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For Laura Muñoz,


This novel that is also hers


For Jo (1953–2016)




Who rides there so late through the night dark and drear?
 The father it is, with his infant so dear


‘The Erl-King’, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,
 Trans. Edgar Alfred Bowring


 


One other time. 
It was still night.


Yves Bonnefoy






Prelude


She checks her watch. It will be midnight soon.


A night train. Night trains are like rifts in space-time, parallel worlds: the sudden suspension of life, the silence, the immobility. Drowsy bodies; somnolence, dreams, snoring … And then the regular clatter of wheels on rails, the speed carrying bodies forward – every life, with its past and future – towards an elsewhere that is still hidden in the gloom.


Because who knows what might happen between point A and point B?


A tree across the line, a passenger with evil intentions, a sleepy driver … She thinks about it, not really worrying, more for something to do. She has been alone in the carriage since Geilo and – as far as she can tell – no one has boarded since. This train stops everywhere. Asker. Drammen. Hønefoss. Gol. Ål. Sometimes it stops at stations where the platform has vanished beneath the snow, stations reduced to one or two symbolic outbuildings, like in Ustaoset, where only one person got off. She can see lights in the distance, utterly insignificant in the vast Norwegian night. A few isolated houses.


There is no one in the carriage: it’s Wednesday. During the winter, from Thursday to Monday the train is almost full, mainly with young people and Asian tourists, because it stops at the ski resorts. In the summer, the 484-kilometre Oslo–Bergen line has the reputation of being one of the most spectacular in the world, with 182 tunnels, viaducts, lakes and fjords. But in the middle of the Nordic autumn, on a freezing night like this, in the middle of the week, there is not a soul. The silence that reigns from one end of the central aisle to the other is oppressive. As if an alarm had emptied out the train without her knowing.


She yawns. In spite of the blanket and the eye mask at her disposal, she cannot get to sleep. From the moment she leaves her house she is always on the lookout. It’s because of her job. And this empty train is hardly conducive to relaxation.


She listens carefully. She can hear no voices, not even the sound of someone stirring, a door closing or luggage being moved.


Her gaze lingers over the empty seats and the dark windows. She sighs and closes her eyes.


The red train burst out of the dark tunnel, like a tongue lapping at the icy landscape. Slate blue of night, opaque black of the tunnel, bluish whiteness of the snow and the slightly darker grey of the ice. And then suddenly this bright red – like a spurt of blood flowing all the way to the end of the platform. 


Finse station. Altitude 1,222 metres. The highest point on the line.


The station buildings were caught in a carapace of snow and ice, their roofs covered with white eiderdowns. One couple and a woman were waiting on the platform beneath the yellow lamps.


Kirsten drew away from the window and everything outside fell back into the darkness, eclipsed by the lighting inside the carriage. She heard the door sigh and glimpsed movement at the end of the carriage. A woman in her forties, like her. Kirsten went back to her reading. She had managed to sleep for only an hour, even though she had left Oslo over four hours ago. She would rather have flown, or booked a sleeper, but her boss had handed her a ticket for the night train. Just a seat, in view of the budgetary cuts. The notes she had taken over the phone were now displayed on the screen of her tablet: a body found in a church in Bergen. Mariakirken: Saint Mary’s church. A woman killed on the altar, among all the items of worship. Amen.


‘Excuse me.’


She looked up. The woman who had boarded the train was standing next to her, smiling, with her luggage in her hand.


‘Do you mind if I sit across from you? I won’t be a bother, it’s just that … Well, an empty train at night. I don’t know, I’d feel safer.’


Yes, she did mind. She gave a half-hearted smile.


‘No, no, I don’t mind. Are you going to Bergen?’


‘Uh … yes, yes, Bergen. You too?’


She went back to her notes. The guy from Bergen hadn’t exactly been talkative on the phone. Kasper Strand. She wondered if he was as off-hand with his own investigations. According to what he’d told her, night had been falling when a homeless man walking past the Mariakirken heard shouting inside the church. Instead of going to investigate, he had thought it wiser to turn tail, and he practically collided with a passing patrol. The two cops wanted to know where he was going and why the hurry, so he told them. Kasper Strand reported that the two officers on patrol had been openly sceptical (she thought she could tell, from his intonation and certain allusions, that the police were well acquainted with the homeless man), but it was cold and damp that night, and they were bored stiff; even the icy nave of a church would be better than the wind and rain ‘from the open ocean’. (That was how Kasper Strand put it – a poet in the police force, she mused.)


