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         The garage went silent, as he turned off the car motor. His unnaturally fast breath was the only sound.

         The lights had illuminated the worktable as he drove in. Lukas had apparently worked on the birdhouse again without cleaning up after himself. There was wood dust everywhere and the saw was not in its place among the tools on the wall. His son had apparently given up on his project – again. He felt a bit of joy knowing he had at least tried, and not just given up to go sit in front of the TV or computer. Nine-year-old boys should be active, and he did not like sports, unlike Mia who went to handball practice twice a week. Of course, she was a few years older, so maybe it would change as he grew older.

         He found himself feeling annoyed that his son never listened, and that he had not inherited his dad’s nimble fingers, or his sense of order. They had drawn the outlines of all the tools on the walls together, so finding the place for the saw should not be that difficult. His stomach acid bubbled and his heart started beating faster.

         He leaned back in his seat with his hands on the steering wheel, as if he was still driving, closed his eyes, and tried to chase away the irritation and anger. The saw was not the problem. Neither was the mess, or Lukas.

         He was the problem - his frustrations and bad choices. Maybe everything back then would never have happened, if he had just gotten over himself and told everything to Alice. He felt that she had been suspicious for a while. He had seen it every time he had worked late, or when he told her he had a conference abroad. She had known, but she had not said anything. Did she really love him that much? Did she think she had no better prospects than him? She was a beautiful woman, and she could have whoever she wanted.

         He opened his eyes and stared into the darkness. A burning jealousy slid through him at the thought of Alice with another man. That alone showed him what a despicable man he was. He had no right to feel like that, nor to feel the relief that rushed through him as he drove past the villa and saw that the lights had been turned off, which meant Alice and the kids had gone to bed. Of course, they had. The kids had to get up early and go to school, and Alice had an early shift at the hospital. Maybe going to bed early was a protest for her.

         He should have called home, but finally something had happened. Tomorrow he would know.

         After meeting her again and looking into her eyes, he could not let go of the case. He should have left it after all those years had gone by. It was an accident; it said so in the report. But he had suspected something more the entire time. Was he driven by his professionalism, or was it something else? Alice had asked what was bothering him. She could feel it too, of course, caring and observant as she was. She could feel the hidden sorrow and the thoughts that were anywhere but on her and the children. He could have been honest and told her everything here; come clean and cleansed his soul and his life. It did not matter now anyway. Nothing mattered.

         He swallowed a lump in his throat and squeezed his thumb and index finger tightly around the root of his nose to take away the urge to cry. She had been special and he was sure now that he had loved her...really loved her. It was not just lust and sex like it had been with the others. She was not just another digression that Alice pretended to know nothing about. For once, he had not been drawn by youth or beauty. It was something else; something closer and more intimate. It was an undefinable connectedness, both physically and mentally, that he had never experienced with any other woman. Not even with Alice.

         The neighbor’s dog started barking. He pulled himself together and opened the car door. The inevitable loud smack echoed in the garage as he closed the car door. He stepped on a piece of wood with a bent nail and cursed inwardly as he turned on the lights and put it on the worktable.

         Lukas had gotten farther with the birdhouse. He picked it up and examined it from all sides. One part of the roof was a bit crooked, and one of the nails was poking out a bit, but otherwise it looked good. He smiled spontaneously and wistfully, and dried his eyes. Tomorrow he would help him finish it.

         The children were the main reason he had not told her. Lukas and Mia. Would he be able to live without them? Would that even have been necessary? She would have loved them too, he was sure of that. She had children of her own. That fact sent his thoughts back to the case. He hoped Torben had not noticed the old report when he came back unexpectedly tonight. His partner paid unusually close attention to details. It made him a good cop. He had stood up and grabbed his coat from the back of his chair, so it looked like he was on the way home. He hoped he had seemed convincing.

         He opened the left backdoor of the car, grabbed his jacket and bag from the backseat, threw the coat over his shoulder and left the garage. It was a relatively warm March evening. The stars were bright in the sky and the dried leaves in the beech hedge rustled a bit in the wind.

         Max, the neighbor’s dog, was still barking. The dog was usually quiet when it walked around in the fenced garden, and it never barked at him, because it knew him. He looked up the street. A car was parked in front of the neighbor’s house, a few feet away from the street light: A dark Peugeot 208. But it could not have been visitors, because there were no lights in the windows. Maybe Max was home alone? He thought about going over and talking to the dog to calm it. He would rather wait a while longer before climbing into bed next to Alice. He did not want to explain why he was so late, or maybe she would just stare into the darkness with her back to him. He had not told her he would be working late tonight, and she had called him several times on his cell phone, but he had not answered.

