
   [image: Cover: The Reckoning: A gritty Nordic Noir detective thriller by  Michael Katz Krefeld]


   
      
         
            Michael Katz Krefeld
      

            The Reckoning
      

            A Detective Ravn Thriller
      

         

         
            SAGA Egmont
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Reckoning

             
      

            Original title: Afsporet

             
      

            Original language: Danish

             
      

            Copyright ©2013, 2026 Michael Katz Krefeld and SAGA Egmont

             
      

            All rights reserved

             
      

            ISBN: 9788727303505

             
      

            1st ebook edition

Format: EPUB 3.0

             
      

            No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

             
      

            www.sagaegmont.com

Saga is a subsidiary of Egmont. Egmont is Denmark’s largest media company and fully owned by the Egmont Foundation, which donates almost 13,4 million euros annually to children in difficult circumstances.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            “Always the same theme
      

            But can’t you see
      

            We’ve got everything going on.
      

            Every time you go away
      

            You take a piece of me with you.”
      

            Daryl Hall
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            PROLOGUE
      

            Stockholm, 2013
      

         

         In the glow of the rising sun, the seagulls shrieked at each other over the scrapyard near Hjulsta. At the far end of the yard, a battered bulldozer was forging its way southwards. A thick black billow of smoke spewed exhaust fumes into the clear frosty sky. The bulldozer’s driver, Anton, was wearing a winter coat with the scrapyard’s green logo on his breast pocket and a padded leather cap pulled well down over his ears. He was sipping coffee from a thermos cup as he stared bleary-eyed through the windscreen, and he listened to the pop music that was blaring from his radio. But something on the massive heap of scrap engines and spare parts caught his eye and sharpened his focus. He took his foot off the accelerator and put the thermos cup on the instrument panel. Once the bulldozer had come to a halt, he got down from his cabin perch and walked over to the junk heap. His gaze followed its incline to the tip, where an emaciated naked woman was standing with her back facing him, as if looking out over the scrapyard. Anton took off one of his woollen mittens, fished his mobile phone out of his breast pocket, and quickly punched in a number.

         The anorexic woman was planted in scrap metal up to her knees, as if to make sure that she wouldn’t blow away in the stiff breeze. Her skin was pulled taut over her bones and painted with lime, which gave her body the appearance of marble. Even her eyeballs were chalk-white, and she stared over the rolling hills of junk metal, as if she were a Roman statue of a goddess.

         “Hi, it’s Anton,” the driver said. “I’ve found another one.”

         “Found what?” his boss said in a sour voice.

         “One of the white angels.”

         “Are you sure?”

         “I’m looking right at her as we speak. She looks exactly like the others … What do you want me to do?”

         A deep sigh sounded on the end of the line. “I guess we’ll have to call the police … again.”
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            Copenhagen, 16 October 2010
      

         

         The old auto repair warehouse was deserted. In the dark, only the hum of the generator in the corner broke the desolate silence. A faint glow of blue came from the grease pit, which cut through the centre of the building. A portable spotlight lay in the bottom of the pit. Next to it on the filthy floor, a naked woman crouched in the foetal position. Her body was badly beaten and there were large bruises on her arms and legs, and her long blonde hair had clumps of dried blood from the open wound at her right temple. There were red lashing marks along her back and buttocks, as if she had been whipped.

         Masja opened her eyes and stared into the sharp fluorescent light. She gasped for breath. Fear and adrenaline surged in her body once more. Every muscle tensed and her throat constricted with thirst. Slowly, she tried to get up, but the pain in her abdomen stopped her. She had no idea how she had ended up in this stinking hole. Her body ached and she could not think straight. She tried to get up again, and this time, supporting herself against the cold cement wall beside her, she managed to get to her knees. The temperature in the deserted warehouse was close to freezing point and she was shivering with cold. About two metres in front of her, she saw a small bundle of clothing. A red silk dress, a G-string, and a pair of mocha-coloured leather boots. She recognised them. They belonged to her. Someone must have undressed her, she realised. But she had no recollection of the details.

         Suddenly, a loud noise came from the other side of the hall. Masja got to her feet slowly. A draught of night air entered the building, a momentary relief from the nauseating stench of oil and grease. Masja stood on her tiptoes, and just managed to peer over the edge of the grease pit. A group of people approached the pit. Two broad figures were pushing and shoving three slim ones, who were jostled between them. The broad figures ordered the slim ones to take the steps into the pit.

         Masja grabbed her bundle of clothing and tried to cover herself with the dress. The slim figures were three girls about her own age. They could not have been more than eighteen or twenty years old. They appeared to be Slavic or Eastern European girls, she guessed. The one lagging at the back swayed on her feet, clearly under the influence of something or other. The other two girls clutched onto each other, crying and praying at once. Masja recognised their prayer; it was one of the Orthodox religious verses that she knew from her youth. And she could understand parts of the exchange between the two girls. They were speaking Russian.

         “We’re going to die here,” cried the younger of the two girls.

         Masja tried to say something, but her voice was gone.

         Her throat ached when she tried again. “Who are y-you …?” she stuttered. “Where are we?”

         The two girls took no notice of her, simply clung to each other. Masja cast a look over her shoulder, but she could no longer see the two men who had brought the girls down. Taking the gap, she pulled on her bloody dress, pushed past the girls, and headed for the stairs. I have to get away from here! Now! she thought.

         In that moment, she heard the outer door of the hall open again, and five men entered the building. The fluorescent pipes that ran along the edge of the grease pit lit up. Masja froze like a deer in headlights. She tried to shield her eyes with her hands, but the light was coming from all sides. Instinctively, she stumbled back to the other girls. The five men loomed above them. As if dragons in a fantasy, their breath formed huge clouds of condensation before their mouths. Masja could hear one of them speak in Russian. She could not understand the other voices, but she guessed that it was Albanian or Serbian, something like that.

         “That one!” a voice bellowed out of the dark. “We’ve worked that one over good and proper already!”

         She recognised the voice. The hoarse rasp he had when he spoke or panted. He was the one who had egged the others on when they raped her, and he was the one who used the belt on her. “Help, help me, Igor …”

         Masja collapsed on the cold cement ground.

      

   


   
      
         
            2
      

            Two days earlier
      

         

         Ragnar Bertelsen sat on the hotel bed, watching the news on the little TV that hung on the opposite wall. He was in his mid-fifties with thinning hair on his head, which was a stark contrast to the bushy mane on his chest and back. A towel with a Radisson logo was wrapped tightly around his middle in a vain attempt to hide the size of his large gut. Ragnar sipped his glass of prosecco. “That is a-ma-zing,” he said in Norwegian, staring at the newscast. “Absolutely amazing!”

         The bathroom door opened and Masja came into the room. Her naked hips and pert breasts shone from the body lotion that she had just applied after her bath. Ragnar was momentarily distracted by Masja’s butt as she bent over to pick up her black G-string from the floor. “This is unbelievable.”