She hesitated to play the little film Strand had sent her, the video taken in the church, because of the woman now sitting opposite her. Kirsten sighed. She had hoped the woman would doze off. Kirsten shot her a furtive gaze. The woman was staring at her, a little smile on her lips; Kirsten couldn’t tell whether it was friendly or mocking. Then her gaze focused on the screen of the tablet and she frowned, clearly trying to make out what was written there.


‘Are you in the police?’


Kirsten repressed a burst of anger. She studied the little icon in the corner of her screen: a lion and a crown, with the word POLITIET underneath. Then looked up at the woman, her expression neither hostile nor friendly. At police headquarters in Oslo, Kirsten Nigaard was not known for her warmth.


‘Yes.’


‘Which branch, if it’s not indiscreet?’


Here we go, she thought.


‘Kripos.’1


‘Oh, I see; well, no, no, I don’t see. It’s a strange sort of job, isn’t it?’


‘You could say that.’


‘And you’re going to Bergen for … for …’


Kirsten was determined not to make it easy for her.


‘For … well, you know, a … crime – that’s it, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ Her tone was curt.


Perhaps the woman realised she had gone too far. ‘Forgive me, it’s really not my business.’ She motioned towards her suitcase. ‘I have a thermos full of coffee. Would you like some?’


Kirsten hesitated.


‘All right,’ she replied eventually.


‘It’s going to be a long night,’ said the woman. ‘My name is Helga.’


‘Kirsten.’


‘So, you live alone and you’re not seeing anyone at the moment, right?’


Kirsten gave her a cautious look. She had said too much. Without realising it, she had allowed Helga to worm things out of her. This woman was even nosier than a journalist. As an investigator, Kirsten knew that even in the most ordinary interpersonal relations, when you were listening to someone, it always had something to do with a search for truth. It occurred to her that this Helga woman would have excelled at interviewing witnesses. Initially this made her smile. She knew Kripos officers with less talent for interrogation. But now she had stopped smiling. Now, Helga’s nosiness was starting to get on her nerves.


‘Helga, I think I’m going to try to get some sleep. I have a long day ahead of me tomorrow. Or rather, today,’ she said, checking her watch. ‘There are only two hours left to Bergen.’


Helga gave her a funny look and nodded.


‘Of course. If that’s what you want.’


Her abrupt tone was disconcerting. There was something about this woman, Kirsten thought, something she hadn’t noticed at the start but which now seemed perfectly obvious: she liked to get her own way; she didn’t like others to stand up to her. She clearly had a low tolerance for frustration, a tendency to get carried away, Kirsten concluded. She remembered her classes at police college and the attitudes one was supposed to adopt in response to this or that personality type.


She closed her eyes, hoping this would put an end to the discussion.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Helga suddenly.


She opened them.


‘I’m sorry I disturbed you,’ Helga repeated. ‘I’ll go and sit somewhere else.’ She sniffed and gave a condescending little smile, her pupils dilated.


‘You must not make friends easily.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘With your nasty character. The way you give people the brush-off, your arrogance. It’s no wonder you’re on your own.’


Kirsten stiffened. She was about to reply when Helga got up abruptly and reached up to the overhead rack for her bag.


‘I’m sorry I disturbed you,’ she barked again as she moved away. 


Perfect, thought Kirsten. Find another victim.


She had nodded off. In her dream, an insinuating, venomous voice was whispering in her ear, ‘Biitch, ssstupid biitch.’ She woke up with a start. And gave another start when she saw that Helga was right next to her. In the adjacent seat. Her face angled over Kirsten’s, peering at her, like a researcher studying an amoeba under a microscope.


‘What the hell are you doing here?’


Did Helga really say that? Bitch? Did she actually say it, or was it just in her dream?


‘I just wanted to tell you to go fuck yourself.’


Kirsten felt a surge of dark anger, as black as a storm cloud.


‘What did you say?’


At 7.01 the train pulled into Bergen station. Ten minutes late, which is nothing for the NSB, thought Kasper Strand, stamping his feet on the platform. It was pitch black and on days like today when the weather was overcast it would stay pitch black until nine o’clock in the morning. He saw her alight from the train and step onto the platform. She looked up and immediately spotted him, with only a handful of people there at this early hour.


Cop, he read in her gaze, when it settled on him. And he knew what she was seeing: a somewhat oafish, poorly shaven policeman with thinning hair and a paunch, owing to the can of Hansa pressing against his old-fashioned leather jacket. 