         The car in the darkness looked like it was smiling mischievously. He smiled a bit at that thought. Lukas had taught him to look at cars like that. His son had seen too many cartoons and could see faces in all car models. He had always had a vivid imagination. Either they smiled in a sweet, mischievous or sneaky way, or they were mad or angry. Lukas had explained how the lights are the eyes and the radiator grille is a mouth with teeth.

         The car was not a usual visitor with the neighbors, an elderly married couple who rarely had company. It looked like someone was behind the wheel. He squeezed his eyes together. A dark silhouette showed itself against the weak light from the street lamp behind it.

         They had recently investigated an organized crime gang who watched neighborhoods before robbing them. He started walking towards the car and shaded his eyes with his arm, as powerful lights suddenly turned on and blinded him. The tires squealed as the car started and raced forwards. He barely had time to realize what was happening before the radiator grille crushed his knee and thighbone, and hurled him into the air, so he landed on the asphalt behind the car as if he were a ragdoll. He turned his head and saw the red lights disappear.

         The rough asphalt cut into his cheek. He tried to stand up, but the pain was too strong. He vomited up some blood, and almost fainted. The dog barked louder, and it sounded as if he were trying to get over the fence to him. The lights suddenly flicked on in a window on the end wall.

         Lukas’ room.

         He closed his eyes and felt the blood run out the side of his mouth. He tried in vain to lift his arm to wipe it off. Lukas could not see him like this. The motor sound made him open his eyes again and turn his head. He was in the middle of the street and a car was coming towards him. He tried desperately to crawl away like an animal in the street, but he could not move. With great effort, he reached his hand in the air and spread his fingers against the harsh beams of the car’s lights, as if he could stop it. The car reached him with excessive speed. He realized it was the same car. Now the front tire was so close to his eyes, he could see the pattern on it. He gave a piercing scream with the last strength he had left.

          
   

         Police inspector Axel Borg tried to hide his emotions at hearing it was one of his own who had just been taken to forensic in the silent ambulance. No sirens. No urgency. Reluctantly, he looked at the pool of blood on the road where the crime technicians in white coveralls were putting up little, triangular, yellow numbered signs. It looked like the beginning of a card pyramid. A technician picked something up from the road with a pair of tweezers. He did not want to think of what it could be. He noted how there were no skid marks in front of the red pool of blood, which had started to seep into the black asphalt.

         A technician nodded a brief hello at him and took photos of a yellow sign with the number “5,” which had been put next to a faint imprint from a muddy tire. Axel looked away when he realized it was not mud. He removed his hands from the pockets of the dark grey, woolen trench coat and looked towards the house. He swallowed a lump in his throat. It was always difficult to talk to the families.

         Actually, he did not even have to. It turned out that Katja, the new female officer of his department, had a talent for that and she had already taken care of it. She was so new she barely knew Johan. But Axel knew Alice. They had danced at the department’s Christmas party not even four months ago. Johan did not dance. To be honest, neither did he, but Alice was hard to stay away from, and in a weird way he felt bad for her. Everyone at work knew that Johan was not a loyal husband. He had no idea if Alice knew that too. But what did that matter now? What did any of that matter now, when you were faced with death?

         With heavy feet, he walked up the stone stairs to the front door of the villa and pressed the doorbell. There was sand on the steps; it crunched beneath his shoes. The doorbell played a happy melody that did not fit the situation in the least. He only heard it faintly through the heavy oak door and rubbed his greying mustache with his thumb and index finger while he waited. A nervous habit he had grown accustomed to since the beard had grown longer; it also assured him that his beard was free of crumbs from the piece of Danish he had been eating with his evening coffee, when the tragic message came from the duty officer.

         He looked at his watch. 1:15. Katja had probably left, and if Alice could not cope with it now, it could wait. Maybe she had gone to bed. He did not dare ring the doorbell again. He would rather postpone it and was just about to turn around and go back to his car with relief, when he heard the door behind him being opened. Alice had puffy, red eyes and her bottom lip quivered slightly. She was not wearing any makeup, not at all like the Christmas party where she had looked like a supermodel. Makeup worked wonders on most women, but he actually liked her better without it.

         She said nothing, just opened the door for him and walked back towards the living room. She looked good in her pajamas as well. Her chestnut brown, curly hair was in a tousled ponytail. She sat on the couch with her children. The girl, Mia, he thought, had been crying, but the boy looked like he was in shock. They were wearing sleepwear too. The daughter was wearing a pink, flowered nightdress with lace edges; the boy was wearing pajamas. Axel caught himself counting how many different dinosaurs were printed on the top.