         Masja turned round, and Ragnar quickly averted his gaze.

         “What’s that?” Masja said, slipping on the G-string.

         “Those miners from Chile! They’ve been trapped in a mine for more than two months, and now they have finally been rescued. Isn’t that incredible?”

         He pointed at the screen with his glass. CNN was broadcasting live, pixelated pictures from the mine where the miners, rescue workers and the president of their country were posing for the camera.

         “And they were all trapped down there, you say?”

         Ragnar frowned. “No, just the ones with the sunglasses. The story has been on the news all autumn. Didn’t you hear about it?”

         “I don’t watch TV. I prefer to read.”

         “Really?” Ragnar cast her a sceptical glance. “I would never have guessed.”

         Masja shrugged as she wriggled into her wine-red dress. “Why are they wearing sunglasses?”

         “Because their eyes are not used to daylight, which is much too bright for them after such a long time underground. They would damage their eyes if they didn’t wear sunglasses.”

         “Huh. My boyfriend has exactly the same sunglasses. He’s crazy about them. Oakley Radar. Before, he used to swear by M Frame and Jawbone. They cost a packet, but it’s worth every penny, he says.”

         Ragnar wasn’t sure what she was talking about, but he nodded politely before returning his attention to the screen.

         Masja found her black clutch bag on the little oval table in front of the panorama window, and for a moment, she enjoyed the view of the city from the sixteenth floor. The traffic over Langebro towards the Copenhagen Town Hall had increased. On the Christianshavn side, the golden tower of the Church of Our Saviour glinted in the afternoon sun. Igor had invited her up there on their first date three months ago, but unfortunately the tower had been closed that day. And he didn’t mention it again. Come to think of it, it had been a while since they’d done something together. But he’d promised her that they’d go out for sushi when she got off work. That felt a bit like a date.

         Masja turned and headed for the door. “See you around, love,” she said to her client.

         Ragnar got up from the bed. “Can I tempt the young lady with a glass of bubbly before she goes?”

         “No, thanks, sweetheart. Maybe next time,” she said, already at the door.

         “So, I can call you again?”

         “Of course, sweetheart, you were super cute.”

         Ragnar came over and gallantly opened the door for her. “And you were … fantastic,” he said with a smile that showed how much he meant it. “A last kiss goodbye?”

         “On the cheek,” she said prettily, presenting it to him.

         Ragnar kissed her gently. “See you, Karina,” he said, watching her walk down the corridor.

         Masja pushed the elevator button. The doors opened and she cast Ragnar a little smile over her shoulder before stepping inside.

         On the way down she counted the money that her client had given Karina for the ride. “Karina” was her professional name. It sounded sufficiently Danish to hide her Lithuanian roots, even though the clients really couldn’t care less where she came from as long as she delivered the goods. And that Karina did, to whoever would pay the 1,700-kroner-plus per hour for an escort. All the “teddy bears” and other losers who waited around in hotels. Unlike Masja. She had a boyfriend.

         His name was Igor, and he was waiting for her downstairs in the lobby.
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         The parking lot in front of the Copenhagen Radisson Hotel was almost empty. In her high heels, Masja struggled to keep up with Igor’s long strides back to the car. Igor had grown up in Saint Petersburg, but he was strutting across the parking lot as if he were a hip-hop gangster from California. Flexing his muscles, shades perched on his forehead, he pitched and rolled on his trainers as he walked, a style directly imported from MTV rather than a tough childhood in a ghetto.

         “Fuck, my throat’s bone-dry,” Igor said, glancing over his shoulder at Masja. He had his mobile phone up to his ear, waiting for his call to be answered. “These days, I don’t get anything to eat but peanuts,” he added, jerking his thumb at the hotel bar where he had been waiting for her.

         “Sweetheart, I’ve told you so many times that you don’t need to drive me to work.”

         “Who else is going to look after you, baby?”

         “I can take care of myself. The teddy bears are harmless.”

         “I hate those fuckers. You’re much too good for them.”

         A voice came on the other end of the line and Igor’s attention immediately reverted to the phone. He presented himself in Russian, said yes, thank you, he was ready and grateful for their trust and the chance to join the game tonight. Masja was surprised to hear the humble ring of his voice. Humility was very rare for Igor.

         He fished the car keys out of the pocket of his black leather jacket, tipped his Oakleys in place, and pressed the button, immediately prompting a crisp beep from the black BMW 320i with polished eighteen-inch hubcaps gleaming in the parking lot right in front of them. Igor ended his conversation and got into the driver’s seat.

         “Who was that?” Masja asked as she slammed her door closed.

         “No one. It’s just business,” he muttered, and leaned over to open the glove compartment. Reaching inside, he took out a Wunder-Baum from the pile and replaced the used one hanging from the rear-view mirror.

         Masja couldn’t stand the synthetic smell of “green apple.” She pinched her nose. “There’s something I have been thinking about … with regards to … business.”

         “Yeah?” Igor said distractedly as he punched another number into his phone and started the car.

         “I want to give it up. I don’t want to do this anymore. I want to find something else.”

         “Really? Why?”

         “But … I thought you’d be happy. You don’t like me … what I’m doing,” she said with a little pout on her lips.

         Igor shrugged and transferred the phone to his other ear, still waiting for the person to pick up. “I don’t want to interfere with your decisions. I understand you. I understand that you want to make money. I don’t judge, you know that, baby. It’s your call.”

         “Money isn’t everything. We can get by with less.”

         A scornful laugh escaped from Igor’s lips. “Money is everything in this world. If you don’t have it, you’re nothing. Without it, folks piss all over you. Believe me. Hej, Janusz, what’s up, man?” he said into the receiver. “You’ll never guess … I’m in! The old man is gonna let me play. It’s gonna be wild!”

         As he steered the car down Amager Boulevard towards Christianshavn, Igor told Janusz about the poker game that was happening that night. It would take place at Kaminsky’s, in the back room that was known as the King’s Suite. Only the best of the best were invited to their table, the big-time players. Kaminsky had no time for lightweights who just arsed around, juggling their chips, and tonight’s game was set with the old guard from the Balkans, men with big money, even bigger balls, and lousy poker faces. Igor laughed. He told Janusz that he’d been busting his chops for months to get an invitation, so he could show Kaminsky that he had what it took to win and secure the old man his 28 precent commission on the profit. “You can bet your fucking arse I’m a player, my man!”

         Masja gave him a look when he finally put the phone away. Igor smiled at her sweetly.

         “You’re going to play tonight?” she said.

         “Yeah, baby. It’s a great opportunity.”

         “But we are going out for dinner. Sushi. You promised.”

         Igor took a deep breath. “This is a big chance for me, baby.”

         “But you promised.”