He walked up to her. Trying not to look at her legs. He was somewhat surprised by her outfit. Beneath her winter coat with its fur-lined hood, already fairly short to begin with, she was wearing a strict skirt suit, flesh-coloured tights, and heeled boots. Was this the fashion in the Oslo police this year? He could picture her leaving one of the conference rooms at the Radisson Plaza near the central station, or a DNB Bank building. She was undeniably pretty, in any case. He reckoned she must be in her forties.


‘Kirsten Nigaard?’


‘Yes.’


She gave him her gloved hand and he hesitated to squeeze it, it was so soft.


‘Kasper Strand, Bergen police,’ he said. ‘Welcome.’


‘Thank you.’


‘I hope the trip was not too long?’


‘It was.’


‘Did you get some sleep?’


‘Not really.’


‘Follow me.’ And he held out a red fist towards the handle of her bag but she motioned with her chin that it was all right, she would rather carry it herself. ‘We’ve got coffee at the police station. And there’s bread and cold meat and fruit juice, and some brunost. After that we’ll get to work.’


‘I’d like to see the crime scene first. It’s not far from here, if I’m not mistaken?’


He raised an eyebrow and rubbed his six-day beard.


‘What, now? Right away?’


‘If you don’t mind.’


Kasper tried to hide his annoyance, but he wasn’t very good at that game. He saw her smile. A smile without warmth, not aimed at him, but that no doubt was to confirm some thought she’d had about him from the start. Well fuck that.


Scaffolding and a huge tarpaulin hid the big luminous clock dedicated to the glory of the Bergens Tidende. The most important newspaper in the west of Norway would no doubt run the murder in the church as its lead story this morning. In the main hall they turned to the right, walked past the Deli de Luca and entered the damp, windy corridor leading to the taxi rank. Not a single taxi in sight, as usual, despite the half-dozen or so customers who were waiting, getting splattered by horizontal rain. He had parked his Saab 9-3 on the other side of the street, on the cobblestones. There was something undeniably provincial about these modest gardens and buildings. Or at least what Oslo people would mean by ‘provincial’, anyway.


He was hungry. He had spent all night beavering away with the rest of the Hordaland investigation team. 


When she flopped down in the seat next to him, her dark coat opened and her skirt rode up, revealing her lovely knees. Her blonde hair tangled in rebellious curls on her collar, but elsewhere it was straight, divided by a sharp parting on the left-hand side.


There was nothing natural about her blondness: he could make out dark roots and eyebrows, which were tweezed thinner. Her eyes were so blue as to be disturbing; her straight nose was on the long side, and her lips were thin but finely drawn. And there was a beauty spot on the tip of her chin, slightly to the left.


Everything about her face said determination.


A woman in control, calm and obsessive.


He had known her for only ten minutes but he was surprised to find himself thinking that he wouldn’t like to have her as a partner. He wasn’t sure he could put up with her personality for long, or with constantly having to avoid looking at her legs.




KIRSTEN
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Mariakirken


The nave was dimly lit. Kirsten was surprised that they let the candles go on burning near the crime scene, which was cordoned off by a length of orange and white tape that barred access to the sanctuary and the choir.


The smell of hot wax tickled her nostrils. She took a metal box from her coat; inside were three little pre-rolled cigarettes. She placed one between her lips.


‘You’re not allowed to smoke in here,’ said Kasper Strand.


She shot him a smile, not saying a thing, and lit the thin, uneven tube with a cheap lighter. Her gaze swept over the nave and came to rest on the altar. The corpse was gone. As was the white linen that must have covered the altar; she pictured the cloth, stained with brown streaks and large spots that had become thick and stiff on drying.


Kirsten had not attended mass since childhood, but she recalled that when the priest came in to celebrate mass he would bend down and kiss the altar. Once the service was over, before leaving the church, he would kiss it again.


She closed her eyes, massaged her eyelids, cursed the woman on the train, took a puff of her cigarette, and opened her eyes again. The spurt of blood had not reached the big crucifix up there, but it had splattered the Virgin and Child, and the tabernacle a bit lower down. She could see constellations of little reddish-brown spots on the gilt and on Mary’s indifferent face. Close to 3 metres: the distance the geyser had travelled.


The Vikings burning their dead at night on tomb-ships; Loki, god of fire and deviousness; Jesus next to Odin and Thor; Christians evangelising the pagan people of the north by force, cutting off their hands and feet, gouging and mutilating; Viking princes converted to Christianity through pure political interest. The end of a civilisation. Kirsten thought of this in the silence of the church.