         He cleared his throat.

         “I’m so sorry, Alice,” he croaked hoarsely.

         Alice nodded. The quivering lips formed a silent thank you.

         He sat down in the armchair in front of the couch where they all sat close together, as if to protect themselves against any more accidents. Alice put her arm around the boy, who sat closest to her, pulled him towards her and looked at Axel. She fought to get the words out.

         “Do you…” She cleared her throat. “Do you know, who it was?”

         He shook his head.

         “No, not yet. I won’t be the one to find him.”

         “You won’t? But, who…” She shot him a confused look.

         “Those are the rules, Alice. We’re not allowed investigate our own people.”

         “But then who’ll find the driver? Who knows Johan better than you?”

         “That’s the problem. I know Johan too well and so do the rest of his colleagues. Usually the neighboring police force will handle the investigation.”

         Alice sank even further back into the couch, almost paralyzed. The wet eyes were still on him, and yet it was as if they saw nothing.

         “I didn’t hear anything; I didn’t even hear him come home. We had gone to bed, and…”

         “Don’t blame yourself, Alice.”

         “What was he working on…that late?”

         “He came from work?” Axel asked, surprised, and could have bitten off his tongue. He did not want to look like a boss who had no control over what his people did, even though that was apparently the case.

         “I don’t know, of course, he…” Alice went silent and looked at the children next to her. He guessed what she was going to say.

         “He might have taken a few more hours trying to clear up something, he is…was always so devoted to his duty, and…we had been busy with a big drug case, as you probably know,” he said, a bit too eagerly.

         Alice looked at her boy’s blonde spiky hair, kissed it and nodded. He looked at her.

         “It was a policeman, Mom,” he said with a clear, high voice.

         “What do you mean, Lukas?”

         “The guy who hit dad with his car was a policeman. He was wearing a cap like the one dad has.”

         Alice looked at Axel with confusion.

         “Are you sure, Lukas?”

         The boy nodded and looked at him with big, round blue eyes. They looked like Johan’s, whose eyes had had that babyish, innocent look about them, too. Maybe that was what drew in all the women.

         “Did you see the car?” Axel held the boy’s stare. He did not blink, but only nodded silently.

         “That’s not true. You always make stuff up to sound more interesting,” the girl said with a tearful voice and pulled her bare legs under her on the couch. She looked defiantly at her brother.

         “But it’s true!”

         “Was he driving a police car?” Axel asked.

         Lukas thought about it and shook his head.

         “See! If he was a policeman, he would’ve driven a police car,” she sneered. She dried her wet cheeks with both her hands.

         “Don’t lie about stuff like that, Lukas. This is really important. Did you see the car?”

         Alice bent over to look her son in the eyes.

         “Yes I did. And it was a police man. Like dad. He was driving a small, evil car.”

         “Evil car?” Axel repeated with a short, forced smile. “Do you know the car model?”

         Lukas bit his lower lip, shook his head and hid it in his mother’s chest. She pulled him closer and looked pleadingly at Axel.

         “I think we’re tired now, so…”

         He immediately stood up from his chair. He was fine with leaving.

         “Of course, I’m sorry. I’ll keep you posted about the case.”

         Alice covered Luka and Mia with a blanket and walked him to the door. She folded her arms over her chest and rubbed her shoulder, as if she was cold.

         “It was nice of you to come by, Axel. Lukas has a lively imagination. I don’t know if he actually saw anything. I think he was asleep, so…”

         “I’ll check it out, Alice,” he said and opened the door. “Call if you need anything, okay? Anything!”

         Alice nodded and closed the door after him.

         His body shook in the sudden cold and he jogged down the stairs to his car. The crime technicians were working in the garage. A dog barked next door.

          
   

         It was difficult falling asleep. It had been like that since Sonja moved, but tonight it was worry, rather than anger, regret, and blame that had kept him up. He had awoken in a sweat, tossed, and turned until he had just decided to get up. He drank a glass of milk and stared at the full moon, bright as the lamp at the bar where he wished he were.

         For a moment, he had been tempted to taste his expensive, 21-year-old El Dorado rum, but he knew himself well enough to refrain. Instead, he had kneeled down in front of the cage and talked to the ‘rat’, as he liked to call Elisabeth’s hamster. He had allowed it to live with him, so it was there when she visited her dad every second weekend or occasionally, when she came by after school. The school was not far from the townhouse, which was why he had bought it in the first place.

