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If one man slays another of set purpose, he himself may rightfully be slain.

The Art of War

Sun Tzu
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Chapter 1 - Mrs. Bergwald
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"Mr. Nelson?"

Startled by the intrusion, I examined the lady towering over my desk. A quick once-over put her in her mid-fifties. Tall, slim, with a bearing that spoke of expensive finishing schools. Maybe she had been beautiful once, but not anymore. She exuded an aura of arrogant misery, her sharp features frozen in an expression of disdain. Staring at me with what I later discovered was a perpetual scowl, she leaned forward to capture my attention.

"Mr. Nelson?" She again asked in her somewhat nasal tone, this time tinged with irritation.

I let the question hang in the air for another second while I tried to remember why she seemed familiar. Unable to place her, I nodded and gestured toward the bare wooden chair in front of my desk. Barely acknowledging my existence, she took a tentative step sideways. With a sigh and another frown, she sat. Her back ramrod straight as she stared at me with a stern expression. With manicured hands folded across her lap, she resembled a queen who grudgingly granted an audience to one of her serfs. I looked at her with interest, envisioning her inquiry. She returned my gaze in silence.

Forced to take the initiative, I leaned forward over my desk. "What can I help you with, Miss?"

Again, a sigh, as she shifted her weight on the old chair before answering. "I didn't come here of my own accord. One of my friends insisted I see you." There was obvious distaste in her words.

Speechless for a second, I considered her statement. Private investigators may not enjoy the highest regard in our society, but this was pushing it too far.

"Well, I am sorry to hear that," I countered, but with wasted sarcasm as she continued.

"We have never had to use the services of a private investigator before, but the police seem to think of it as a case of voluntary disappearance."

"Who has disappeared, Miss?"

"Mrs."  She gave a self-conscious shrug. "Mrs. Leonora Bergwald. My husband, Dr. Edgar Bergwald, is missing. He disappeared last month in Stockholm, Sweden." She looked at me as if I should be impressed. I stared back at her, still uncertain as to the purpose of her visit.

"I am glad you came to see me, Mrs. Bergwald, but Nelson Investigations has no overseas offices. May I suggest you contact Interpol or an agency in Sweden?" I stood to show we had completed the interview. After all, I had work to do. I stopped, surprised by my stupidity. Jeez, I gave myself a mental slap. What kind of an idiot was I to throw her out before I found out more? Again, I sat before she left and added. "But I suppose you have already done all that, and that's why you are here." I hoped I hadn’t turned her off by standing up. I sure could use some money right now.

"No." She sounded sad."I haven't talked to anybody except the Vancouver police. They do not think it’s serious. I would have expected more from them. Imagine treating me like a common criminal." Her voice rose as she recounted her visit with the local constabulary. I doubted she knew I had once been one of the boys in blue and decided this was not the time to bring it up with her. Intrigued, I took a new path.

"Why don't you start from the beginning? Then we'll see what we can do." I leaned back in my chair, wondering where this would lead and whether I might earn some money from it. Right now, I was somewhat strapped, and this lady should be able to pay for my advice.

She ignored my prompt. "My husband is the world-renowned scientist, Dr. Edgar Bergwald."

Of course, I should have known, and of course, I should have been impressed. Dr. Bergwald. The inventor of the Laser Triton. His invention, a much-improved version of the old laser beam, revolutionized corrective surgery. Professor Bergwald would receive this year's Nobel Prize in Physics for his discovery. That explained Stockholm, Sweden. I assumed he had gone there to accept the prize. The Nobel ceremonies would take place on December 10, the anniversary of the death of Alfred Nobel. It also clarified why she looked familiar. Her picture had been in the papers, standing beside her husband as he accepted the nomination.

"And you are sure he has disappeared? The festivities do not start for another couple of weeks. He may be busy looking at the sights in the meantime. I understand that Stockholm is a gorgeous city, and it is easy to see how someone might get caught up in the excitement." Her scowl deepened, and I added. "I assume that's why he went over there early."

"Mr. Nelson. Let's get one thing straight. Don't treat me as if I am just another stupid housewife. My husband is a decent man. Wherever he goes, he always calls me at least once every week. It is now two weeks, and I haven't heard a word from him." She stopped and looked straight into my eyes. "His assistant, Miss Andrea Sullivan, is also missing. She has to be. Otherwise, she would have called."

I must have raised an eyebrow, for she at once pounced on me. "Mr. Nelson, if you want us to go any farther, you'll wipe that smirk off your face right now. You are as insensitive as the police. Edgar’s dedication to his work is beyond reproach, and Miss Sullivan has been with him for fifteen years."

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Bergwald. In this business, you sometimes become a little too cynical. It's an occupational hazard. I can assure you I didn't mean to suggest anything untoward. But tell me, why did you come here?" I was proud of my recovery, but filed away the fact she talked about her husband’s ‘dedication to his work’ instead of ‘dedicated to me’ or something similar. That he had been missing for two weeks also bothered me. She didn't appear all that upset; all she had done until now was a short visit to the local cops. Not what I expected from a grieving widow. And how did Miss Sullivan fit into this? While I pondered this, I thought about the perils someone might encounter in Europe, but first, I had to see where this narrative went.

Again, I leaned forward on my desk. With a reassuring nod, I gave her my complete attention. Her frown deepened as she hesitated momentarily, then related the story. "A friend of mine, Mrs. Sternway, used your services a few years ago when her jewelry went missing.”

I remembered the case well. An acquaintance of Mrs. Sternway, down on his luck, had stolen a few adornments. As an amateur, he was easy to track in his bumbling effort to find a fence. As luck would have it, the lady had been impressed with my detecting skills and promised to recommend me to all her friends. For that, I was thankful, but it didn't qualify me for a case like this. An amateur thief in Vancouver is one thing. Advising on how to locate a missing scientist in Europe was something different. Deep in thought, I almost missed her subsequent sentence.

"She also told me you have one specific quality that makes you perfect for this situation.” Mrs. Bergwald seemed pleased with herself as she looked at me for a reaction. I stared back at her. What special talents? An image of her naked body flashed through my brain for a microsecond. Fortunately, it wasn't sex she had in mind, and for that, I was thankful.