Outside, the city was still sleeping in the rain. As was the harbour, where an enormous bulk carrier spiked with antennae and cranes, and painted grey like a battleship, was moored in front of the wooden houses of Bryggen. Was it time to invoke the spirit of place? The past of this church went much further back than that of the churches in Oslo – to the early twelfth century, in fact. There might be no national theatre here, no royal palace, no Nobel Peace Prize or Vigelands Park. But here the savagery of the ancient past had always been present. For every sign of civilisation there is a corresponding sign of barbarity; every light struggles against obscurity, every door that opens on a home full of light hides a door opening onto darkness.


She had been ten years old when she and her sister spent their winter holiday with their grandparents in a small town not far from Trondheim called Hell. She adored her grandfather; he had the funniest face, and he loved to tell them all sorts of silly stories and sit them together on his lap. One night he asked them to take some food out to Heimdall, the German shepherd that slept in the barn. When she emerged from the well-heated farmhouse into the December night it was so cold it felt as if the blood in her veins would freeze. Her boots crunched on the snow, her shadow led the way through the moonlight like a huge butterfly as she headed towards the barn. It was completely dark when she entered the barn, and her heart was in her boots. It was sadistic of her grandfather to send her out there when it was so dark. Heimdall greeted her with a bark, pulling on his chain. He was grateful for her caresses, and licked her face affectionately while she hugged his warm, throbbing body, burying her face in his musky coat and telling herself it was cruel to make him sleep outside on such a night. Then she heard the whimpering. So faint that if Heimdall had not been silent for a moment she would not have noticed it. The sound came from outside, and she began to be truly frightened, her little girl’s fertile imagination picturing some strange creature adopting a plaintive voice to lure her outside. And yet she went. And to her left, glowing faintly in the corner between the barn and the lean-to, were the bars of a cage. Kirsten went closer, her heart pounding, as the high-pitched whimper grew louder. She had a terrible sense of foreboding. After half a dozen steps through the snow, her fingers touched the bars, and she looked between them. There was something, there at the back, against the cement wall. She squinted. A young dog, hardly bigger than a puppy. A little mongrel with a long nose, low-lying ears, and short tawny fur. His head was practically glued to the cement wall because his collar was attached to a ring, and he trembled violently. Even now she could still see the gentle, affectionate, imploring look that the little dog sent her. A look that said, ‘Help me, please.’ It was the saddest thing she had ever seen. She felt her heart shatter into a thousand pieces. The little dog didn’t have the strength to bark, and his eyes opened and closed with fatigue. She grabbed hold of the icy bars, wanting to break open the cage and run away with him in her arms. Overcome with despair, she staggered back to the farm to plead with her grandfather. But he was adamant. For the first time he would not give in to her whims. It was a stray, a mongrel that had stolen some meat: it had to be punished. She knew it would be dead by dawn if she did nothing. She had cried, pleaded, shouted with rage in front of her stunned, frightened sister, who began to cry too. Her grandmother had tried to calm her down, but Grandfather looked at her sternly, and in that moment she saw herself locked up in the dog’s place, the collar tight around her neck, fastened to the metal ring on the wall.


‘Put me in the cage!’ she screamed. ‘Put me in there with him!’


‘You’re completely mad, my poor child,’ said Grandfather, his voice hard and pitiless.


She recalled that episode when she read in the newspapers that the Norwegian state had created a police force that would be charged with combatting cruelty towards animals: the first on the planet.


Shortly before Grandfather died in hospital she waited until her sister and the rest of the family who were at his bedside were out of earshot, then she leaned over to murmur in his ear. She saw his loving gaze as she leaned closer.


‘Old bastard,’ she murmured. ‘I hope you go straight to hell.’


She had used the word in English to refer to his village, but she was sure he got her point. 


Now she gazed at the pulpit, the altarpiece, the large crucifix up on the wall, and the frescoes, and she remembered that even Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu – better known as Mother Teresa – had spent the greater part of her life in the dark night of faith, that in her letters she had spoken of a ‘tunnel’, of ‘terrible darkness in [her], as if everything were dead’. How many believers lived like this, in utter darkness, making their way through a spiritual desert which they kept secret?


‘Are you all right?’ asked Strand.


‘Yes.’


She touched the screen on her tablet. The images of the little film from the Bergen police reappeared. 


Ecce homo.




	The woman lying on her back on the altar, her back arched as if she has just received an electric shock or is about to have an orgasm;


	Her head dangling off the side of the altar into the void, her mouth wide open, her tongue out; she seems to be waiting for the host, with her head upside down;


	A blurry close-up: her face is red and swollen, and almost all the bones – nasal, zygomatic, ethmoid, upper maxilla, mandible – have been broken. There is also a deep rectilinear crushing of the middle of the frontal bone, which makes it look as if a furrow has been dug there, the crushing no doubt caused by an extremely violent blow with a long blunt object, probably a metal bar;


	Finally, her clothes have been partially torn, with the exception of the missing right shoe, revealing a white woollen sock with a dirty heel.





