, and all he can remember doing is staring at the wall. He avoided newspapers like the plague. People too, as far as he could.


Henning scrolls down to the article’s list of links and clicks the first one:


 




PULLI SUSPECTED OF MURDER


 


The celebrity Tore Pulli has been arrested on suspicion of killing a Swedish criminal.





 


Henning reads on:




The call came in around 23.30 Friday evening. Oslo Police were called to an old factory where the Swedish enforcer Joachim ‘Jocke’ Brolenius had been found murdered. The celebrity Tore Pulli, who has himself a past as a hard-hitting enforcer, alerted the police that he had stumbled on the body, but found himself arrested for murder.


The background or the motive for the murder is unknown. For the moment police have released very little information, but they have told TV2 that evidence was found at the crime scene. The TV channel’s expert commentator, Johnny Brenna, who previously worked as a detective for Oslo Police, says it is most likely a revenge attack. He refuses to speculate on what could lie behind it.





Henning finds a Wikipedia article about Pulli.




Tore Jørn Pulli (born 19 June 1967 in Tønsberg) is a well-known Norwegian ex-enforcer and former member of a biker gang, who in 2008 was convicted of the murder of the Swedish enforcer, Jocke Brolenius. Pulli became well known in Norwegian media when he started dating the former glamour model and now model-agency owner, Veronica Nansen. They married in 2006. Pulli took part in an episode of the topical news quiz Nytt på nytt, among others.


In a rare interview with Dagens Næringsliv in the spring of 2007, Pulli claimed to have collected approximately 75 million kroner for clients during his time as an enforcer ‘just by breaking a few jaws’. He has never referred to himself as an enforcer but sees himself as a broker. Before he was convicted of murder he bought and sold property in Østlandet, making considerable profits.





Henning looks up from the screen. ‘“Just by breaking a few jaws”,’ he repeats to himself. Why would an enforcer known for using his fists to solve problems ever kill anyone with an axe?


Henning skims several other articles about Tore Pulli. He clicks on an article headlined ‘Pulli Promises Million Kroner Reward’ and reads:




Convicted killer, Tore Pulli, has offered a reward of one million kroner to anyone who comes forward with information leading to his acquittal.





‘Wow,’ Henning exclaims. He clicks on other articles on the same subject without finding anything indicating an avalanche of tip-offs. What does that mean?, he wonders. Surely someone must know something?


I want you to find out who should be sitting in here instead of me.


Well, that’s not going to be easy, Henning thinks to himself, when not even a million kroner could entice anyone to come out of the woodwork. And the prosecution appeared to have had a strong case. It was widely known that Pulli had invited Brolenius to a meeting at a place where they wouldn’t be disturbed. Pulli’s fingerprints were found on the knuckle-duster. He had Brolenius’s blood on his clothes, and Brolenius had been beaten up in a way which had Pulli’s MO all over it. Four bullets which were hard to dodge.


So, what happened?


Henning picks up his mobile and rings Bjarne Brogeland. The inspector replies after only a few rings.


‘Hi, Bjarne, it’s Henning Juul.’


‘Heyyy!’ Brogeland replies in a voice that reminds Henning of a stag party.


‘Are you busy?’


‘Not more than usual given it’s a Saturday. We’re on our way to Paradise Bay. Have you been there?’


‘Eh, no.’


‘Lovely beach, great water. How about you? What’s new?’


Henning places his thumb and index finger on the corners of his mouth and lets them glide down towards his chin. He hasn’t spoken to Brogeland since the Henriette Hagerup case, the girl who was stoned to death in a tent on Ekeberg Common earlier that summer. Given that Henning helped them crack the case, he feels entitled to call in a favour or two.


‘I’m working on an old story.’


‘That doesn’t surprise me, but for God’s sake, it’s Saturday! Don’t you ever stop?’


‘It doesn’t feel like a Saturday,’ Henning says, and realises he can’t remember when he was last aware that there was a difference between the days of the week.


‘The sun is shining, Henning. Buy yourself an ice cream. Get some fresh air!’


‘Mm. Listen, did you ever have anything to do with the Tore Pulli case?’


The voices of excited children in the background can be heard through the receiver. Henning tries to shut them out.


‘No, I was still working on organised crime at the time. Why?’


Henning pauses for a moment, not sure how to reply.


‘Oh, I was just curious.’


‘You’re never just curious,’ Brogeland scoffs. ‘What are you sniffing around after this time? Does it have anything to do with his appeal?’


‘His appeal?’ Henning replies, and frowns.


‘Yes, it’s being heard in a couple of weeks, if I’m not mistaken.’


‘Is it? No, it doesn’t have anything to do with that. Or, at least, I don’t think so.’


Henning holds his breath for a moment.