         The traffic lights ahead changed to red, and Igor braked sharply. He twisted his torso towards her and took off his Oakleys. His soft brown eyes were like molten pots of chocolate, and he gave her a look of absolute adoration. He gave her that look the first day they met, Masja remembered. That look made her knees weak. “You know that you are the most important thing in my life, baby.”

         “We had a date,” Masja said disapprovingly. Her lips pouted again.

         “I’ll make it up to you, I promise, but I can’t let this chance pass me by.”

         “But I’ve cancelled a lot of things for our sake.”

         “But baby, I’m doing this for us. This is a very important game. I’m going to sit at the table with those rich old teddy bears, who are ripe for the plucking. One of us still has to earn money, right?” he said with that beguiling smile of his, turning up the charm.

         “We’ll celebrate big time tomorrow. I promise.”

         “I don’t want to celebrate. I just want us to be together,” she said sulkily.

         “Me too, baby. Me too.” He took her chin in his hand, gently made her look up, and kissed her on the lips. The goatee and slim moustache outlining his mouth tickled her lips.

         The lights had turned green, and the car behind them tooted impatiently. Igor ignored it and kept kissing her, caressing Masja’s cheek all the while.

         His fingers reeked of “green apple,” but in that moment, Masja couldn’t have cared less.
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         It was 3:30 a.m. and the four men in the back room at Kaminsky’s had been playing Texas hold ’em for over five hours. The pile of chips had shifted back and forth evenly between the players, but now a clear pattern was emerging. The largest pile stood in front of Igor and Lucian, a fat middle-aged Serbian man who was dressed in camouflage trousers with a Hawaiian shirt. It was only a matter of time before the other two players, Milan and Rastko, would be annihilated. The King’s Suite reeked of sweat, cigarette smoke, and the beetroot soup that Kaminsky was lovingly stirring in a pot in the small tea kitchen just behind the card table. If you lost at his table, he gave you a bowl of beetroot soup. A meagre comfort. Welcome to Kaminsky’s.

         Loud cheers could be heard from the front room, where the other guests were watching a football game from the East European league on TV. Kaminsky’s guests came to his place to see sport, play cards, drink, and, not least, take care of their mutual business. As a rule, the kind of deals that did not tolerate the scrutiny of daylight. Most of the guests came from the old guard of countries neighbouring the Caucasus: Belarus, Ukraine, the Baltics. As such, Kaminsky’s club, which presented itself on the street as a closed-down hairdressers on Colbjørnsensgade just behind Copenhagen Central Station, was nicknamed Little Soviet. But the name could also have something to do with the fact that Kaminsky’s moustache and unpredictable temperament gave him an uncanny likeness to Stalin in the latter years of his rule.

         Milan dried his sweaty hands on his shirt before pushing the last of his chips into the pot, which stood in the middle of the table. He glanced at the beetroot soup involuntarily, as if he already knew that this would be his last hand. “How about the story of those Chilean miners who got rescued from that mine collapse?”

         Rastko, who was sitting opposite Milan, scratched his bushy greyspeckled beard and yawned. “They must be really horny after two months in that hole, unless of course they’re all fags and have been fucking each other all this time.”

         Milan laughed and leaned back in his chair. “Are you in, Igor?”

         Igor nodded and raised his hand by 500 euros. And he saw the twitch at the corner of Lucian’s eye at once. It was faint, but he did see it. This hand will be mine, regardless of the size of Lucian’s raise, he thought triumphantly. It was a hard-core game, much better than he’d expected. As the game progressed, and his pile of chips grew, Igor had often been tempted to turn his head to catch a hint of acknowledgement in Kaminsky’s eye, but he had restrained himself.

         “I heard that both the mistress and the wife of one of the miners were waiting for him. Can you imagine how much shit he was in?” Milan laughed raucously. His entire body jiggled with every snort of laughter.

         “Yeah, he probably wished he could go back down the shaft immediately,” replied Rastko, cackling along with Milan.

         Lucian folded and tossed his cards down in front of him. “Are we here to play cards or gaggle like hens at a tea party?”

         Igor turned over his cards, showing the others his two nines, which, together with the community cards on the table, was more than enough to tip the scales in his favour. He leaned forward and raked the chips into his own pile.

         Rastko and Milan were relegated to the soup pot. Only Igor and Lucian were left at the table. They played for another hour, without the chips shifting ownership significantly. Igor was only 1,000 euros ahead of Lucian, which was not enough to force his hand. Even though the winnings in front of him were impressive, the situation irked Igor. Lucian was tiring, worn thin by the long hours at the table and endless glasses of slivovitz. And he was bleary-eyed from all those Drina cigarettes that he’d been chain-smoking from the moment he sat down. Frankly, the guy was starting to look like an easy victim. Till now, he’d been able to keep himself sufficiently awake so as not to fall into any of the traps that Igor had laid for him along the way.

         As soon as the next round was dealt, Igor could see that Lucian had received something that he could use. With two jacks already on the table, it was not difficult to figure out that he had one of the kings in his hand. Lucian raised the stakes and pushed half of his chips to the middle of the table: 10,000 euros. Igor wasn’t about to get his balls in a knot about Lucian’s jacks; he knew that he was holding both the Queen of Hearts and the Queen of Spades. “I see your ten and raise you ten thousand.” With outstretched arms, Igor shoved his chips into the centre of the table. One pile toppled onto the other and scattered over the surface.

         “Stop tossing your chips around, boy,” snapped Lucian.

         “They’re my chips, and I’ll do with them whatever the hell I want,” Igor shot back, deliberately trying to get a rise out of his opponent. And he wasn’t disappointed. When Igor played his river card, which was the King of Clubs, Lucian pushed the remainder of his chips into the pot. Then he took out his wallet and started hauling out bills. “I’ll bloody well raise the stakes so I can watch you fall flat on your puppy-dog face!”

         A hush fell over the room. Igor turned around and looked at Kaminsky. The old man had stopped stirring his pot on the stove. Everyone knew that you never laid cold cash, or anything of value for that matter, on his table. Everyone knew better than to expose Kaminsky to that kind of embarrassment, should the cops—against all odds—decide to pitch up for a visit.

         Kaminsky rubbed his moustache and watched Igor, who was already smiling victoriously. “See that you finish your game,” the old man said. Then he returned to stirring his blood-red soup.

         Igor turned back around to Lucian, who sat watching him with his arms crossed over his chest.

         “You keep twiddling your chips—as long as you still have them,” Lucian told Igor triumphantly.

         Igor shoved the remainder of his chips to the centre of the table. Lucian couldn’t bluff him; he didn’t have any kings and he knew it.

         Lucian picked up the jacks, the same jacks supporting his raise in the first instance. The same jacks that would not be worth shit against Igor’s ladies. This was almost too easy, Igor thought. Even with Kaminsky’s cut, there was more money on the table than he had ever dreamt of winning. Enough to trade in on a new car, enough to buy a new flat-screen—fuck that, he could buy an entire new flat instead.