         Sonja did not like rodents, but the little creature did not bother Axel. It was easy to take care of. Actually, it pretty much took care of itself, and it kept him company. It would die soon anyway. He knew hamsters only lived for about three years, and his daughter had had it for two and a half years, so it had to be coming soon. For some, death was predestined. For others, it hit suddenly and unexpectedly.

         The worry kept at him in the car towards the police station and grew bigger. His cell phone rang as he drove by the water on Christian the 8th
      ’s road. The Police director expressed his compassion at the loss of a good and talented coworker. He announced that East Jutland’s police force would be overseeing the investigation, and that it was important they were told everything worth knowing about Johan Boje. Axel had mixed feeling about not leading the investigation, but he hoped it did not shine through. Those were just the rules.

         He could not shake what Lukas had said about the policeman in the evil car. If the boy was right, who was the officer who had hit and killed Johan, and what was his motive? He hoped Alice was right, that it was nothing but boyish imagination. She knew her son best.

         The mood at the station was strained. The employees sat at their seats at the conference table with coffee cups and a few white thermos bottles in front of them and looked curiously at him. Axel Borg remained standing at the end of the table, cleared his throat, and stroked his mustache. Spontaneously, his eyes drifted to Johan’s empty chair and on to Katja’s blue eyes. She sent him a small, almost unnoticeable, encouraging nod.

         “Have you all heard about what happened?” he asked.

         The looks on the faces of Johan’s colleagues were answer enough. Katja had informed them. He considered whether it could be one of them, but immediately shook it off. He decided to wait to tell them about what Lukas had seen. At least until there was more evidence.

         “East Jutland’s Police are taking over the investigation. We have to tell them everything we know. Do any of you know if Johan was here last night? According to Alice he came home late, she and the children had already gone to bed.”

         He looked around and tried to catch the eyes of all his employees. He knew that Frank, who was a bachelor and quite the partygoer, had on occasion had a drink with Johan after work. But Frank had his arms crossed and stared at the table.

         “I talked to him around 9 pm. I forgot my cell phone and came back to get it. He was at his desk with something, but he was on his way home. He seemed a bit off.” Torben Bjerg grabbed the thermos, poured some coffee and shook his head at the same time. “This is just so unbelievable…”

         “Off how?” Axel asked with raised eyebrows.

         “Uhm, I don’t really know. There was something in the way he stood up that seemed a bit hectic, and there was a glint in his eyes...like I caught him doing something illegal.” Torben put the thermos down and made sure the lid was screwed on tightly. “But I feel like there’s been something going on for a while.”

         “What and how long?” Axel continued.

         “The last few years, I think.” Torben looked around at the others to make them confirm.

         Benny nodded.

         “Yeah, he hasn’t been quite himself for a long time, but I actually think it’s been better the last few months.”

         “You are…were his partner, Torben. He hasn’t told you what was troubling him?”

         “No, he didn’t want to talk about it. He made that very clear.”

         “And you don’t know what Johan was working with that late?”

         “No, I didn’t ask. I just figured it was the drug case.”

         “That’s been solved.”

         “It happened in front of his house, right?” Benny interrupted.

         Katja nodded.

         “Yes, after he had parked his car in the garage,” Axel clarified.

         “Did his wife or neighbor really not hear anything? Haven’t they seen anything?” Frank interrupted and forced himself to look up with red eyes.

         “They had gone to bed. There were no skid marks. Maybe the chauffeur didn’t see Johan in the darkness.”

         “Could he have been killed because of the drug case? One of the convicted guys trying to get their revenge, or…”

         “We don’t know whether it was murder or an accident yet.” Axel scolded him. He did not want to mood to get overheated.

         “Accident,” Katja snorted. “You don’t run over a man twice by accident? Yes, that’s what the crime technicians said,” she defended herself as Axel’s reproachful look hit her.

         “How do they know?” Leif, the youngest, newest cop of the department, asked. His green eyes were fixed on his female colleague.

         “They could tell from the blood tracks from the tires. The technician thinks the car turned around and drove back. It seems like it was planned.”

         The silence filled the room while everyone at the table turned to send questioning looks towards their boss.

         He stroked his mustache repeatedly.

         “None of us have seen the reports from the crime technicians or the forensic department, so let’s not jump to conclusions.”

         “If there are tire marks, the technicians will be able to find a car model, right?” Leif said hopefully.

         “We have to leave that to our colleagues from Aarhus and help them as much as possible with information. But we’re on orders from the police director to do nothing until the East Jutland police show up.”