"She told me you speak Swedish." This, she added with a triumphant smile. So, she connected Stockholm with my Scandinavian background. I knew the struggles during my childhood years would pay off someday. My parents emigrated from Sweden and insisted I discover their strange mother tongue. As a child, I resisted. I had had enough of being called a dumb D.P. to want to learn the language. Still, something must have stuck in my brain, and I decided to acquire my ancestor’s native patois.

While at Western Canada University, I signed up for two courses in conversational Swedish. These didn't align with my B.Sc., but they were light, and I also found them fascinating. It had also given me a desire to visit the country of my ancestors. So far, my finances have prevented me from this indulgence. Yes, I did indeed speak the language. With a smile, I acknowledged her statement.

"Let's discuss your fee." It was back to business. Right on, lady; you're talking my language now. Still somewhat confused, I complied. I assumed she wanted advice, and from her initial hostility, free advice at that, but discussing fees sounded like a good idea.

"It depends on what you want me to do."

"You will fly to Sweden."

How stupid of me. People always drop into my office and ask me to fly around the world to look for missing scientists.

"I hope it's acceptable?" She added when I didn't answer at once.

What did I have to lose? No other job in sight. And nothing in Vancouver I couldn't leave for a few days. Marlene, my secretary, was in Winnipeg to visit her folks. She would be back in three days, and it would take me long to get ready. Marlene could look after the agency until I came back. Yes, I was free, so let's discuss fees.

"My standard fee is six hundred dollars per day, plus expenses. Since this is an unusual case...” I didn't get to finish.

"Your fee is doubled when going overseas. Hope it is satisfactory." She said it with finality.

I stopped myself before I blew it. My intention to present Mrs. Bergwald with a lower figure, given the high expenses, would not be on the table. A smaller stipend might have been enough, as a trip like this would also be my first opportunity to visit the land of my ancestors. A paid working vacation if everything worked out as planned. With this much money on the table, I answered before she changed her mind. My finances were in dire straits right now. It was so bad I had been thinking of closing down the agency. This case would do a lot to put me back in business. I would even be able to pay Marlene. Thus, I smiled and said. "Yes, that will be great. If you give me all the details, I’ll be ready to leave as soon as I can find an available flight."

Mrs. Bergwald had no more pertinent facts. Her husband's invention of the Laser Triton had brought him the coveted Nobel Prize. He went to Scandinavia a few weeks early to go sightseeing in Denmark and southern Sweden. From there, he would go to Stockholm to meet with the Nobel Prize Committee. She told me he had flown from Vancouver via London to Copenhagen. From Copenhagen, he intended to travel to Malmö. The last time he called his wife, he was in Copenhagen. Mrs. Bergwald didn't know if he had made it to Stockholm. So, her initial statement about Stockholm was conjecture. Now, I wondered if he even reached the Danish capital.

Her information about her husband’s assistant provided no clues. Miss Sullivan, a woman in her mid-forties, didn’t appear to have any specific characteristics. Her sole interest in life seemed to be her employer's research. She could have been a prominent scientist in her own right, but after meeting Dr. Bergwald, she abandoned her doctoral thesis and began working under her professor's supervision. It must have been one hell of a lecture to interrupt her studies. I would ask my buddy Max what he thought. He might uncover a few interesting facts about the lady, Mrs. Bergwald wasn’t privy to or didn’t want to divulge

A drizzle fell as I walked over to Scandiatrav on Pender Street. How often have I passed this office, viewing displays from Scandinavian countries? No more dreaming. This time, I was going.

"Business or pleasure, Mr. Nelson?"

"Business, and with any luck, also some pleasure."

The young lady gave me a conspiratorial smile. She didn't take it the way I meant. I guess many people still think of the sin in Sweden. That was okay. If there were any, it wouldn't hurt to sample some, or maybe in Denmark, since that’s where I would start.

Mrs. Bergwald seemed confident her husband had arrived in Copenhagen, so it made a logical starting point for me. The flight would leave in three days. My plane would take off before Marlene landed in Vancouver. It meant we would not meet at the airport. While a face-to-face conversation would have been great, a written message would do. In an emergency, I could communicate with her upon my arrival in Denmark. I decided a call to Marlene was in order. There were no concerns about her handling the agency while I was away, but I needed to keep her informed about my activities.

Marlene joined my team three years ago, and I have complete confidence in her abilities. I also liked her as a person and friend. A few of my other acquaintances thought she should become more than a friend. Sometimes, I wondered the same thing myself. Smart, easy-going, and good-looking, a combination many men would part with their left testicles to possess. So why were we not an item? Or at least, why hadn't I tried to take her out? She gave me enough hints she might be favorably disposed to such an arrangement. For a while, I attributed it to the fact that it is never a good policy to mix business with pleasure.

Now, it made me wonder why I had been such a fool. Even my friend Max and his wife, Sylvia, hinted that they wouldn't mind an invitation to a wedding one of these days. It was a conspiracy between them and Marlene to get me hitched. But that was going too far. I hadn't intended to get married at this time, but I decided to ask her out on a date when I returned. This time, it would be an actual date, not just a business luncheon. Thinking of her made me appreciate how much I depended on her. I could almost hear her infectious laugh as she told one of her famous one-liners. As soon as I came back to my office, I placed a call to Winnipeg.

"A European trip? Come on, cheapskate, take me with you." Marlene said. "You don't need me in Vancouver. Without you, the agency is stagnant, but I understand. You want to check out all those Scandinavian blondes."

"Marlene, dear, you are the only woman in my life." I teased back and then became serious. "I considered it, but I need you here to follow up on any new developments."

"What new developments? I was kidding about coming along, but what are you trying to tell me?" She asked, all business again.

"Not over the phone. I have left a note describing what I have discerned so far. After you read it, you will understand what I mean. And as always, call Max if you need some fatherly advice." I could hear Marlene say something to someone in the background.

"What was that, dear?"

"My dad says to say hi."

"Give him my regards, too, and give your mom a big kiss from me.” I had another thought. “Would you mind checking in on the boat?"  

Marlene's promise to safeguard my one true love, my home on the water, took another load off my chest. Leaving the vessel, a Robert's Offshore 44 sailboat called Private Pleasures, would be the hardest. Besides representing everything I owned, I also enjoyed living on a boat.

The wharf manager assured me he’d care for it as if it were his own. Of course, he would.  With the mooring fees he charged, it might soon be his. Still, knowing Marlene would keep an eye on it was a great relief. After a few more pleasantries, I hung up. Now, I waited for Max to return my call. Then I thought, the hell with waiting, and dialed his number.