         “You’re only halfway up on your raise,” Lucian pointed out.

         “The rest is only a telephone call away,” Igor said, leaning his elbows on the table. “I don’t go throwing money around like a child on the town with daddy’s wallet. But I’m good for whatever you’ve got in your moleskin,” Igor said mockingly, nodding at Lucian’s worn leather wallet.

         Lucian lifted his bleary eyes. Beyond Igor’s shoulder, he noticed that Kaminsky was giving him a hard stare. “All right,” he said gruffly. “I believe you. What’ve you got?”

         Igor grinned. “That king didn’t help you,” he said, poking a finger at the card that lay on the table between them. “Least of all when you’re collecting jacks. Gentlemen, may I introduce you to my ladies?” he said, turning over his cards. “Together with her sister on the table, they make for a fine threesome, don’t you think?”

         Lucian focused his gaze on the cards and nodded with an impressed expression on his face. Then he dried his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand and leaned towards his cards. “You know, you were right about that jack. It was good to get hold of him,” he said, flipping his card to show his Jack of Clubs. “And in the company of his father, the King of Clubs, ten of Clubs, and the nine on the table, these lads can perform miracles,” he added with a nasty smile on his lips. “Do you know the odds of a royal straight flush?”

         “But of course,” Igor replied with a smile. “One to six hundred thousand, or thereabouts. Not the best odds, in fact.”

         Lucian nodded and picked up his card. “Which must make me one of the luckiest men in the world. Luckier than those goddamned miners who everyone keeps gabbing on about.”

         Igor shrugged. “We’ll see.”

         “Yes, we’ll see,” Lucian repeated, turning over his card.

         In an instant, Igor’s world crashed. Everything around him seemed to drop away, except for that Queen of Spades, which shot a blinding light into his face. He could not tear his eyes away from it. He couldn’t breathe and felt his throat constrict, as if he had a noose around his neck. He thought he was going to die, right then and there, or maybe he just hoped that he would. At that moment, death would come as a salvation.

         “Good thing your mouth is open, my friend, because it’s time to eat your soup,” said Lucian.

         The other two Serbians came to the table. Looked down at the cards. “I’ll be damned,” said Milan. “What a hand. What a game. This one’s made for the history books. How much money is in the pot?” His eyes skimmed over the chips and the pile of banknotes strewn on top. Then he smiled at Lucian. “Respect, man. You’ve just won thirty thousand euros.” He clapped Igor on the shoulder. “And you, my pal, have to make the most expensive call you’ve ever made.”

         “I-I—” Igor stammered. He tried to smile, but he couldn’t breathe, let alone pretend to be cool. “I … seem to have spoken too soon.”

         “What do you mean?”

         He looked at Lucian. “Of course I have some of the money—of course I do—but I …” He raised his palms helplessly, desperately hoping for some kind of understanding.

         The three Serbians pinned him with an ice-cold stare. “Are you saying that you cannot pay?” Lucian said through gritted teeth.

         “No, no, I can pay … most of it, but …”

         “‘Most of it’ is not good enough,” said Milan.

         “Not good enough at all,” said Rastko.

         “Perhaps you would prefer a Serbian manicure?” Lucian put his hand into his pocket and brought out a pair of rusty pruning shears, which he slapped down on the table. “It will be pretty hard for you to play poker without any fingers.”

         Igor stared at the shears in panic. He scraped back his chair and tried to jump to his feet, but Milan moved surprisingly quickly and pushed him back down onto his seat. “Not so fast, pal.”

         “Put that away,” Kaminsky’s voice said behind them. The old man slowly put down the soup ladle. Then he turned down the gas on the stove. Then he calmly made his way over to the table. “Put it down, I said. Right now.”

         Lucian stared up at Kaminsky, who stared right back. After a moment’s hesitation, Lucian reluctantly put the shears back into his pocket. “I just want the money that I have earned, nothing else.”

         “Igor will get you your money. You can trust him, else he wouldn’t be sitting at my table. Understood?”

         “Yes, of course, Kaminsky,” said Lucian without looking up. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Forgive my outburst. I intended you no disrespect, you know that. How much do you have, boy?”

         Igor stared at the floor. “About forty thousand—in Danish kroner.”

         Lucian raised an eyebrow at Milan. He shook his head. “That’s nowhere near enough,” he said.

         “You have twenty-four hours, or else … snip, snip,” said Lucian, raising a hand and demonstrating his promise with the index and middle finger of his right hand.
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            Christianshavn, 2013
      

         

         It was Friday night and The Sea Otter, an old pub next to the canal in the Christianshavn Quarter, was packed. It had become a “hip” place to be once more. “Every Time You Go Away” was blaring from the jukebox. At The Sea Otter you could get a beer for 20 kroner, listen to the golden oldies on the jukebox, roll the dice for the next round, or simply mind your own damn business and kiss your girl in a corner in peace, and as Daryl Hall crooned the last lines of his song, one more time, Thomas Ravnsholdt got up from his barstool. He swayed on his feet and signalled to Johnson behind the bar that he’d like another “set.” Ravn drank Jim Beam shots in a glass with Carlsberg Hof from the bottle.

         “Don’t you think you’ve had enough, Ravn?” Johnson muttered.

         “I haven’t even got started,” Thomas slurred.

         Johnson raised his eyebrows at Thomas but took the order and fixed him another round. Just turned fifty, Johnson was a man with the body of an ox but for the tattoos that ran all the way down his bulky arms. You couldn’t see what they represented, the tattoos, because he’d had them done way back when he was just a conscripted sailor boy on Her Majesty the Queen’s royal yacht, Dannebrog.

         Thomas was weaving his way through the crowd, aiming for the jukebox—an old Wurlitzer, which had stood in that corner in the pub for as long as he could remember. While he rummaged through his jacket pockets for coins, he looked at the photographs that hung on the wall above the jukebox. Signed black-and-white portraits of legendary artists and musicians who had visited The Sea Otter over the years: Gasolin’, Lone Kellermann, Clausen & Petersen, Kim Larsen, and Thomas’s personal favourite, Mr. DT—wearing black nail polish, a hat to match, and a white tuxedo.

         Thomas inserted a 5-kroner coin into the slot. He didn’t have to look at the buttons because he knew exactly what he wanted to hear: F-5. Take it away, Daryl, and the Wurlitzer did not disappoint. The familiar sound of the metronome and the distorted electric organ cranked the song in motion. Behind him, a couple of guests jeered and yelled at him to put on something else. Thomas ignored them and shuffled back to his barstool.

         “Hey, you, sailor boy!” a voice shouted as he was about to sit down.

         Thomas half-turned and cast a glance over his shoulder. At the table behind him sat a muscular biker dude in yellow shades and a T-shirt that looked three sizes too small for him. “We’ve heard that song more than enough times, understood?”

         “But it’s a classshic,” slurred Thomas.