She took in every detail. A scene with the imprint of profound truth, she thought. The truth of humankind. Two hundred thousand years of barbarity and the hope of a hypothetical afterlife where humankind, supposedly, would be better.


According to the initial findings, the woman had been beaten to death, initially with an iron bar, which had been used to crush her ribcage and skull, and then with the monstrance. The technicians had drawn this last conclusion from the presence of the object itself on the altar, bloodied and overturned, and the very particular pattern of the wounds: the monstrance was surrounded by bands which made it look like a sun; these bands had left deep gashes on the victim’s face and hands. Her throat must have been cut just afterwards, and it had caused blood to splatter in the direction of the tabernacle, before her heart stopped beating. Kirsten focused. At every crime scene, there is one detail that matters more than the others.


The shoe. A North Face walking boot, black with white motifs and a fluorescent yellow sole; it had been found upside down at the foot of the rostrum, a good 2 metres from the altar. Why?


‘Did she have any papers on her?’


‘Yes. Her name was Inger Paulsen. No criminal record.’


‘Age?’


‘Thirty-eight.’


‘Married, any children?’


‘Single.’


She looked at Kasper. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring but maybe he took it off for work. He had the air of a married man. She moved a bit closer to him, shifting from personal space to intimate – less than 50 centimetres – and she sensed him stiffen. 


‘Have you found out what she did for a living?’


‘She was a worker on a North Sea oil platform. Oh, and blood tests showed elevated alcohol intake.’


Kirsten knew all the statistics by heart. She knew that the homicide figures in Norway were considerably lower than in Sweden, one and a half times lower than in France, almost half that of Great Britain, and seven times lower than in the United States. She knew that even in Norway, the country that according to the United Nations had the highest index of human development, violence was proportional to the level of education, that only 34 per cent of murderers were not unemployed, that 89 per cent were men, and 46 per cent were under the influence of alcohol when the crime was committed. Hence there was a by no means insignificant probability that the murderer was a man, and a fifty-fifty chance that like his victim he had been under the influence of alcohol. There was an equally significant chance that he had been known to his victim: spouse, friend, lover, co-worker … But the mistake all the novice cops made was to let themselves be blinded by statistics.


‘What do you think?’ she asked, blowing her smoke in his face.


‘What do you think?’


She smiled. And thought.


‘There was a struggle,’ she said. ‘A secret meeting and a struggle that turned ugly. Look at her torn clothes: the shirt collar almost pulled off from underneath her jumper, and the shoe, all that way from the altar. They fought, and he got the upper hand. Then, in his fury, he killed her. All this theatrical setting is just for show.’


She removed a fleck of tobacco from her lips.


‘What the hell were they doing in the church?’ she added. ‘Shouldn’t it have been locked?’


‘Clearly one of them got hold of a spare key,’ he said. ‘Because the church is closed most of the time. And there’s something else.’


He motioned to her to follow him. She brushed off the ash that had fallen on her coat, buttoned it up against the chill, then followed him. They went out the way they had come in, through a side door. Kasper pointed to footprints in the thin layer of snow – the first of the season, it was early this year – which the rain was already effacing. She had noticed them when she came up the path marked off between the tombstones by the forensics team. Two sets of footprints in one direction, and one in the other.


‘The murderer followed his victim into the church,’ he said, as if he were reading her thoughts.


Had they arrived together, or one after the other? Were they thieves fighting over their loot? Two people who had arranged to meet there? A druggie and her dealer? A priest? Lovers who were turned on by fucking in church?


‘Was this Paulsen woman a practising Christian?’


‘No idea.’


‘Which platform did she work on?’


He told her. She stubbed her cigarette out against the wall of the church, leaving a black streak on the stone, then she kept it in the palm of her hand and glanced at the lit windows of the building across the way. It was still dark. The typical wooden houses of the Bryggen district, which dated from the eighteenth century, shone with rain. The storm sketched sparks in the glow of the streetlamps, and her hair was damp.


‘I imagine you questioned the neighbours?’


‘Nothing gained from the house-to-house,’ said Kasper. ‘Apart from the homeless man, no one saw or heard anything.’


He locked the church door and they headed back to his car through the little gate.


‘And the bishop?’


‘They dragged him out of bed. They’re interviewing him right now.’


She thought again of the metal bar the murderer had had on him. Then something else occurred to her.