          
   

         Axel did not know the two colleagues from East Jutland’s Police who announced their arrival in his office during the late afternoon; two young men who looked too green for such an important job. But that was how it was. Young people were taking over; a new generation arrived. The circle of life. Suddenly he felt old.

         They presented themselves, offered their sympathies, and asked to be called Tom and Dino. Axel had a freshly brewed pot of coffee brought in from the cafeteria.

         “We’ve talked to forensic and to the crime technicians and they assured us it wasn’t an accident. Someone intentionally ran over and killed Johan Boje. We’ll start looking at his old cases to see if it has anything to do with them, so we’d like an overview of his latest cases.”

         “We’ve worked on a drug case for a while, one of the big ones. But it’s been over for a long time, so I have a hard time believing it has anything to do with that.”

         “We can’t rule that out before we look into it. Who and what exactly did Johan investigate?”

         Tom looked like he was the youngest; he was probably still in his late twenties. The buzz cut and the wide jaw made him look like a soldier. His lower lip protruded a bit more than his upper lip and gave him a sulky look. Axel did not like his tone.

         “I’ll make sure you get all the names and an overview of the case. But as I said, it’s been solved. The perpetrators are in jail and the case has been archived as solved.”

         “As I understood, it was about drug smuggling?”

         Axel nodded.

         “Yes, it was a close cooperation between several police districts. Yours among others.” He tried shooting them a knowing smile, but the cops’ expressions did not change at all. Axel cleared his throat and stroked his mustache again. “Johan worked closely with an undercover agent in the gang environment; of course I can’t tell you his name. Johan was the main reason the case was solved as quickly as it was.”

         “That sounds like it could easily be a motive. Prisoners can hire people from the outside to do a job like that.” Tom eyed him suspiciously.

         “Yes, of course.”

         “We assume no one has touched his desk.”

         “No, of course not. We were told not to touch anything.” Axel felt like he was a criminal being interrogated. He did not like it. For a short moment, he thought about telling them about Johan’s son observation, but if they were so smart, they would figure it out themselves when they talked to the kid.

         “Well then, we’ll start looking at the case.” Dino stood up. He was a tall man with broad shoulders, and dark blonde hair with an undercut. He sent Axel a friendly smile and he immediately liked him more than Tom. He stood up as well.

         “The department and I won’t stand in your way, but if we can help you with anything, please ask.”

         He looked after them as they approached Johan’s desk. The way the others looked at them showed him they all had the same thoughts. Why weren’t they allowed to investigate their coworkers murder? Everyone was motivated, more so than a pair of strange colleagues from Aarhus. He let his eyes linger on each of their faces. Could it really be true, that a cop had killed Johan? Was it one of these people? One of his own?

         Axel could not gather his thoughts about the desk duty that always followed when a big case had lasted for a longer period of time. His eyes constantly slid to Tom and Dino. They talked quietly while they went through Johan’s drawers. Dino received a call, and suddenly both of them put on their coats and disappeared through the door without saying a word.

         Only Frank was back at his desk, working on his computer. The rest of the team were out in the field. Axel went to Johan’s desk. Alice, Lukas, and Mia smiled at him from a photo; the only private item on his desk. The drawers had been closed again. Axel discreetly pulled the top drawer and it slid open. Out of the corner of his eyes, he noticed Frank standing up and approaching him. His eyes shone red as he looked at Axel, but he did not blame him for opening a drawer.

         “Is that her?” he asked and looked at the photo at the top of the drawer.

         “Yes, that’s her.”

         “She’s actually very pretty. I wonder if Alice knew anything?”

         Axel’s eyes slid back to the photo of Alice and the kids.

         “I think Alice realized Johan wasn’t the most loyal of husbands.”

         “It was tragic, what happened. Did you talk to him about it?”

         Axel shook his head.

         “Johan didn’t talk about their relationship. I just pretended not to know anything about it. Maybe that was a mistake…”

         “We all did. Cheating isn’t exactly on top of the list of perfect conversation topics. Maybe it was more than just an affair?”

         Axel shook his head. He and Sonja had not split up because of an affair. Time had changed them...caught up to them. At least, that was what Sonja had said. They had dated since school and married once they both graduated and saw the bright lights of the future, and Sonja was pregnant with Elisabeth. She was actually an accident, but the best accident he had ever been a part of in his entire life. Sonja’s wish for a divorce came a year ago, out of the blue during a summer night on the terrace. She had introduced the subject by saying, “I’m choking!” He had offered to get her a glass of water, because he thought she was referring to the peanuts they were eating, but then the entire pent-up secret had come crashing out.