         “That doesn’t make it any better. It’s still moffie-music.” Snorts of laughter came from the dude’s two comrades sharing his table. Wearing matching leather vests with a logo on the back, each clutched their respective dice cups.

         “So call me a ‘moffie,’ but there still hasn’t been a better song written since.”

         “I think I prefer the other one, the original version,” said a middleaged woman in a tweed suit at the bar counter. She had a bush of wiry grey hair that sprang out of her head in all directions, as if she’d stuck her fingers in a plug.

         Thomas turned and smiled at the woman who was propping up the bar counter at the opposite end to his. “My dear Victoria, this is the original version: Daryl Hall wrote and recorded the song in 1980—five years before Paul Young made it famous. With all due respect to Paul, he’s not in the same league as Daryl,” he said, and took up his seat again.

         Victoria threw back her head and exhaled a cloud of smoke up to the ceiling. “If you say so, my friend. I still prefer the other one.”

         “Each to their own, Victoria,” Thomas said with a shrug. “We live in a free country.”

         Johnson stole a glance at the biker dudes as he set the Hof down on the counter. “Ravn, don’t you think it’s time to get back to your nest?”

         Thomas shook his head and picked up his shot glass. “Not voluntarily, my friend.”

         He downed the shot of Jim Beam and chased with the Hof. Five minutes later, Daryl Hall had reached the final chorus line, and as if on cue, Thomas slid off his barstool, made his way over to the Wurlitzer, and fumbled for coins in his pockets.

         The biker with the yellow shades looked up from his dice cup and caught sight of Thomas.

         “No fucking way!” he fumed. He pushed to his feet and elbowed his way through the crowd till he was standing right in Thomas’s face. “You’ve played that song for the last time,” he said, and shoved Thomas aside. He deposited his own coin in the slot, and moments later the jukebox responded with the sound of AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell.” The biker turned on his heel and punched a victorious fist in the air as he sauntered back to his mates, who were nodding enthusiastically to the AC/DC beat.

         Thomas was still in the corner, swaying on his feet. He tried to focus on the pictures in front of him, gave up, and simply began turning his pockets inside out, then laid his find on top of the jukebox, one coin after another. By the time he was done ransacking his clothing, a modest bounty of 5- and 10-kroner coins was piled next to his battered mobile phone and a crumpled, laminated police badge. He reckoned he had enough money for fifteen songs: “Every Time You Go Away” fifteen times. Take it away, Daryl. This is going to be an excellent evening.

         Thomas stumbled back to his barstool and ordered a new round for himself and a vermouth for Victoria, who raised her glass gratefully and called him an angel. Moments later, the electric organ chimed, and Daryl dutifully took it away.

         All at once, a ruckus broke out behind Thomas. The biker dudes had had enough.

         “That’s fucking it!” Yellow Shades was on his feet and charging to the jukebox in a second. Without taking a beat, he bent down and flexed every muscle in his body, seriously jeopardising the confines of his T-shirt as he lifted the Wurlitzer and unceremoniously dropped it again. The jukebox tilted, whimpered, and went shtum. The cheerful vibe in the pub continued regardless, the chatter so loud that only those guests who were in the immediate vicinity of the jukebox noticed its demise. Johnson looked up from the bar and merely watched in silence as the biker made his way back to his table. But as he came past, Thomas slid off his barstool. He looked up at the bloke standing in front of him. He was at least one and a half heads taller than Thomas.

         “You owe me seventy-five kroner for that stunt you just pulled,” he said quietly.

         “Is that so?!” the biker growled.

         Victoria appeared at Thomas’s side and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Maybe you should let this one go, Ravn?” She turned to the biker and gave him a cold smile. “Why don’t we all mind our own business?”

         “Not a chance,” Thomas said, shaking his head. “I put seventy-five kroner in the jukebox. You killed it. Ergo, you owe me seventy-five kroner.”

         The biker looked Victoria up and down, then returned his gaze to Thomas. “Maybe you should listen to your lezzie girlfriend here before you get hurt?”

         “Victoria is not a lesbian. She just really likes tweed,” Thomas mumbled.

         “I still think she looks like a lezzie.”

         Victoria narrowed her eyes at the biker. “For a bloke with boobs, you’re surprisingly obsessed with other people’s sexuality,” she said.

         The biker bloke’s jaw dropped. He gaped at Victoria and Thomas in turn.

         Thomas crossed his arms over his chest. “Come to think of it, Victoria, I think this guy owes you an apology as well, not to mention Daryl, for rudely interrupting his song. So, who would you like to apologise to first?”

         “Are you fucking brain dead?” the biker spat.

         “Possibly. But you still owe me seventy-five kroner, and an apology to Daryl and Victoria.”

         “Niller!” one of the biker’s mates yelled from their table behind them.

         “What?!” Yellow Shades snapped, turning his head.

         “That guy’s a copper,” he said, nodding at Thomas with a worried expression on his face. “Maybe you should just let it go, man.”

         Niller tipped his yellow shades down his nose and peered over the rim at Thomas. “You’ve got to be joking! This ol’ prick?” he said, jerking his thumb at Thomas.

         His pal nodded. “Last summer, he busted me and Rune outside Christiania with a brick of Marok.”

         Niller turned and stared at Thomas, utterly incredulous. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Is that true? You a copper?”

         “Regardless of what I am, you still owe me seventy-five kroner and an apology to Victoria and Daryl.”

         “Are you?!” Niller yelled in his face. Then his arms fell to his sides, both fists clenched.

         “He’s on leave though,” Victoria explained, “so you won’t be thrown in a cell today.” She gulped down the last of her vermouth with satisfaction.

         “On leave? Really?” A grim smile came to Niller’s lips. Then he took a swing with his right arm.

         Thomas retracted his head a couple of centimetres and just managed to avoid getting Niller’s fist in his face. He followed up with a left hook, which Thomas dodged while jabbing his elbow against the biker’s temple. Usually, a blow from Thomas’s elbow would have sent anyone to the floor, but given his drunken state, his aim was a bit off and he merely grazed the target as a result. Even so, the biker lost his shades, which were sent flying across the room. Thomas watched their trajectory in fascination, as if they were a winged insect passing over the heads of the guests at the counter. The thought was absurd and brought a smile to his lips, till he felt the sharp blow of a fist in his solar plexus. Followed by a second clean shot on his cheek. The latter knocked Thomas to the floor. His vision blurred and he was only vaguely aware of the feet of the people who intervened and kept Niller from stomping on his head. Then he passed out cold.

          
      

         Ten minutes later, Thomas was sitting on the kerb outside The Sea Otter, a dishcloth filled with ice pressed against his swollen chin. The three biker dudes were a little further down the road, yelling insults at Johnson and a posse of regular customers who were gathered by the door.

         Eduardo was squatting down next to Thomas, regarding him with concern through his thick glasses. “Bloody hell, Ravn, what were you thinking?” he said with the lilt of a Spanish accent. “Eres stupida?”