“Hey, buddy, I was about to call you. Why don’t you come over as soon as you are free? Do I ever have news for you, Billy boy." Max's voice betrayed his excitement. “I need to brief you in person. This stuff is too good to deliver over a telephone."

Happy I made the call. I assured him I would be there in twenty minutes. I had called him before I went to the travel agency and asked what he could find out. Now, our conversation made adrenaline pump through my body. Good old Max, I knew he would come through. I rushed down to the parking lot and jumped into the truck.

Max was my Delphic Wonder. He might not predict the future like the Oracle, but his information provided me with the next best thing. It enabled me to concentrate on what was essential and to discard false leads. He would have good material for me or know where to get it. We had been friends for many years, and I knew how he worked. His research was top-notch.

Max and Sylvia live in an exclusive area known as the British Properties, situated high on the slopes of the North Shore Mountains. It is a neighborhood ordinary mortals only dream about, and I have always enjoyed visiting it. He is a great guy and one of the lucky ones. We had become friends while working for the Vancouver Police, and our friendship continued after we left the force, even though we were now semi-competitors as private investigators.

A few years ago, we planned to merge our two agencies and become partners. Then Sylvia Lederhagen walked into his office. It was love at first sight. Sylvia is a stunning woman and a lovely person. It doesn’t hurt that she is filthy rich, to boot. She is a successful stockbroker who married her boss. The marriage had been outstanding. They prospered socially and economically until Mr. Lederhagen died of heart failure during a hectic trading session. Max didn't need to work anymore with all his wife’s money, but he still liked to keep in touch with the business and moved his office to their home. Here, he ran an information service accessed by everyone from the police to investigators and even intelligence agencies. That's why I always called upon him when I needed specific advice.

My old Ford F150 groaned in the steep hills as I ignored every speed limit. I parked my dusty truck beside Sylvia's red Ferrari and turned toward the house, a sizeable cedar-clad structure in the West Coast style. Stained in a light gray color with darker gray trim, it blended with the evergreens surrounding the property. While I waited for someone to answer my call, I looked around. The high elevation gave me an unobstructed view of the city. Yes, even the driveway had a view most real estate agents would kill for

Sylvia opened the door. With her dark hair tied back by an expensive silk scarf, she greeted me with an affectionate hug. Dressed in a Nike sweatsuit and looking as if she were ready for a jog, Max’s wife gave the impression of a contented individual.

"Ready for a run?" I asked.

"No, I like to be comfortable when I work. Max is in the den. By the way, what did you say to him? He's like a kid in a candy store." She led me into the large foyer.

"Sylvia dear, please show my esteemed friend into the lair." Max's voice from the den intrigued me. Esteemed friend indeed, I seldom saw him in such an ebullient mood. This information must be significant. Lots of money and lots of spare time agreed with Max. He looked trim and fit in his designer jeans and a white golf shirt. His tanned face held a wide grin as he shook my hand.

"Well, well, what have you got yourself into this time?" He asked as I took my customary tour of the room. The large room was made extra bright by two large picture windows, one with a Southern and one with a Western view. As I looked south, the city of Vancouver and the blue waters of English Bay spread out before me. Bright sunshine illuminated the open sea between the British Columbia mainland and Vancouver Island to the West.

Books of all descriptions filled the shelves that lined most of the remaining walls. The Altmans remained inveterate readers, and their diverse interests showed in the variety of titles. They had not overlooked creature comforts. Soft leather-covered chairs, large sofas, and polished tables completed the room. I chose a high-backed recliner and sat with a contented sigh, never wanting to get up again. In front of me, an excited Max paced his headquarters. It was another sign of somebody with valuable information. Sylvia served me a caffeine-free Diet Coke, then left us to return to her computer, where she undoubtedly would make a few more million in the stock market. When she was gone, Max continued.

"How well are you acquainted with Andrea Sullivan?"

"Until Mrs. Bergwald mentioned the name, I had never heard of her. Why do you ask?"

"It seems she was born at the age of twenty-one." Max smiled.

I knew what he meant. "You are kidding."

"Nope. There is no evidence Miss Sullivan existed before she showed up to study at the university."

I shook my head and looked at Max. "A place like Western Canada University must require proof of previous education before admittance. I know I had to provide accurate transcripts when I went there."

"Oh sure, she had transcripts of her degree from McMaster University."

"But she never attended that school?"

"Right again, buddy boy."

I tried another tack. "But someone from here must have run a reference check on her when she applied here. I mean, they don't hand out a master's degree like a hamburger at McDonald's. It seems far-fetched they would take her papers at face value without further checks."

"Oh, they checked them all right. I have ascertained that the university called two of the professors at McMaster, the two listed as her references."

”And?"

"Both instructors confirmed that Andrea had attended their classes and that she was a gifted student."

"I don't understand.  If her professors confirmed it, she must have been there?" Max didn't answer. He stood there, waiting for me to get the picture. I understood what he meant. "So you are saying they were fake, too?"

"Not exactly. While genuine may be an overstatement, they were at least real teachers at the school. They started there two years before Andrea claimed to arrive at the university and left after her acceptance at WCU. I also investigated them. Like Andrea, they, too, appeared out of thin air. Both showed up with impeccable credentials, and my sources tell me the University gave them good references when they left. However, I have found no evidence of them being born. Nor is there anything showing them immigrating to Canada. And now they have disappeared again."

I took a few seconds. "Okay, Max, what are you telling me?"

“Not sure, but it doesn't smell right. I will do more research. There could be an innocent explanation. These are preliminary inquiries, so don't get too excited.” Max sat and looked out the window for a while before continuing. “Also, the timing is not right. The Berlin Wall came down in 1989. That's too long a period for this to make sense. I will continue to dig and alert you if something of interest comes to light.”

Still, I wouldn't let it go. “If it wasn't the Soviet Union, who then?”

“Please, Bill. I am still researching this case. Don't let your imagination get the best of you.  Somehow, we will sort this out. In the meantime, let's examine what else we got.”

“OK, Max, shoot.”

Max nodded, stopped, and turned to face me as he continued. "They are lovers." Again, the smile of a Cheshire Cat. Max loves information the way a gourmand loves food, and he always portions it out to keep the receiver in constant suspense. 