‘And what if it was the other way around?’ she said.


Kasper glanced at her as he turned the key in the ignition.


‘The other way round from what?’


‘What if it was the murderer who arrived first and the victim followed him?’


‘Into a trap?’ asked Kasper, frowning.


She looked at him but said nothing.


Hordaland Police Headquarters. On the seventh floor police chief Birgit Strøm was examining Kirsten with her deep-set little eyes. She had the broad, flat face of a grouper fish, her mouth reduced to a slit whose corners stubbornly refused to curve either up or down.


‘A fight?’ she said, with her raspy voice. (Too many cigarettes, thought Kirsten.) ‘Then in that case, if it wasn’t premeditated, why would the murderer go into a church with an iron bar?’


‘It was premeditated, quite clearly,’ Kirsten replied. ‘But Paulsen fought back. She has cuts on her palms from the monstrance. As if she had been trying to defend herself. They fought, and at some point Paulsen lost one of her shoes.’


Kirsten noted a fleeting gleam in the grouper’s eyes. The police chief’s gaze settled briefly on Kasper then returned to Kirsten. 


‘Fine. In that case, how do you explain that we found this in one of the victim’s pockets?’


She leaned back and reached for a transparent bag on the desk where she had placed her voluminous behind. Which had the effect of accentuating her no less voluptuous bosom. Kasper and the other officers of the Hordaland police investigation team followed her movements as if she were Serena Williams preparing to serve for the match.


Kirsten took the evidence bag.


She already knew what was inside. It was because of this that they had called her. They had made her come in to the police station not through the main entrance on Allehelgens gate, but through the little bulletproof door at the rear, on Halfdan Kjerulfs gate – as if they were afraid someone might see her.


A scrap of paper. Handwritten. Block capitals. Kasper had informed her over the telephone the day before, when she was still at Kripos headquarters, less than an hour after they discovered the body, so this was no surprise, she already knew. 


It was her name on the scrap of paper.


KIRSTEN NIGAARD






2


83 Souls


The helicopter hurtled through the gusts. In the half-light Kirsten could just make out the necks of the two pilots, and their headphones and helmets.


The pilot was going to need all his skill tonight because there was quite a storm out there. That was what she was thinking, sitting at the rear, cramped in her survival suit, while the single windscreen wiper did its best to fight off the torrential rain. In the glow of the dashboard instruments, thick drops rolled skyward from the air pressure. Kirsten knew that the most recent accident involving a helicopter headed to one of the offshore platforms had been in 2013. A Super Puma L2. Eighteen people on board. Four dead. Before that, a Puma AS332 had crashed off the Scottish coast in 2009. Sixteen dead. And two other accidents, without casualties, in 2012.


These last few days the weather conditions had stranded over 2,000 offshore workers between Stavanger, Bergen and Florø. This evening the helicopters had at last been able to take off and get everyone home again. But the conditions remained borderline.


She glanced over at Kasper. Sitting on her right, his gaze was glassy, his mouth open. Kirsten focused her attention ahead of her again. And at last she saw it. Emerging from the darkness, perched 20 metres above the invisible surface of the ocean, it seemed to be floating in the night like a spaceship.


Latitude: 56° 4’ 41.16’’ N


Longitude: 4° 13’ 55.8012’’ E


Two hundred and fifty kilometres from the coast. Hardly more isolated than if it had been lost in space …


Below them was total obscurity and Kirsten tried in vain to make out the tall steel pylons that plunged straight into the raging waves. She knew they touched bottom, 146 metres below the surface, in other words the height of a forty-eight-storey building. The difference being that instead of solid walls, there were only four frail metal legs surrounded by a roaring, tumultuous ocean to bear all the weight of that floating city …


The closer the helicopter came, the more the Statoil platform began to look like a chaotic, precarious pile. Not one square inch of space was clear between the decks, footbridges, stairways, cranes, containers, miles of cables, pipes, fences and derricks, and on top of it all, six floors of living space stacked up like prefab modules on a construction site. There were brilliantly lit sections then others that were invisible, swallowed by the dark.


A sudden gust, stronger than before, caused the helicopter to swerve off its path.


What a bloody night, she thought.