‘The guy is guilty as hell,’ Brogeland says.


‘How do you know?’


‘Does the name Jocke Brolenius mean anything to you?’


‘Just about.’


‘Then you probably know that he killed Vidar Fjell?’


Vidar Fjell, Henning thinks, and runs the name over his tongue. It sounds familiar. ‘No?’


‘I thought you had a photographic memory?’ Brogeland teases him.


‘My camera is broken.’


Brogeland laughs. ‘You certainly haven’t lost your way with words. But here goes: Vidar Fjell managed a gym called Fighting Fit in Vålerenga. He was murdered a couple of months before Brolenius. Or perhaps a bit more. Pulli worked out at Fighting Fit and was a good friend of Fjell’s.’


Henning is aware that his cheeks are burning hot. ‘Why was Fjell killed?’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘But Brolenius was a Swedish enforcer, am I right?’


‘Yes. The Swedish gangs dominated Oslo quite considerably at the time, you probably already know that . . . Alisha! Don’t go up there, you could kill yourself if you fell down!’


Brogeland’s voice disappears for a moment. Henning remembers the case now. Fjell was killed not long before Jonas died. He had done a little bit of research on the story, but he can’t remember when he stopped.


‘But if Brolenius was killed to avenge the murder of Fjell, did anyone later avenge Brolenius?’


‘There was a rumour going around that somebody had knocked over Vidar Fjell’s gravestone, I seem to recall, but nothing more than that. I don’t suppose there was much point in carrying out a revenge attack once Pulli had been arrested. Why are you working on this story now?’


‘I don’t know if I am.’


‘Hello, you’re calling me on a Saturday.’


‘Yes, I’m – sorry.’


‘Yeah, right. Tore Pulli had this woman, I recall. Damn—’


‘What?’


‘Why is it always the biggest arseholes who get the hottest chicks?’


Henning makes no reply.


‘Anyway, talk to Assistant Commissioner Pia Nøkleby,’ Brogeland continues. ‘She’s totally in charge of the case. And all other cases, for that matter.’


‘Good idea.’


‘But wait until Monday, please,’ Brogeland hastens to add. Henning says mm and hangs up.


It’s not going to be easy, he thinks. Murders and revenge killings in gangs that are practically impenetrable – especially if you’re a journalist. But if Pulli is innocent, then someone managed to kill Jocke Brolenius in a style that framed him. That in itself was no simple task. The killer would have to be devious and without scruples. And this killer would almost certainly not like it if I tried to stir up the past.
















Chapter 9





The distant headlights of a fast car weave their way in between the tree trunks and cast a white veil over the approaching autumn. Ørjan Mjønes grips the steering wheel hard and checks the mirrors to make sure that he isn’t being followed. It would be something of an achievement if he was, he thinks, given the speed he is travelling.


The clock on the sat nav shows 02.15, and it is some time since he left the nearest main road. A loud but brief rumble under the tyres tells him he has just driven over a cattle grid before the tyres resume spraying gravel at the verges.


Mjønes knows that the others have already arrived. It has been a while since they last worked together, but he knew that they would be just as ready for action as he was. Flurim Ahmetaj is there because he knows everything about computers and surveillance equipment and has easy access to them. Durim Redzepi, because nobody is better at getting in and out of someone’s home than he is. And Jeton Pocoli, because he is a master at following people. In addition, he has bedroom eyes and a bad-boy image, which makes it easy for him to chat up Norwegian women. The reports he has supplied so far suggest that these skills in particular will prove useful.


As far as these men are concerned, it has always been a matter of showing up to a table already set, to a plan already laid, and they do what they are told to and what they are paid for. This has never motivated Mjønes. He lives for the craftsmanship. The preliminary work, gathering pieces of information, fitting them into a bigger picture, planning for the unexpected. It is during this phase that he feels alive. And when everything works according to plan, his plan, it makes him delirious with happiness. His favourite pastime is reading about himself in the newspaper afterwards and being absolutely certain that the police will never be able to catch him.


Mjønes slows down, turns into a narrow track, and a red-painted cabin appears a couple of hundred metres further down the road. He pulls up next to two motorbikes and a dark-blue BMW estate. Mjønes smiles and shakes his head, takes a long look at the desirable car before he steps out on to the makeshift car park. He glances at the cabin where the light is still on and the murmur of conversation fills the night.


Mjønes takes the cage and the backpack from the boot of his car. He walks over to the cabin, doesn’t bother to knock, but pushes down the door handle firmly and enters. The arm of a short, thin man on the sofa reaches swiftly for a pistol lying on the table in front of him. He cocks the weapon and points it at Mjønes.


Twice in one week, he thinks. It’s becoming a habit.


‘Relax, Durim, it’s only me.’