It explained Mrs. Bergwald's declarations of her husband's devotion. I had thought the lady protested too much. "How long has this affair been going on?"

"Since day one, or thereabouts. It seems she came here to get close to Professor Bergwald. It also explains why she never tried to finish her doctorate. There was no need to try for it. She was already in the driver's seat."

I shook my head. This case turned out to be a little more than just a missing person's search. A strange premonition prompted me to continue, and I asked Max.

"About those old friends of yours, do you think they can dig up something useful?" Max had been close to people in the Mossad in his earlier years, and there were rumors he worked for them. It was something that didn’t sit well with the Canadian authorities. Still, with contacts there, he could uncover things ordinary mortals merely dreamed of finding.

"Never know," he replied. "The trail is old, though, over twenty years."

I did a few mental calculations. Twenty-one plus twenty-five made Andrea a little older than my earlier estimate of her being in her early forties. I wasn’t sure how old the picture was, so I had to give it a little leeway either way. “Max, even if our Miss Sullivan is a few years older than what's showing on her resume, it still makes little sense. They had dismantled the Soviet Union by then or sufficiently damaged it that something like this seemed too far-fetched. I mean, how do we explain a sleeper agent?”

“We don't. So far, we have a few facts and will continue digging into them. But look at it this way. Even if the old Soviet Empire had disappeared, who knows what an individual or organization planned? There was such confusion that anything could have occurred. I mean, lots of people would love to get back to the ways of the Evil Empire.”

It got me thinking. “But why would these guys or anyone else from the former Soviet Union want Dr. Bergwald?”

“Since they used to keep tabs on all promising scientists, I guess our dear professor happened to be among the anointed. I can only speculate, but I intend to find out. Also, we can't be sure it is a Russian affair. It can be a kidnapping for ransom or a terrorist act to protest something.”

“Terrorists?” I had a vision of bearded Al Qaeda followers dressed in explosive vests.

Max stopped me short. “Hold it, hold it; it was just a thought that came into my mind. The other day, I got a message from an old buddy about a new terrorist group. Apparently, they are all women. Then I had a silly idea. They might not be too impressed with men who screw around on their wives.” Max shrugged. “Don't worry. I sometimes get these puerile notions, but I intend to follow up on every possible lead.”

“It still doesn’t explain why anybody wants to kidnap him.”

“Oh, but it does. With minor modifications, Professor Bergwald's laser can turn into a weapon.”

“Weapon?”

“We don’t have all the details, but my old friends, as you call them, assure me this is a serious issue. One that should not fall into the wrong hands. Are you still sure you want to tackle this case?”

“I have passed the point of no return and will go. And since I know you have my back and will continue to supply me with information, I feel safe. My friend, thanks for all your support.”

I left a happy Max to his search. He loved a mystery more than anyone I knew. He would have more information for me, of course. Such reports should keep me ahead of the game. In the meantime, I needed to prepare for an extended working vacation.

The agency seemed dark and deserted as I stopped to leave my message for Marlene. I shook my head as I thought about my incredible luck. A trip to Scandinavia and being paid as well. Not only was I paid, but Mrs. Bergwald compensated me at twice my regular fee. On impulse, I put a yellow sticky note on Marlene's desk. It said, “Let's celebrate.” Terrorist or not, Sweden was too inspiring to worry about something that might not affect me.

My chores completed, I locked up and left. Another visit with Mrs. Bergwald seemed in order before I departed. I had to decide if I needed to make her aware of my new knowledge. I decided against alerting her to my insights into the affairs of her husband and his assistant. Why make the poor woman suffer more indignities than she already had? She must know of her husband’s shenanigans, but it wasn’t up to me to add to her miseries.

Leonora Bergwald met me at the door of their Point Grey home. Not a poor location either, almost in the same class as Max's neighborhood. Still hostile, still ramrod straight, and with no new information for me. Her eyes bore into me as we talked. They told me not to let the world find out about her husband's infidelity. Returning her gaze, I tried to look as reassuring as I could. There was no need for me to tell anybody about Andrea Sullivan. To the world, she would remain Dr. Bergwald's assistant. If it somehow leaked out, it wouldn't come from me. Seeing her unease, I promised to keep in touch with her, and I left with a nice cheque to cover expenses. Based on the size of the house, she could afford it.

Next stop, the marina and the boat. A light breeze enveloped me as I walked down the ramp. It promised to be a beautiful evening for a sail, but I had work to do. First, though, a long run to limber up before the enforced confinement of the airplane. I went below to put on my running gear. Back up on deck, I stopped momentarily and took a deep breath. Did I want to leave this for even a few days? What about possible terrorists or spies? Ah, the hell with it. I wouldn't worry about it now.

With sweat dripping from my forehead, I returned to the boat for a quick shower. It was time for the luggage. Since I packed most of the stuff earlier in the morning, I double-checked to ensure everything was in order. Satisfied I had covered all angles, I went into the cockpit. An extended look at the gorgeous sunset appeased me, but an image of Copenhagen occupied my thoughts. Tomorrow morning I will go there. It made it even harder to think about spies and female terrorists, but that’s what I had to do. When Max called earlier, he told me he found a retired West German Intelligence operative. It gave me another grid component. This agent used to keep a close check on the Soviet spies in his country. He had been forthcoming and told Max about a Russian with lofty ambitions. While he revealed no names, Max deduced he meant the Russian Premier, who used to be a KGB agent stationed in West Germany.

Though retired, the German kept in contact with his former colleagues. Their assessment highlighted a significant contingent of Russians who yearned for a return to a time when the Soviet Union was one of the world's leading powers. If this were true, it would explain how a mole, like Andrea, was activated even after the fall of the Communist Empire. Max had no more information, but he would continue to dig. Meanwhile, I would fly to Denmark and start searching for Professor Bergwald and Andrea Sullivan. Not that Mrs. Bergwald had paid me to find her, but there was compelling evidence she was behind the disappearance of her boss and lover. If I discovered her whereabouts, I was sure I also would find Dr. Bergwald.
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Chapter 2 - Copenhagen
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A quiet flight from Vancouver and a brief stop in Toronto gave me a chance to stretch my legs before the non-stop passage to Copenhagen. I made one last call to Max from Toronto to determine if he had dug up any new information. There was nothing new, but Max said he confirmed his earlier findings. Andrea was a mole, most likely a Russian sleeper agent. It didn't make me feel any better, but at least I understood what to expect. The question remained, though: what was her current status? A Russian spy trying to get Dr. Bergwald’s invention? It made little sense. She should have been able to steal the drawings when she worked in the lab. Why wait until Copenhagen? But what then?