         She was bored in their marriage, they were not evolving together, his work came before her and Elisabeth, which was absolutely not true; but now, once he was on the other side of it all, he could see how it may have come off that way. If you really wanted to see it like that. She hated how he threw his sweaty running clothes in the laundry basket, making everything else smell of his sweat. She hated his receding hairline, the cleft in his chin, his brows that met in the middle and when he stroked his mustache. All the things she once said she loved about him, she now hated. She had not met anyone else, she said, they had just grown apart. He had not seen her with anyone since the divorce, and Elisabeth did not talk about anyone when she visited him, but somehow that made it hurt even more. Sonja would rather be alone than be with him. No one asked Elisabeth, but he knew she still loved her father.

         “I think he cared for her a lot. He started withdrawing into himself after the event. I think he was grieving. Alone.”

         Frank interrupted his train of thought. He had taken the photos from the drawer.

         Axel looked at him. He stroked his mustache and looked at the photo in Frank’s hand as well. In his opinion, the woman could not hold a candle to Alice. No other woman, he had randomly seen Johan with, could. But there is no accounting to taste. At least Johan should have thought of Lukas and Mia. What had driven him to do it? Lust? Adventure? A midlife crisis?

         “We’ll never know, Frank.”

         He took the photo from him and put it back in the drawer. Then he noticed the report. Maybe Frank was right. Why else would Johan have it in his drawer? A four-year-old case that had already been solved. He took the report and turned to the first page. A different photo of her was taped to the corner. They had investigated the case because there had been something fishy about the fire that killed her. Johan had insisted on joining the investigation, even though Axel had tried to stop him. He had seen them hugging in a way that made it look like more than a friendship. He had had no idea how close they really were. Affairs were not exactly the topic of public debate, as Frank said.

         The case had been closed shortly after, without any proof of the fire having been set. It was an accident, an emission from a gas pipeline on the stove that had been lit by a short circuit. Yes, this was when Johan had started changing. He withdrew into himself, did not talk to his colleagues, or participate in any of their social arrangements.

         Being his boss, Axel should really have been more attentive; talked to him about it. But the officer did his job, arrived on time – and then came that big drug case that took up all their time and made Johan come out of his shell again. Was he still preoccupied with the fire case that had killed his lover?

         Axel quickly put the report back in the drawer and closed it, as he heard someone approaching. When Tom and Dino came in, both he and Frank were concentrating on their computer screens. He looked at them as if they were disturbing his work.

         “We’re off the case,” Tom said.

         “That was fast. Have you solved it already?”

         “No, but we’ve handed it on to the Independent Police Complaints Commission. The car was caught on a surveillance camera at a gas station. There was blood on the grille. The car turns around and goes back in the direction of Johan Boje’s home. It fits the time of death. The perpetrator apparently went back.”

         Axel nodded. He knew as much. The tire tracks showed the car coming from first one direction and then another. A brutal, evil, and deliberate murder. The perpetrator did not want Johan to survive. That was clear from the all the evidence.

         “But I don’t really get it. Why have the IPCC taken over…? Have you talked to Lukas, Johan’s son?”

         “No, we haven’t talked to either next of kin or witnesses yet. We started with the video surveillance. The driver was wearing a police uniform. That’s why the IPCC has taken over.”

         “A police uniform? That’s what Lukas said…” Axel mumbled it to himself as if he was just realizing it now.

         “But if there’s a witness it’ll be easy for the Complaints Commission.”

         “Did the video show the registration number?”

         “Unfortunately, no. The license plates were removed. Maybe the people at the IPCC can figure it out. Either way, they’re taking the case.” Dino gestured with his hand for a goodbye and Axel quickly stood up to shake it.

         “That was a short visit,” Tom said, as he had to shake his hand as well. “I hope they find the perpetrator.”

         Axel nodded but could not find any words.

          
   

         As the old saying goes: “It never rains but it pours.”

         Today, Axel had to admit that was true. When he came back to his townhouse in Lindevænget after a much-needed run through the neighborhood, he dumped his running clothes in the laundry basket (it was a demonstrative act now, even though no one could see it) he saw his shower was flooded with water. It was coming up through a joint, probably from a burst pipe in the floor that the neighbor had just spent an insane amount of money having fixed in their bathroom. It was too late to call a plumber. It had to wait until the morning.