Durim Redzepi looks at Mjønes for a few seconds before he lowers the pistol. Mjønes smiles and takes a few steps inside. Playing cards and chips are spread across the oval table. The smoke from countless cigarettes hangs like a blue cobweb across the room.


‘Who is winning?’ he asks and sets down the cage, inside which a tortoiseshell cat is dozing on its stomach. He also removes his backpack.


‘Flurim has the most chips,’ Redzepi says in broken Swedish. A man with a Mohican turns to Mjønes. His broad smile reveals a pointed silver stud in his tongue. The men’s attention reverts to their game.


‘Hurry up, it’s your turn,’ Ahmetaj says with the same East European Swedish accent, addressing a compact man in grey tracksuit bottoms who is leaning on the table while he contemplates his next move. A hairy stomach is visible under his white T-shirt. Jeton Pocoli taps his nose with his index finger before he puts down two cards and pushes all his chips to the centre of the table. ‘I’m all in.’


The men around the table stare at him in disbelief.


‘You’re bluffing.’


Pocoli shakes his head.


‘Screw you.’ Redzepi runs his hand over his stubbled head, throws his cards on the table, picks up a can of beer from the floor and lifts it to his lips. Ahmetaj looks at Pocoli, searching for signs of bluffing. He scrutinises him for a long time before he heaves a sigh, looks at the chips in front of him, grabs a large chunk of his own pile and shoves them into the pot.


The last card is played. Ahmetaj’s hopeful look dissolves instantly. ‘For fuck’s sake!’ he groans and tosses aside his cards. ‘Just my rotten luck.’


‘Luck, or the lack of it, has nothing to do with it,’ Pocoli gloats as he scoops up the chips with a broad grin.


Mjønes laughs and goes over to the kitchen in the corner. He looks at the messy row of empty beer cans and takes out a plastic carrier bag from one of the drawers. One by one the cans disappear into the bag.


‘Okay,’ he says when he has made the place look reasonably tidy. ‘Have you done everything I told you?’


‘Do you have the money?’ Ahmetaj doesn’t look at him, but interlocks his fingers at the top of his Mohican. It shines, even in the modest lighting in the room. Mjønes opens his backpack, takes out a wad of banknotes and runs his finger quickly over them. Fifty notes. He takes out another five wads and throws two to each man.


‘If we pull it off, you’ll get the same again,’ Mjønes says while the trio around the table count their money. Ahmetaj nods happily.


‘The equipment is over there,’ he says, pointing to a black bag.


‘What about his email? His mobile? His bank accounts?’


‘Already taken care of.’


Mjønes nods and looks at Pocoli. ‘Anything specific I need to know?’


‘I’ll brief you later.’


‘Okay.’


Mjønes’s eyes shift to Redzepi.


‘I’m ready when you are.’


Mjønes nods again. Everything is as it should be. He sees no point in explaining the plan to them in detail even though he is itching to do so. They are supplying a service. End of story. And yet he can’t resist giving them a preview.


‘Why did you bring the cat?’ Pocoli asks him.


Mjønes smiles. ‘To check that I didn’t buy a pig in a poke.’ Mjønes laughs at his own joke, but the card players stare blankly at him. ‘Right, I realise you don’t speak Norwegian. But I promise you, you’ve never seen anything like it. It’s quite—’


A contented smile plays at the corners of his mouth. He puts his hand inside the backpack and produces two identical boxes the size of a matchbox, which he puts down on the table.


‘What are they?’ Redzepi asks.


Mjønes touches the first box with his index finger. ‘Piercing needles,’ he says.


‘And the other?’


Mjønes smiles and opens the second box. ‘You really don’t want to know.’


With reverential movements he takes out an ampoule sealed with a small plastic cap. He unscrews the top, takes out a piercing needle and dips it in the clear liquid with the utmost care. He holds the needle, with the tip pointing upwards. The needle gleams.


‘Who wants to do the honours?’ he asks and looks at them before he nods in the direction of the cat. The eyes around the table light up immediately. He assesses them in turn.


‘Durim,’ he decides. Redzepi smiles and gets up. Mjønes hands him the needle. ‘Watch yourself.’


Redzepi takes a step backwards and is extra careful to avoid the point of the needle.


‘No screw-ups this time.’


Mjønes looks at him long and hard. Beads of sweat force their way out of the pores of Redzepi’s forehead. He pinches the needle so hard that his knuckles go white.


Calmly, he approaches the cat in the cage. Behind him the others get up and move closer. Redzepi’s look is one of deep concentration.


He opens the cage and looks at the sleepy animal, which barely raises its eyelids to look back at him.


‘Meow,’ Redzepi says, softly.


Then he aims the needle at the cat’s neck.


And pricks it.
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