I took my laptop and logged on to the unique program Max had designed for me. The database enabled me to create a spreadsheet outlining the participants in this case. So far, my data entries have remained sparse, but the line between Dr. Bergwald and Miss Sullivan remained thick. It was my starting point since they had been lovers for many years. Another line went from Andrea Sullivan to a giant question mark. After the question mark, I added the faint outline of the acronyms SVR RF, and KGB in parentheses. SVR (Sluzhba vneshney razvedki) is the Russian spy agency's new name, but I had no evidence of their involvement. Still, Directorate S, in charge of illegal intelligence, seemed to be the most likely culprit. The duties of this division include training and inserting illegal agents abroad. They also conduct terror operations and sabotage in foreign countries. When I read this information on the Wikipedia website, I had to agree with Max’s assessment. Someone from SVR, or the old KGB, put her in place in her youth. I wasn’t sure if it was still a Russian plot. We needed to find out more about Andrea and how she came to attach herself to Dr. Bergwald before drawing any conclusions. I made another question mark beside her name and wrote, “Who turned her?”

A separate entry said, "He left his wife for a younger woman." So far, it is the most obvious explanation, but somehow, I didn't buy that one either. A sensation in my neck told me something unpleasant had transpired. I researched Dr. Bergwald, and from all I learned, he was not the kind to take off like that. He would do the decent thing. Perhaps not? Didn’t he have an affair with his assistant for close to twenty years? A relationship Mrs. Bergwald must be aware of, or at least suspect. It's not a decent thing at all.

Did his wife have something to do with the disappearance? Perhaps she intended me as a cover, some bumbling detective she hired to make her appear innocent. No, it was another long shot and not a rational solution. Besides, she did not seem to have enough brains to come up with a plot like this. She would be easy to track if she had been in Europe, and Max didn’t mention it. For now, I wouldn’t worry about her. She also seemed genuinely concerned. It may only have been concern about her status as the wife of a famous scientist. A lifestyle she appeared to enjoy. Thus, I decided to leave my employer out of it. There remained not a shred of evidence to suggest anything peculiar in her behavior. Still, it was apparent why her husband might have found her somewhat overbearing.

Thinking about it led to another thought. When you deceive your wife for such a long time, you get used to lying. So why not continue the charade a little longer? It made little sense for him to vanish like this before the most significant event in his life. I looked at the computer screen and the small diagram. Yes, I would keep all lines open for now. I took out the picture of Andrea Sullivan. Andrea’s face stared back at me, her shy smile frozen in a near grimace. "Who are you?" I asked out loud.

Beside me, the lady put down her book, looked at me, and questioned. "Pardon me?"

"Sorry, talking to myself.  I hope I didn't disturb you?"

With a withering facial expression, she snorted and returned to her reading. Chastised, I gave the old lady a sideways glance and returned to my work. At least I didn't have to worry about her talking my ear off during our enforced togetherness. I leaned back and contemplated Andrea’s relationship with Dr. Bergwald. She must have been a good assistant. Even if they were lovers, he wouldn't have kept her by his side all this time unless she assumed her share of the work. From everything I found out about him, he had one consuming desire. He wanted the Nobel Prize. Such a one-track mind wouldn't put up with an inferior associate, even if she provided sexual favors in the lab.

As I contemplated the major players in this case, a horrible thought occurred to me. What if the lady beside me was part of the all-female terrorist group? Sneaking a sideways look at her, I decided I was being paranoid. There was no way these people could have known about my movements. Feeling better, I leaned back but still resolved to keep a sharp lookout for any suspicious-looking females.

Andrea remained at the center, and the others provided for her convenience to get her close to Dr. Bergwald. If she were that good, where did she receive her training? Max would have found her if she had attended a college or university in the Western world. The same holds for the other two professors. We didn’t worry too much about how they entered Canada or landed jobs at McMaster. For our purpose, they were secondary players. So far, our explanation of her as a mole seemed reasonable, but working for whom? Had another organization turned her?  If so, by what or whom? One thing Max reiterated in our last conversation confused me. His sources maintained that Andrea still loved Professor Bergwald. It didn't fit. Why betray someone you love? Somewhere, I had missed something, and I hoped I would find the vital pieces when I arrived in Scandinavia.

On our final approach to Copenhagen, I looked through the tiny window. The plane banked, and I spotted a vast expanse of water below me. It must be Oresund, the stretch of water between Denmark and Sweden, but I was not sure in which direction the plane traveled; I couldn’t be sure where to look. I saw land on each side, but which part was Sweden? The aircraft turned even more, and the landing strips at Kastrup airport arose in the background. It meant Sweden was on the other side—the home of my ancestors. My estimate of the distance across the water coincided with Google's figure, which is approximately 8–9 km. Not too long a ride. I saw numerous boats going back and forth. The land link between the two countries, the new bridge, started near Kastrup Airport and ended in Malmö on the Swedish side. I noticed a narrow ribbon farther out, but nothing close to Denmark. Then I remembered. The first part is a tunnel, not a bridge.

I had packed in a rush, so my suitcase remained light. Additionally, I had not determined what would be suitable for Northern Europe in the fall. I assumed that the climate would resemble Vancouver's, altered as I stepped off the plane at Kastrup Airport. A cold Arctic wind went right through my thin jacket. One of my first stops would be a clothing store. Mrs. Bergwald told me her husband had reserved a room at the Copenhagen Hilton. Thus, I had my travel agency book me in the same place. I hoped there would be a haberdasher in or close to the hotel. It was severely cold, and I didn't intend to freeze my balls off, running all over town looking for a warm coat.

Mrs. Bergwald assured me that, to her knowledge, the Hilton Hotel was the last place her husband had stayed. When he called her from the airport, he had been on his way to the hotel. Nobody has heard from the good doctor since that call. While I couldn't be sure he had gone there, it was a lead. That was my only clue, so that's where I would start. I wondered why Dr. Bergwald went to Copenhagen rather than flying to Stockholm. Mrs. Bergwald explained that her husband wanted to spend a few days in the Danish capital before going to Malmö. He planned to take the train to Stockholm and be in the Swedish capital in time for the Nobel festivities. It had been almost three weeks since he had called his wife. He might be in Stockholm already.