         Thomas shook his head. It hurt like hell, and he instantly regretted the movement. “Did the arsehole apologise? Did he?!”

         “Yes, of course he did, Ravn, with his fist. Five times, in fact,” Eduardo replied, raking a hand through his curly dark hair.

         Thomas shrugged. “Well, that’s all I asked for,” he mumbled. “But he still owes me seventy-five kroner.”

         A blonde girl tugged on Eduardo’s arm and told him that she’d like to get back inside, where it was warm. “Are you going to be okay?” asked Eduardo.

         Thomas nodded, sending another shot of pain into his brain. Not long after, he heard the remainder of the guests at the door go back into the pub. He rose to his feet unsteadily. “The next round is on me,” he said, making for the door. But Johnson put a hand on his chest and took the dishcloth from him.

         “Go home, Ravn.”

         “What do you mean?”

         Johnson made no reply, simply regarded him evenly.

         “Not even one for the road?”

         Johnson stood his ground in silence.

          
      

         All things considered, Thomas was mindful of keeping a safe distance from the edge of the canal. He stuck to the pavement, deliberately avoiding the raised cobbles. He knew that many a drunkard had been tripped up by them before, landed in the harbour, and drowned.

         It was closing time, and there was a jolly atmosphere in the pubs all along the canal. On Christianshavn Square, folks jostled for taxis to take them over Langebro Bridge to the nightclubs in the Copenhagen city. Luckily, he only needed to get to the other side of the street, but he was too drunk to judge the distance between the cars that rushed past. A honking horn warned him that he was about to get run over, and he stumbled across the second lane as fast as he could.

         When he reached the other end of the square, he continued down Dronningensgade towards the old city wall, which flanked the residential block where he lived. He fumbled in his pocket for the keys. Throwing his head back, he looked up to the top floor. The living room lights were still on. He took the stairs, arrived in front of the door, and was about to put his keys in the keyhole, but the buzzer against the wall distracted him: Thomas Ravnsholdt & Eva Kilde the little square of paper taped above it said. Written in Eva’s handwriting. Thomas turned on his heel and went back down the stairs.

          
      

         Thomas walked down Sofiegade, which led him back to the canal. In the dark, he could just make out the boats that were tethered at the end of the street, including his own, which had a short mast and a jib sail with a radar at the top. The radar didn’t actually work, nor had he ever raised the sail, but the mast distinguished his boat from the others, and generally served as a useful target in his drunken attempts to find his way home.

         He wobbled from the quay onto the aft deck. He knew that one of the hatch covers was missing, and he tread around the hole carefully, picking his way towards the cabin of his old Grand Banks. He yanked on the door, which was hanging on its hinges. He swore an oath. I really ought to get it fixed one day, he thought.

         A clammy smell of damp and the leftovers in the pizza boxes that were piled on the moth-bitten sofa greeted him as he stepped inside. He continued past the kitchenette and down the steps that led down to the V-bunk in the sleeping quarters. He threw himself onto the mattress and closed his eyes, listening to the rain, which had just begun to drum on the hatch pane just above him. He knew that it was only a matter of minutes before the worn canvas over his cabin would start to leak, pissing down rain onto his feet. He knew that he ought to get up and find a bucket to put at the foot-end of his bunk. But he couldn’t face getting up, and right now, getting his toes wet was the least of his problems.
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         Masja was sitting on the black leather sofa, a duvet wrapped around her. Lajka, her chihuahua, was snuggled in her lap as she tried to read the latest volume of The Witch Dragon’s Daughter, a fantasy series that she followed religiously. It was after 10 a.m. and she still had not heard from Igor. For once, she couldn’t concentrate on her book. Then she heard his key in the front door, and Igor’s voice as he came into the hallway.

         Lajka jumped up and started to bark loudly. Masja hushed up the dog. She tried to discern who Igor was talking to on the phone, but all she could make out was that Igor said that he had to sell his car. That didn’t make any sense. Igor loved that car—he’d even given it a nickname.

         Igor walked into the living room. Without looking in her direction, he shrugged off his leather jacket, cradling his mobile phone to his ear. “Fuck you, Janusz, we both know that Lola is worth more than that. You’re taking advantage of the situation.”

         Igor ended the call and threw the phone onto their marble dining table. His face was pale as a sheet, and he had black rings under his eyes. Masja could smell him from the sofa. She wrinkled her nose and shuddered. Stale alcohol and sweat reminded her of the worst kind of clients. Lajka kept barking, even though she tried to shut her up. “Where have you been all night?” Masja asked.

         Igor raised his hand. “Not now, Masja. Tell me, how much cash have we got?” Instead of waiting for an answer, he flipped over their black leather armchair.

         “What the hell are you doing?!”

         Igor didn’t reply but found what he was looking for: the thick white envelope that was hidden between the seat of the chair and its springs.

         “That is my money. Keep your paws off it,” Masja snapped angrily.

         Igor ignored her. “I need to borrow some,” he said. “I’m flat broke.”

         “What about the five thousand kroner that you already owe me?”

         He shot her a glance. “You live here for free, am I right?”

         “Gee, thanks, Igor,” she said sarcastically.

         He tore open the envelope and started counting the notes. “Nineteen thousand. Is that really all you’ve got?”

         Masja’s body was shaking with rage now. “First you stay away all night, without a word, and then you come home and steal my money! Have you lost your fucking mind?!”

         “It’s just a loan, Masja. Are you sure you don’t have any more?” He tossed the envelope and stuck the wad of notes into the front of his jeans.

         “No, you’ve taken all I have. Satisfied?” she yelled back.

         Lajka cowered, hopped off her lap, and took cover under the coffee table.

         Igor covered his face with one hand. “What about your mother? Can we borrow money from her?”

         Masja sat up on the sofa. “My mother?!”

         “Yes, for fuck’s sake. How much can we get from her?”

         Masja snorted in disbelief. “You’ve got to be really desperate, Igor. My mother doesn’t earn shit. She’s a cleaning lady, you know that. I am the one who sends her money every month, remember?”

         “Okay, okay,” he said. “Have you got any appointments today? Any clients?”

         “Fuck you, Igor. Fuck you for asking me that!”

         “I’m sorry, baby, but I’m desperate.” He looked at her with an expression of utter defeat in his eyes. “So do you have any or not?”

         Masja was on the verge of tears. Damned him for being such an idiot. “Didn’t you hear what I said yesterday? I don’t want to do this anymore. Don’t you understand?!”

         Igor came over to the sofa and sat down beside her. “Yes, of course I do. But that’s a long-term goal. And this is happening right now.”

         “How much have you lost?”

         “Too much,” Igor said, bowing his head. “Much too much.”Masja had an urge to stroke his hair, but before she could do so, Igor jumped to his feet again. He picked up his phone from the marble table and redialled Janusz’s number. “Lola is yours for forty. But I must have the money today.” Then he hung up and turned around to face Masja.