         He stared at himself in the mirror. His face was red and sweaty from the run. His thoughts had taken over, so he had had to run faster. Who killed Johan? He had gone through all his coworkers in his head. Who had the motive? Had Johan touched one of their wives? By god, he hoped he had had enough tact to keep his hands off them. He leaned his sweaty forehead against the cold mirror. He needed something to give him strength. He was saving his rum for a festive occasion, but when would that come? Would it ever happen?

         He threw the towel over his shoulder and went to the living room. He opened his bar cabinet and weighed the bottle in his hand, looking at the blue label with the ship: Special Reserve from Demerara in Guyana.

         Carefully, he peeled off the revenue stamp as if it was illegal. The cork came off with an easy squelch, he enjoyed the smell with closed eyes and put his nose all the way over the opening, but his sweaty fingers did not have a solid hold on the slippery bottle, and the chubby flask hit the parquet floor with a thud. Luckily, it was so solid it did not break, but the amber liquid glugged to the unvarnished floorboards. Shit!

         Then, he noticed the silence from the ‘rat’s’ cage. Usually, loud disturbing noises would make it rustle about in its hay. He drummed his fingers against the cage, but nothing happened. He opened the door. Elisabeth had decorated the cage with colored and see-through tunnels, a neon yellow hamster wheel, and a red house with windows and doors. The roof was high. That was the only thing he envied about its decoration. It looked like a playground from the future – or Professor Balthazar’s lab. He had asked her whether a hamster would not prefer grass and tree branches, materials from nature, but she did not think so, and they had bought everything from an animal shop, so they must know best.

         He lifted the hay in the house, and there it lay, as if it had keeled over from the mere smell of an exceptional 21-year-old rum. It was cold and stiff. Rigor mortis had already set in, so it had been dead for a while. How would he explain this to his daughter? It had both water and food, so it could not have been his fault. Again, time was to blame. Time had caught up to the hamster as well. Now he regretted not telling Elisabeth how short a hamster’s lifespan was. Sonja did not think she needed to know.

         Why did people hide so much from each other, making everything so much harder for themselves? Why did Johan keep that old report in his drawer? Why had he not put it back in the archive? Why had he not put it back, when he found it in the drawer? It would be the first thing he did tomorrow morning before the rest of his staff arrived. It would not make his department look good if they had reports floating around when they had fancy visitors like the Independent Police Complains Commission. It was the only commission in Denmark who took on investigations against police personnel. He closed the cage and sat down on the floor, feeling lost. The burial had to wait until Elisabeth came by. He stared at the hamster wheel. Felt like he was running in it, unable to breathe. He put the bottle to his lips and drank the few mouthfuls that were left.

          
   

         With a small, unnoticeable smile, Roland Benito observed how the police inspector, who introduced himself as Axel Borg with confusion on his face, had to take an extra look at Karina Ottesen as she said her name. At first glance, she looked like a man, with the short hair and the masculine face. Only the mascara on her lashes and the subtle, blue eyeshadow revealed her feminine side. But there was a different expression in Axel Borg’s eyes, too.

         He looked scared as they greeted him in front of the police station. He had not expected their arrival before his own. They had driven from the IPCC building at Aarhus station towards Silkeborg in the early hours of the morning, to start the investigation as soon as possible.

         “We’ve seen the surveillance video from the gas station, and there’s no doubt the driver was wearing a police uniform. Did Johan Boje have any enemies amongst his colleagues?” he asked when Axel Borg had put a much-needed cup of coffee in front of both of them.

         Axel Borg shook his head immediately. “I can’t even imagine who it could be. Johan was the silent type. He was friends with everyone.”

         “We’re looking for a car like this one,” Roland put a photo on the table. It was a screenshot from the video and it showed the car with the officer turning around at the gas station.

         “A black Peugeot 208. No license plates, unfortunately.

         Axel shook his head again. “I don’t know anyone who drives a Peugeot.”

         “Which car do you drive?” Roland smiled avertedly. He knew the police inspector would feel accused. He had seen the look he was sending him many times before.

         Axel Borg smoothed down his mustache with his thumb and index finger, for the third time.

         “Me? I drive a Volkswagen. A Touran…” He kept staring at the photo. “You can’t even see the face of the driver.”

         “No, unfortunately not. But the uniform cap is clear. It’s a very brutal murder. It seems like he planned it, especially since he goes back to make sure Johan’s dead. It seems like something personal. We’re going to command some of your time. We’ll need to interrogate all your employees so they can be ruled out of the investigation.” Roland took the photo and put it back in his bag.

         “Of course. I already prepared them for it,” Axel Borg said and clearly tried to seem cooperative, but his smile was tired and weak.