There were thirty nationalities down there: Poles, Scots, Norwegians, Russians, Croats, Latvians, French … ninety-seven men and twenty-three women, split into night teams and day teams. One week working nights, one week days, in twelve-hour shifts, the same for a whole month. After four weeks, bingo! You were entitled to twenty-eight days off. Some of them went surfing in Australia, others went skiing in the Alps, others went back to their families; the divorced men – the most numerous – partied hard, blew a good part of their wages or went off looking for a new, scarcely pubescent, companion in Thailand. That was the upside of the job: you earned a good living, you had a lot of time off and travel was cheap with the airline miles you racked up. But then stress, mental health problems and conflicts were probably frequent on the rigs, she figured. There was bound to be a certain number of hotheads in a place like that, borderline cases, Type As. She wondered if Kasper had already put her in this category: Pain in the arse, for sure. With his chubby, teddy-bear demeanour he must be a Type B: tolerant, unambitious, rarely aggressive … Calm, too calm. Except tonight: when they left solid ground he had finally abandoned his good-natured manner and now, in spite of his build, he looked like a little boy.


Only thirty more metres or so to go. The landing pad consisted of a poorly lit hexagon with a big H in the middle, covered by a net stretched across the ground, all of it suspended above the void at the edge of the platform. A metal stairway led to the superstructure. 


Kirsten glimpsed the flame of a torch burning at the top of a derrick. The hexagon was getting closer. The H225 pivoted on itself and the landing pad disappeared from their field of vision for a moment. Then, after one last swerve, the skids touched the helipad, and in spite of the noise she heard Kasper gasp. No doubt about it, she thought, the pilot was a champion.


What was waiting for them outside was no less violent: a stinging cold rain, and wind that was so strong she wondered if it mightn’t just blow her overboard. She stepped forward and felt the net beneath her feet. The whole area was plunged in darkness, apart from the neon lights at ground level. A man wearing huge earmuffs came out of nowhere and grabbed her by the arm.


‘Don’t face into the wind!’ he shouted, spinning her around like a top. ‘Don’t face into the wind!’


Okay, but where were the gusts coming from? It felt like the raging wind was blowing from every direction at once. He shoved her towards the steel stairway that led downwards. Between the steps you could see the void; Kirsten was overcome with dizziness when she saw the raging, roiling waves below, churning up the ocean and smashing against the platform piles before continuing on their way through the murk of the North Sea.


‘Fuck!’ said Kasper behind her and, turning around, she saw him clinging to the guardrail.


She wanted to keep going down but couldn’t. Impossible. The wind was like a wall, the rain and hail lashing at her cheeks. She felt as if she was in a wind tunnel for aerodynamic tests.


‘Shit, shit, shit!’ she bellowed, humiliated but incapable of moving forward.


Two hands pushed her from behind and at last she made it, one step at a time.


The platform captain – a tall, bearded guy in his forties – was waiting for them at the bottom of the steps, together with another fellow who held out orange jackets with reflective tapes for them to wear.


‘Are you all right?’ asked the bearded man from beneath his helmet.


‘Captain, I’m Kirsten Nigaard from the Kripos, and this is Kasper Strand, investigator with the Hordaland crime unit,’ she said, holding out her hand.


‘Jesper Nilsen. I’m not the captain, I’m the supervisor. Put these on: it’s obligatory around here.’


His tone was authoritarian, his face inscrutable. Kirsten reached for the heavy jacket, which was not at all comfortable and far too big: her hands disappeared up the sleeves.


‘Where is the captain?’


‘He’s busy!’ Nilsen shouted to make himself heard above the racket, motioning to them to follow. ‘It’s a constant scramble around here, it never stops. Given how much it costs to keep a rig going even for just one day, there’s no time to waste.’


She made her way, gripping the fence, buffeted from one side to the other and blinded by rain. They turned right, then left, then right again, went down a few steps, along a footbridge with metal grate flooring, then turned behind a big container which sheltered them for a moment. Helmeted men wearing protective goggles came and went. She looked up. Everything here was vertical, vertiginous, hostile. A labyrinth of neon and steel, haunted by North Sea storms. Everywhere there were signs, prohibitions: NO SMOKING, DO NOT REMOVE YOUR HELMET, DO NOT CROSS, NO WHISTLING (perhaps because, in spite of the noise, any unusual sounds could mean danger and, therefore, important information). There was vibrating, throbbing, roaring from all sides, with the clanking of pipes knocking together, the clamour of machines, and the breaking of waves further down. Right, left, right … Finally, a door. They were out of the wet in a sort of vestibule with benches and lockers. The supervisor opened a locker and removed his helmet, gloves and safety shoes.


‘Here, safety is everybody’s business,’ he said. ‘We don’t have a lot of accidents but when we do they’re serious. There is constant danger lurking around a platform. There’s a welding operation under way on the drill floor, an urgent repair job. We call that “hot work”. It’s a delicate phase we can’t delay. I don’t want you in the way while we’re doing it. That’s why you’re going to do exactly what we tell you,’ he added, his tone final.