         She felt sorry for him. With his hands hanging loosely by his sides, Igor looked like a wet dog. He looked just like Lajka after they’d come home from a walk in the rain. “Come here, sweetheart, let’s cuddle for a bit.”

         “Later,” Igor said. “I need to make a phone call.” With that, he turned on his heel and went into the bedroom with his phone. The door closed behind him.

         Masja leaned back into the sofa and called to Lajka. The dog returned to her lap, made herself comfortable, licking Masja’s fingers with a whimper, but she rapped the dog on the snout. She hated it when the dog licked her. Poor Igor, she thought. He was such a fool—he always believed that there was an easy way out. They had to get out of this rut, do something else, she thought. Even if they wouldn’t have much money. Even though she might end up like her mother—scrubbing floors for the rich bloody Danes, all those snobby bitches who thought they were better than her. But what else could she do? And what could Igor do, other than drive stolen cars up to Poland and gamble away his money?

         Igor returned to the living room and sat down next to her again.

         “Did you get it sorted out?”

         Igor was breathing heavily. “I need to ask you a massive favour.”

         “What is it?” she said, already wary.

         “The guy I owe money to has made a suggestion,” Igor said, keeping his eyes fixed on the floor.

         “What kind of suggestion?”

         “Guess for yourself.”

         Masja pinched her eyes shut. “What are you saying, Igor? Do you really think so little of me? Do you?”

         “No, baby, of course not,” he said, choking back the tears.

         “This is your problem, Igor, not mine. You can go fuck him yourself.”

         “You don’t understand how bad it is, baby.” He looked up at her as the tears rolled down his cheeks. “They’ll cut off my fingers if I don’t pay.”

         “Really?” she said, incredulous, glancing at her own newly manicured nails. “Well, at least then you won’t be able to gamble anymore.” Too late, she realised that his arm was in the air and the slap hit her hard in the face. Masja screamed and put a hand to her cheek.

         Lajka squealed and fled under the coffee table again.

         “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Igor said. Weeping bitterly, he buried his head in her lap.

         Masja screamed and yelled at him, pummelling her fists against his back, neck, and head.

         Igor did nothing to protect himself. He just sobbed and let her hit him.

         Finally, all Masja’s strength was spent, and she started to cry as well.
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         It was seven thirty in the evening and Masja was standing in front of the mirror in the bathroom. She drew a thin line around her plump red lips. She was wearing her favourite wine-red silk dress with a pair of mocha-brown soft leather boots. Igor was standing in the bathroom doorway, smoking as he watched her apply her make-up. “I’m sorry, baby, really I am.”

         Masja did not reply. She gave her hair a final layer of spray and checked that she didn’t have any lipstick on her teeth. Then she turned to Igor. “Shouldn’t we get going?”

         They drove down Torvegade, past the old city wall around Christiania, and continued down Vermlandsgade. Dusk had fallen, and apart from the occasional taxi heading north to the airport, there were hardly any other cars on the road. “I promise that everything will be better after this,” said Igor, shooting a glance in her direction. “I’m going to stop playing, get out of this shitty game, I promise you that, baby. From now on, it’s just going to be the two of us.”

         He rested a hand on her thigh. Masja removed it.

         “I understand that you’re angry,” said Igor. “I’m a piece of shit, an idiot, a swine …”

         “Could you just shut your mouth, please?”

         “Of course, sweetheart, I understand. But just so you know …”

         Igor hesitated and looked at Masja again. She avoided his eyes and looked out the side window.

         “From now on, we’ll do it your way,” Igor went on. “We’ll be a little family—with a baby and everything, just like you wanted. I’ll find a job. A real job. There are many things I can do, just you wait and see …”

         “Can you please stop talking now?”

         Igor did as she asked. He took the lane to Amager and turned off at Yderlandsvej, where the auto dealers and bus companies were lined one after the other. Masja’s gaze lingered on a row of colourful double-decker buses. They were sightseeing buses for the tourists in the summer, but now they were parked under the roof next to a large, abandoned warehouse. Many years ago, just after they arrived in Denmark, she and her mother had taken a sightseeing trip in one of those buses. Her mother was ecstatic, but she had been desperate to pee about an hour in and had barely been able to enjoy the ride. This place was so far removed from the five-star hotels she was used to—far removed from just about everything, she reflected—and she was beginning to regret agreeing to come out here.

         “So, here we are,” said Igor, turning into a dark parking lot. In front of them lay an abandoned auto warehouse. Multiple window panes of the warehouse were broken. The crumbling façade was defaced with graffiti.

         “I’ll give him half an hour. Not a second more,” Masja said as she got out of the car.

         They crossed the parking lot and came to a tall blue gate. The rank stench of oil filled their nostrils when they entered the warehouse. Masja involuntarily pinched her nose between her forefinger and thumb and concentrated on breathing through her mouth. In a haze of tobacco smoke, at the far end of the massive hall sat four middle-aged men around a little table.

         Masja walked along the edge of the long grease pit, which extended down the centre of the building, and walked directly up to the men at the table. They were drinking vodka and canned beers. Igor noticed that they’d probably just kept drinking after he left Kaminsky’s in the early hours of that morning.

         Lucian half-turned on his stool and gave Igor a cold glance before allowing his gaze to rest on Masja. He wiped his mouth. “So, you’ve returned with your girlfriend for me?” he said, blowing a column of smoke up to the ceiling. “We’ll see if that’s enough.”

         The men around the table leered at Masja and laughed among themselves. Then Lucian came unsteadily to his feet. “She’s a pretty whore, I’ll give you that, Igor. A lovely little bitch. You’ve been a lucky man.”

         Masja narrowed her eyes. “Why don’t we keep things friendly?”

         “Why?” said Lucian, staring at her. “That’s what you are, after all: a whore. You make your living fucking men. The only question is: Are you good at it?” he said, gyrating his hips suggestively.

         More laughter and lewd remarks came from the men behind him.

         “I don’t need this bullshit,” Masja said, and turned to face Igor. “We’re leaving—right now!”

         “Where do you think you’re going?” Lucian grabbed her by the hair and yanked her back.

         Masja screamed and tried to break free of his grasp. She looked imploringly at Igor, but to her surprise, he started backing away from her.

         “Take your clothes off, missy, or do you need help?” Lucian said, clawing at her dress.

         Masja kicked out helplessly, unable to wrench out of his grasp. She stared at Igor desperately, but he was already on his way to the door. “Help me, Igor, help me, please!”

         Igor shook his head and cast his eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry, baby … I had to do it … I didn’t have a choice … I’m sorry …”

         Lucian’s large hands were around Masja’s neck, squeezing, and she could barely breathe. He pulled her dress over her head roughly. She could smell him and feel him. Feel his sticky shirt against her naked skin as he pressed into her from behind. Feel the large bulge in his pants.