I might have pursued this angle if Max had not uncovered the information about Andrea.  However, we were confident Andrea continued to be an infiltrator, but we remained unsure of her affiliation. Was Andrea the driving factor behind the disappearance, or just a pawn? My thoughts drifted, and a picture of female terrorists came into my mind. I mentally smacked myself. There was no time for speculation. Before anything else, I needed solid leads. Hotel Hilton might give me a clue. While Dr. Bergwald might be anywhere, I sensed he was not too far away. He was well-known and easily recognizable, with pictures published in leading newspapers worldwide and on most TV news channels. If his captors took him somewhere, they would have to do it secretly. That's why my first job would be to find out if he ever left for Sweden.

My mental image of Scandinavians was of tall, blond, blue-eyed Vikings. I am of average height, but at least I am blond, have blue eyes, and feel like a Viking. The man behind the desk at the Hilton was the exact opposite. Short, with dark hair and olive skin, he seemed like someone from Southern Europe. We communicated in English. Since I didn’t perceive my Danish as up to par, I was reluctant to try it. This, even though I had heard it, should be close to Swedish. My Swedish was rusty enough without trying another language. I leaned over the counter. Looking around to make sure we were alone, I motioned the concierge closer in a conspiratorial manner. Over the years, I have learned it was always best to stick to the truth. This way, someone would never catch me in a lie. A lie may well cost me more in the long run. Still, I didn't intend to reveal more than necessary, or, as the military liked to say, information based on the 'need-to-know' principle.

"Hi, I am Bill Nelson, room 864. I need to ask you something in confidence, but before that, I want to say you shattered my mental picture of Danes. Aren't you all supposed to be blond and blue-eyed?"

He smiled and shook my hand across the desk. "Well, you won't be disappointed if I tell you I am from Greece. My name is Leander Karatakis. What can I do for you?"

I liked his direct stare and gave him my card, which introduced me as William Nelson, a private investigator.

He laughed when he read my name. "And you don't look like a country singer."

I took a step back. What was this business about country singers? I may like the music, but not to the extent that I want to emulate one of the stars. Perceiving my confusion at his statement about country music, he added. "Willie Nelson, you know."

I understood. Yes, I sure hoped I looked a little more conservative than old Willie. I grinned and responded. "You can say that again, but people call me Bill, not Willie nor William."

My newfound friend shook my hand again and said. "Have you come from Canada?  Wow, it must be a serious case."

I nodded and said in a quiet voice. "I am looking for somebody who is or was a guest at this hotel." I let the query hang in the air.

He loved a conspiracy and looked around before answering in his stilted English. "The reputation of this hotel is based on our discretion. Your inquiry will be safe with me."

I showed him a picture of Dr. Bergwald. He recognized the professor and scrutinized me with a knowing expression. I nodded. "Now, you understand why this is sensitive. His wife suspects he might have an affair with his assistant and wants me to confirm or disprove her notion. She is afraid there will be an international scandal which might damage her husband's reputation."

Leander motioned for me to stay and went over to the computer. He punched in a few numbers, muttered something, and tried another combination. My contact returned, looking apologetic.

"Sorry, I took so long. You are right. Dr. Bergwald stayed here with his assistant, Miss Sullivan. They had adjoining rooms." He winked at me and continued. "With a connecting door, but I am afraid they have left. In agreement with my records, they left for Sweden on the eighteenth."

I did a quick calculation. Almost two weeks ago. "Do you know if they left a forwarding address?"

Leander smiled. "I knew you would ask that question, so I looked it up." He patted his armpit to indicate a gun in a shoulder holster. "Perhaps I, too, should become a detective. Here is their next destination, the Hotel Royal Viking in Malmö. It's over in Sweden, so I guess you will go there too?"

"Yes, I am afraid so. I'd hoped to see more of your beautiful city. Now, I'll be checking out tomorrow morning. Which is the best way to get to Malmö in a hurry? Can I fly over?"

He inclined his head. "Yes, you can fly, but it is not the best way. First, you would have to travel to the Kastrup airport, and you are already aware of how far it is. On the Swedish side, they land miles from the city. No, your best bet is the bridge. There are no regular ferries available, but a sightseeing boat is still in operation. It runs on certain dates.” I must have looked disappointed because he added. “But it will get you to the other side. Are you concerned about driving over the bridge?”

I nodded, so he continued. “Oh, I almost forgot, there is also the train. It can take you to the central station in Malmö, which is near the city center. If you sailed on the boat, it would get you to almost the same place.”

“The train sounds good, but a boat would be fun. Do you think there is one tomorrow?”

“I am not sure, but it leaves from the inner harbor here in Copenhagen. It is a short walk from here, so why don't you walk down and check the schedule? The sailing trip is on the long side because of the sightseeing, but it will give you time to have a Tuborg or two.” With that, Leander sketched how to get to the ferry terminal.

I checked my watch and saw I had a few hours of daylight left, so I decided to go right away. Heeding Leander’s advice, I grabbed a cab to the ferry terminal. He also advised me to walk back to the hotel while sampling the sights of the Danish capital. Most of the walk would be along a pedestrian mall called Stroget. It bisected the busy center of downtown Copenhagen and purported to be fascinating. I had asked Leander what 'fascinating' meant. With a mischievous smile, he told me to explore. He might have come from Greece, but now he was the quintessential Dane and proud of his city.

The taxi stopped outside a small one-story building. I glanced at it and looked back at the driver. "Is this where the ferries to Sweden dock?" He nodded and reached for the money I had taken from my wallet. Shaking his head at my bewilderment, he took off with wheels spinning. Again, I considered the building and the small boat behind it. I expected a large ferry, similar to the ones we have in British Columbia. This one was small and sleek. A second look confirmed that the ticket office and waiting areas were new and modern. If Dr. Bergwald had gone to Malmö, the downtown-to-downtown route seemed the logical choice. It meant the train or this ferry, since I didn't think he rented a car. A scan of the schedule confirmed that Leander was correct; they had a tour scheduled to depart for Malmö the following day. I jotted down the departure time and started back toward my hotel.