          
   

         The fourth cop they interrogated in the cafeteria, which they had borrowed in lieu of a proper interrogation room, was Johan Boje’s partner, Torben Bjerg. Roland recognized him immediately. He had been in East Jutland’s police force for a short time, before he was moved to the Mid- and West Jutland police force after the police reform. Torben recognized him too, of course. Most people remembered his eyes, black as coal, and his hooked, exotic nose.

         “Is that you, Naples? I heard you left the homicide department and turned into a dupper,” he said, trying to sound cocky, but his face showed he was affected by what happened to his partner. Torben always called him Naples, when he was an investigator with East Jutland’s police force, because of his Italian heritage. He had never minded it. He was fine with being named after the city he was born in, but it had stopped when Torben left. Now, his coworkers called him Roland, while his family and friends called him Rolando, which was his birth name.

         “You were Johan’s partner. What can you tell us about him? Did he have any enemies? Karina interrupted. She never liked wasting time with unnecessary talk.

         Torben quickly turned to look at her. He was silent for a moment, as if he was weighing his words.

         “Johan was a good partner. He can’t have had any enemies. Not among his colleagues at least…”

         “Who then?”

         “No one. He didn’t have any enemies.”

         “It sounded to me like you were only ruling out his colleagues.”

         “No, I just meant he had a tendency to get mixed up in stuff. I wouldn’t exactly call it enemies. I can’t think of anyone hating him so much they’d want to kill him.”

         “What do you mean by that, Torben?” Roland asked. He drank his coffee. It had gotten cold and it tasted bitter.

         Torben shrugged his shoulders.

         “Yeah, well I guess the others have told you how Johan liked women? Once, it ended in a bar fight, because he ran into a guy who had found out Johan was screwing his girlfriend. He got beat up. He deserved it too; coz Alice is a nice girl.”

         “His wife?” Karina asked and the anger shot flames in her eyes. She had recently divorced her husband because of an affair and she did not hide how she felt about cheating husbands.

         Torben nodded.

         “Do you think the motive has anything to do with a woman?”

         “I don’t know. Maybe he didn’t know he was boning an officer’s wife. But then, it’ll be old revenge, because as far as I know he’d been faithful for a while. Ever since…”

         “Ever since what?”

         “Something happened that changed him. A fire. A woman died. He didn’t talk about it, but I know they had a thing. I’d seen them together a few times. They seemed to really like each other, but he never talked about it.”

         “I thought partners were supposed to be very close,” Roland said, and he spoke from experience.

         “Yeah, but not when it was about women. He never talked about them, even if I pressed him. Especially not about that last one.”

         “He didn’t want his wife to find out, I suspect,” Karina said, shooting Roland a short, stale look.

         “So she was the last one?” he asked.

         “As far as I know. It totally changed him when she died in that fire. He never went partying with the rest of us anymore. Kept to his home or the office. Worked like a maniac.”

         “Did she have a husband or a boyfriend who may be an officer?”

         “I think she was single, but she had two children as far as I’m aware. It’s all in the report.”

         “The report?” Karina scrunched up her brows.

         “Yes, he was investigating the fire.”

         “He knew the victim, and he was still allowed to investigate the fire?” Karina almost growled.

         “We didn’t know anything about that. Not officially anyway. Axel tried to exclude him from the investigation, but it wasn’t that long anyway, it turned out to be an accident.”

         “I’d like to see that report,” Roland said.

         Torben stood up. They followed him to an archive with closets and drawers.

         “It’s been four years, so we’ll have to look back at 2012,” he mumbled and found it. Torben pulled out a drawer with several files. He searched more and more feverishly, and then he straightened his back, but did not look at them as he said: “It isn’t here.”

         “It couldn’t have been lost?”

         “No, I think I know where it is. The night Johan was killed he stayed late at the office. I forgot my phone, so I came back to get it. He was reading a report that he quickly put in his drawer…”

         They followed him again down the hallway to an office where two computers stood with their back against each other in the middle of the table.

         “This is my desk, and this was Johan’s,” Torben explained and pulled out a drawer. “He put it here.”

         Roland looked at the family photo on his table. Johan’s table.

         Torben held the report in his hand. He handed it to Roland who opened it immediately. The picture stapled to the corner read, Jeanette Løkke. A pretty girl. She was smiling and her eyes shone with life and youth. She seemed too young for Johan Boje.

         “I think Johan started investigating the fire again on his own. He’s never believed Jeanette Løkke died in an accident,” Police Inspector Axel Borg’s voice said from behind them.
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