         “There’s nothing I look forward to more than teaching whores like you a good lesson,” he panted in her ear.

         Masja screamed for Igor as he closed the door behind him.

          
      

         Igor staggered over the parking lot towards his BMW. When he reached the car, he doubled over and was sick all over the fender and his spanking-new white Adidas trainers. He heard steps approaching on the gravel behind him. He wiped the vomit from his mouth and turned around.

         Kaminsky gave him a cold look. “There was nothing else you could do. A man’s honour is all he has. A man pays what he owes.”

         “I know that,” said Igor.

         “I’m surprised you managed to convince her to come out to this hole.” He glanced up at the abandoned building. “She must trust you very much. Love you, even.”

         Igor opened the car door and got in behind the wheel.

         Kaminsky leaned one hand on the roof of the car and looked evenly at Igor. “At least Lucian had the decency to let you keep the car, Igor. Drive safely,” he said, closing Igor’s door for him softly, and then he banged his fist on the roof twice in farewell.
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         The constant barking added to the blows of a hammer that seemed to be in his head, and it was impossible to get away from the sound. Thomas opened his eyes. Daylight pierced through the hatch window over his head, driving the pain deep into the back of his eye sockets. “Bloody hell,” he mumbled. The moment his master spoke, Møffe jumped up onto the bed. The aging English bulldog licked him greedily on the face, and Thomas tried in vain to push him away.

         “Your dog spent the night at my place,” Eduardo’s voice said from somewhere above him on the aft deck.

         Thomas tried to get up, but the hammer in his head forced him flat on his back again. Apparently, Møffe interpreted this as an invitation and began to lick his face again. Thomas managed to push the slobbering dog off his face, scratching Møffe behind the ear instead till he lay beside him with a satisfied grunt.

         “Your dog took a dump in my cockpit.”

         “Rather in yours than in mine,” mumbled Thomas.

         “Sorry, what did you say?” Eduardo said, and moments later his curly head appeared in the doorway of Thomas’s sleeping quarters at the bow.

         “I said: I’m sorry to hear that.”

         “Do you have any coffee?”

         Thomas raised one hand in the air and waved at an indefinable spot in the direction of the kitchenette. Eduardo resigned himself to searching through various drawers and cupboards, banging doors and drawers as he went. At least the noise finally got Thomas out of bed. He felt the nausea rise immediately. His body folded in half involuntarily. He’d have to be quick, make a run for it. Gritting his teeth, Thomas flung open the door to his tiny onboard bathroom but remembered too late that the toilet was blocked. His stomach contracted into a knot, and Thomas knew only too well that he had two, maybe three seconds to get out. He lurched past Eduardo in the kitchenette, flung himself through the open cabin door, and just managed to reach the railings before he spewed the sour remains of the last twenty-four hours of booze over the side. The deck pitched underneath him, and his head felt as if it were about to explode, one lightning bolt after another striking him between the eyes.

         He heard voices coming from the canal. Looking up slowly, he saw a boat filled with Japanese tourists, a couple of whom were cheerfully filming his misery for posterity on their hand-held Sonys. He turned his back on them and collapsed unceremoniously face down onto the deck. Eduardo came up to check on him. Thomas rolled onto his back and grimaced at his friend. “I didn’t realise that the tourist season had opened,” he said.

         “Pretty sure they sail all year, Ravn.”

         “Is that so?”

         Thomas brought a hand up to his face. His cheek was tender and swollen. “Jesus, I’m all banged up. I must have tripped and fallen down last night.” Eduardo nodded without further comment.

         “See ya around, Eduardo!” A girl’s voice came from Eduardo’s ketch, which was berthed in front of Thomas’s Grand Banks. Eduardo turned his head and blew a kiss to the blonde who was standing on the roof of his cabin. “I’ll call you, sweetheart,” said Eduardo. The girl hopped up to the quay and bent down to unlock her bicycle, which was parked next to the canal.

         “Who the hell was that?” Thomas mumbled.

         “Malene? … Maria? … Anna!” Eduardo said with a smile. “We met at The Sea Otter last night.” He waved to the girl as she cycled on her way.

         “Malene-Maria-Anna, huh. That’s an unusual name,” Thomas remarked drily.

         “Well, she’s an unusual girl,” said Eduardo.

          
      

         Ten minutes later, Thomas had found his jar of Nescafé and made two cups of instant coffee. They took their mugs onto the mini flybridge over the cabin with an aerial view of all harbour tours and sundry tourists snapping pictures for posterity.

         Eduardo sipped his coffee and pulled a face. “A bit stingy with your beans this morning, aren’t you, my friend?”

         “All the better to spot them,” Thomas quipped, taking a slurp of his watered-down coffee. That was pretty sharp, considering his current state, he thought with satisfaction.

         Eduardo silently contemplated the puff of condensation he exhaled in the cool air. “I’m worried about you, Ravn.”

         “No need for that,” Thomas said curtly. “I’m fine now. Absolutely fine.”

         “I’m not talking about your hangover. I mean in general.”

         “My health in general has never been better.”

         Eduardo arched his eyebrows and looked Thomas in the eye. “When are you going back?”

         “Back? What do you mean? To Station City?”

         Eduardo nodded.

         “I don’t know. It’s not something I think about on a daily basis.”

         “But they can’t keep you suspended forever. You have your rights.”

         Thomas leaned back in his seat and hitched his feet onto the opposite bench. “I’m not suspended; I’ve been sent on leave. ‘Sick leave,’ so help me God.”

         “But for how long?”

         “Until they think I’m cured,” he said with an ironic smile.

         “But do they want you to come back?”

         Thomas frowned. “What is this? An interview? Can’t you wait for that until you get behind your desk at that news rag of yours?”

         “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

         Thomas’s body was shivering. Whether it was due to the hangover or the cool morning breeze, he couldn’t say.

         Eduardo smiled. “I think it would do you good to get back to work. You were a good cop. You are a good cop. Take it from a member of the press corps,” he added, tossing the remainder of the coffee over the railing.

         “Which doesn’t mean shit if your work is quashed from above,” Thomas replied.

         “Did they actually stop you from investigating?”

         Thomas shrugged. “I wasn’t assigned to the case. They kept me away as long as they could, and when they couldn’t keep me out any longer, they sent me on leave.” He smiled bitterly.

         “How long has it been?”

         “Since I’ve been on leave?”

         “No, since … it happened.”

         “Almost a year.”

         “Rough year.”

         “Yeah. Rough.”

         Eduardo got up from the bench and headed for the ladder. He turned, backed down two rungs, then looked up at Thomas. “It’s a helluva case, Ravn. The kind that cannot be solved.”

         “I know,” Thomas said.

         “Perhaps it’s time to move on … from everything.”

         “I know.”

      

   

OEBPS/images/9788727303505_cover_epub.jpg
A Detective Ravn Thriller

MICHAEL KATZ KREFELD

RTehce:koning