An enjoyable walk took me along the waterfront of an area called Nyhavn. I understood this meant The New Harbor. It was a living history. Many buildings appeared to be from the fifteenth or sixteenth century. A canal ran along the street, and I admired the old wooden fishing boats tied to the stone wall. Mixed in with these timeless vessels, with a lineage dating back to the Viking ships, I also spotted sleek fiberglass crafts that looked very much like the anomalies they were in this setting. Across the canal, an ancient-looking building caught my attention. The sign on the building said 71 Nyhavn. As I tried to estimate its age, my eyes took in other buildings. One of them had the year of its construction emblazoned across the front. It said ANNO 1756. The one at 71 Nyhavn seemed at least a hundred years older.

Proceeding along the boulevard, I relished strolling along a street that had existed here for hundreds of years. At the same time, I wondered if any famous people from years gone by had been here. Thinking back to my history lessons, I tried to recall what illustrious citizens Denmark had produced. Absorbed in my thoughts and the many sights, I almost missed him. He, too, arrived at the ferry terminal in a taxi. It came just behind mine: another traveler heading to Sweden? As I stopped to admire a large yellow building with the name H. C. Anderson across the front, I caught sight of a brown overcoat as the owner disappeared into a small cheese shop.

It must have been the jet lag, for it didn't ring a bell. It wasn't until I entered Stroget, the old street now converted to a pedestrian mall, that I spotted somebody following me. I had strolled along, wondering what I would find here. After all, Leander had been persistent, I see it. Again, it was pure luck. One of those stunning Scandinavian blondes passed me. Tall, slim with a mane of flowing, golden hair, the kind of hair Marlene wistfully refers to as neon hair. However, the long legs encased in a micro mini made me turn around and follow her swiveling rear. Smiling and shaking my head at the erotic image my mind conjured up, I turned to continue when I became aware of the brown overcoat. No, it couldn't be a coincidence that its owner slipped into a store again.

A momentary chill passed through me; then, I got mad. What the hell had I gotten myself into when I took on this case? Man, this was the big league. What was a bit player from British Columbia doing here? Trying to slow down my racing mind, I continued walking up the street. I lost interest in the quaint stores, street performers, and other points of interest. Dammit, I didn't want to be sent home in a pine box. It called for some quick thinking. What affiliation did my shadow have? A Russian spy, or perhaps a Russian splinter group? Or maybe a terrorist organization? Max's warning about an all-female mob sent a chill down my spine.

Up ahead, a group of Peruvian Indians performed on the street. They were a perfect foil, dressed in colorful ponchos and playing various homemade instruments. A large group of spectators gathered around to watch the show. Slowing down, I stopped as if to listen. Shaking my head as if I didn't like it, I continued. Yes, he was still there. I’d managed to turn my head enough to catch another glimpse of him. This time, I also saw a head of graying hair before he ducked behind a group of boisterous boys. You were not particularly good if an amateur like me could pick you out. The next time I saw his face, he still wouldn't know I was on to him.

What should I do now? My initial fear gave way to self-righteous indignation. Who the hell were these assholes? Terrorists or not, all I had done was ask a couple of questions at a hotel, and they put a tail on me. My main worry now was if this guy was alone or if there were more of them. The answer may make a significant difference to my safety. I started to feel better. Perhaps this creep was another private dick who wanted to hone in on my case. I wanted to believe this theory, but I knew it wasn't anything that trivial. I wasn't a high-powered secret agent like some James Bond character—someone recognized by every enemy agent worldwide. No, the only possible answer was that the people who had abducted Dr. Bergwald were covering their tracks. Somehow, they discovered my inquiry at the Copenhagen Hilton. But I had merely talked with Leander Karatakis. Could the smiling Greek be part of the plot? No, it's too much of a long shot. How then? Oh no, that was it. Yes, it was a computer.

When Leander entered the query, it must somehow have triggered an alarm. If that was the case, I was in more trouble than I knew. Anybody with those resources was out of my league. There was only one thing to do. I had to grab the sucker who was tailing me and find out what I was up against. Now was the time to see if all those karate lessons had been worth the time and money invested. So, how would I do it? Here I was in a strange city, being tailed by what might be a dangerous killer. Option two was to give up and go back home. I shook my head. No way, that wasn't an option. If not a hero, I certainly didn’t feel like a quitter either. Besides, if I solved this case, I, too, might be in the major league.

Up ahead, another group of people watched a fire-eater. It looked like an excellent place to see if my friend was still with me and if he operated alone. I meandered through the crowd of spectators, looking for a way to turn my head without being obvious. Right then, the audience went 'wow' as the performer spewed fire like a dragon. I stopped and turned around. My watcher or watchers couldn't be that professional. Fortunately, he wasn't. Momentarily distracted by the show, he slowed down. I got a good look at him. He appeared to be in his mid-to-late fifties. The ravages of alcohol or similar abuses had left tracks all over the face. Red veins traversed the eyes, nose, and cheeks. Maybe he had been a pro once, but now he appeared to be an aging alcoholic trying to hang on to a life that had left him behind. I looked away before he noticed me observing him. He was alone, that’s for sure. Nobody would send out two clowns like that, and no self-respecting pro would work with him. In his dilapidated condition, he would be too dangerous for a partner.

I meandered along, pretending to look at all the sights the mall offered. What could I do? I needed to come up with a plan. Then I had it. Down a side street, over to my left, I saw a small beer hall. Yes, it was perfect. If I wanted to get him, this was the place. Attempting to look like a tourist without a care, I sauntered toward the pub. I walked in like I owned the place. Luck was with me, and I found a table close to the door. If ‘Browncoat’ came in after me, he would have to pass me to get another booth. And he would come, of that I was sure. I had barely placed my order in halting Swedish when the brown coat passed me. He took a table at the far corner, where he could see most of the room. The way he scanned the room, he probably thought I came here to meet somebody. I sipped my Carlsberg beer while trying to figure out the next step. So far, so good. He had confirmed his guilt by showing up here. But what would I do now?

'Browncoat' ordered an Elephant Beer. So he likes the heavy stuff, I mused. I watched him down it in one sip and then ordered another one. Good, the more he drinks, the better my chances. But how would I get to him? I couldn't walk over and introduce myself. Neither could I sit at this table all night. Another thought struck me. What if he called in reinforcements? I didn't think so, but decided to act fast, just in case. Act how? What could I do to stop this opponent?

The bar had a full complement of customers, some rather tough-looking. Starting a fight didn't seem like a good idea under these circumstances. I remembered a trick Max taught me when we were still pounding the pavement in Vancouver. There had been a rash of small-time robberies in beer pubs around the greater Vancouver area. The perpetrator stalked his victims in the pubs and followed them into the washrooms. If the intended quarry took a leak and the remaining lavatory was empty, the robber struck. He came up behind the intended prey as he was peeing. Since they were alone, he hit the unsuspecting and usually inebriated victim in the neck. As the victim fell forward, he smashed his forehead on the wall behind the urinal. Between the beer and hitting the head, the unfortunate quarry was too dizzy to react. The thief took the wallet and vanished before the victim raised the alarm.

"Billy, my boy." Max had said. "Always lean into the wall on one hand when you pee. This way, you won't get your head bashed in." Now, the old lesson might work in my favor. I took another sip of the beer and looked for the Men's room. Rambling through the dingy restaurant, I had to use all my willpower not to stare at 'Browncoat' as I passed by him. He, too, developed an extraordinary interest in the tablecloth. For a crazy moment, I felt like pointing out all the different stains to him.

Luckily, the washroom was empty and tiny, with one booth and a short stainless steel trough serving as a urinal. I went into the stall and sat down to wait. My buddy outside must be sweating bullets. Should he come in after me, or should he delay? If it had been me, I would have gone in immediately after my quarry. This washroom might have been a meeting place. Either with somebody already in there or someone coming later. Or a place for me to receive or leave a hidden message in a prearranged spot. My shadow should have been right behind me.

I knew if I stayed long enough, sooner or later, my foe would come. He could not afford to lose me if he worked for the kidnappers. The door creaked, and a man stepped inside. Through the narrow crack in the door, I recognized the coat. I stood up, flushed, and made rustling noises as if pulling up my pants. Taking a deep breath, I walked out. He stood at the urinal as I expected, fumbling with his zipper. I wouldn't get a better opportunity than this one. I flexed my muscles and walked by my opponent, taking another breath of air.

He never knew what hit him. My blow to the back of his neck decked him right away. Before he had an opportunity to fight back, I dragged him into the small toilet stall and shoved his head into the bowl. He struggled but was way past his prime. He was also out of shape and soon collapsed on the floor. I didn’t want him to drown, so I pulled his head out of the water and lifted him into a sitting position. Holding my hand back, ready to punch him in the face if he tried anything, I prepared myself for the interrogation. A quick look told me the fight had left him. He stared at me with dull eyes as I held my right hand, ready to slug him should it become necessary.

My first impression had been correct. Maybe he was once highly regarded. Now, he was an old drunk. His thinning hair, usually pulled across his head in a comb-over, made him look old. When it was dripping wet, it hung down the left side of his face, making him look even more pathetic. I lowered my hand. There was no need to threaten him with more violence; he had given up. By the looks of things, he had given up everything. Speaking with a low growl, I said, "You will tell me why you were following me." I let go of him and straightened up, waiting for him to talk. He remained mute. "Listen, asshole, I want answers now,” He didn't respond, so I reached forward to grab him as he slumped down. As I pondered how to extract the information, I felt the door to our stall open, and an inebriated voice yelled. “What the fuck are you two queers doing?”

I let go of my stalker and turned to see who had interrupted me. It was a middle-aged man, drunk to the point where he could hardly stand by himself. Again, he said. “You fucking queers.”

Rather than answering, I moved toward him to get him out of the doorway. At that moment, we were both pushed out of the stall as 'Browncoat' charged forward and slipped by me. Before I could react, he opened the main door and left the washroom. In frustration, I kicked the drunk who had caused this mess and took off after the fleeing man. Exiting the pub, I saw him running down the side street. Since Stroget is a pedestrian street, the roads running parallel to it have a fair amount of motorized traffic. I noticed my adversary turn around to see if I was following. When he saw me, he took off right across the busy thoroughfare. There was a squeal of brakes and a violent thud. 'Browncoat's’ body was flung in the air. Nobody took any notice of me as I approached the intersection. The driver bent over the lifeless body. “I couldn't help it.” He cried. “He came running across the street and didn't give me a chance to stop.”

Someone used a cell phone, and a police car showed up within minutes. I needed to know who this man was, but I kept a low profile to ensure nobody would notice me. As the cops called for an ambulance, I moved closer, pretending to be another curious bystander. One of the police officers performed pulmonary resuscitation. As he compressed the chest cavity, his right hand slipped into the coat pocket and removed documents. These he put down on the street beside the victim and continued his efforts to revive the man. My eyes almost burned holes in the papers, especially the passport. Who was this man? The identification was German, but I couldn't see anything beyond that. I heard the sound of an ambulance. Paramedics rushed to the fallen man and took over.

“He is dead,” the cop informed them.

“Looks like it,” the paramedic answered, “but we will let the doctors decide.” With that, he placed the Oxygen mask over the face of the victim. At the same time, he pushed the documents to the side. I looked down, unable to believe my luck, as the small stack of papers landed at my feet. Nobody seemed to notice, so I bent down and picked them up. Casually, I shuffled them until the passport was on top. The victim’s name was Walther Mueller. I didn't recognize the name of the city, but I thought it was in what used to be East Germany.

When I was back at my laptop, I would look it up. As I was about to give the bundle to the police officer, I noticed the corner of a photo. I slid it out and almost moaned. It was a picture of me taken earlier today. At least I was sure it had, since I wore the same clothes. But taken where and how? A closer inspection told me where. I could see a large 'H' at the right corner of the picture: The Copenhagen Hilton. In all likelihood, someone snapped it as I started for the harbor area. Forgetting about the police and the body of the man I now knew was Walther Mueller, I studied the picture, looking for clues. Somebody took it while I waited for the taxi to bring me to the inner harbor. Did these people ever work fast? Not only did they discover I was looking for Dr. Bergwald. They also snapped a picture of me and placed Walther on my tail. The shadowy they accomplished all this within half an hour. I shredded the image and dropped the pieces in my pocket. I wiped down all areas of the bundle where I may have left my fingerprint. Taking a clean paper tissue, I bent down and pretended to pick up the papers.
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