‘No problem,’ she replied. ‘Provided you ensure we have access to everything.’


‘I don’t think that will be possible,’ he replied.


‘Uh … Jesper, right? This is a criminal investigation and the victim was one of your—’ 


‘You didn’t hear what I just said,’ he interrupted. ‘My priority is safety. Not your investigation. Is that clear enough for you, now?’


Kirsten wiped her forehead and happened to catch the scowl on Kasper’s face. Like her, he had seen right through the supervisor and his captain: they were like two tomcats who had pissed all over the place to mark their territory. They must have finalised their strategy with the company bigwigs: they were sole masters on board, and consequently the Norwegian police could operate only within the perimeter and under the conditions that they had set. She was about to intervene when Kasper said, placidly, ‘Your captain, does he ever get any sleep?’


The bearded guy with the subversive air gave him a condescending look.


‘Of course he does.’


‘Then when he’s asleep, does someone fill in for him?’


‘What are you driving at?’


‘I asked you a question.’


His tone made both the supervisor and Kirsten jump. Not so Type B after all, our Kasper Strand. 


‘So you did.’


Kasper moved closer to the man, who was a good half a head taller than him; so close that the man was forced to step back.


‘What am I driving at? What am I driving at? Do you have a place where you hold meetings?’


The bearded man nodded warily.


‘Good. Then here’s what you’re going to do—’ 


‘I get the feeling you don’t understand, either one of you. You’re going to have to—’ 


‘Shut up.’


Kirsten smiled. Nilsen turned crimson.


‘Now do I have your attention?’ said Kasper.


Nilsen nodded, jaws clenched, glowering.


‘Fine. You are going to take us to that meeting room. Then I want your captain and everyone responsible for personnel management on the platform to meet us there. Everyone whose work at this moment is not absolutely vital, do you understand? Hot work or no hot work, I don’t give a fuck. This rig is a Norwegian rig, there is only one authority in charge here, and that’s the Norwegian Ministry of Justice and the Norwegian National Police. Have I made myself clear?’


Captain Tord Christensen had a tic he was possibly not aware of: he pinched his nostrils every time something annoyed him. And the presence of two cops on board annoyed him supremely. The gathering consisted of himself, Nilsen, the rig’s doctor, several team leaders who were not essential to the operation under way, a brown-haired woman who, if Kirsten had understood correctly, was in charge of maintenance, and a blonde woman who was introduced to her as the supervisor for job security.


‘A little over twenty-four hours ago, Inger Paulsen, a worker on this platform, was beaten to death in a church in Bergen,’ Kirsten began. ‘We have official authorisation from the public prosecutor’s office to conduct an investigation on this rig. And this order means that all personnel must put themselves at our disposal to facilitate the investigation.’


‘Hmm. Provided these investigations do not put the personnel working on the rig in any danger,’ objected the blonde woman curtly. ‘Otherwise, I will personally oppose it.’ 


Clearly everyone was playing the game of who could piss the farthest, thought Kirsten. 


‘We have no intention of endangering anyone,’ Kasper replied diplomatically. ‘All those who cannot leave their post will be interrogated later.’


‘Did Inger Paulsen have a private cabin?’ Kirsten asked.


‘No,’ replied Christensen. ‘Production technicians share their cabins, two in each: one on the day shift, the other on the night shift.’


‘Do you have a list of all the workers who went ashore yesterday?’


‘Yes, I can get that for you.’


‘Have they all come back?’


The captain turned to the supervisor.


‘Uh, no,’ he answered. ‘Given the weather conditions, there is still one flight that’s not back, with seven people still ashore. They should be here soon.’ 


‘Do you have any patients with problematic psychiatric histories?’ Kirsten asked the rig’s doctor.


‘That is subject to medical confidentiality,’ replied the little man, staring at her from behind his round glasses.


‘Which is suspended in the case of a criminal investigation,’ she replied briskly.


‘If I thought that were the case, I would have immediately asked for the patient to be removed from his or her functions.’


‘Then do you have any patients who have, let’s say, shown signs of less serious psychological problems?’


‘I could have.’


‘Does that mean yes or no?’


‘Yes.’


‘I will need a list.’


‘I don’t know if I can—’


‘I take full responsibility. If you refuse, I will have to arrest you.’


She was bluffing, of course, but she saw the little doctor shudder.


‘How many men are on board tonight?’


The captain gestured towards what she had initially taken to be a clock with a rotary display. The number ‘83’ stood out in big white letters against a black background. Then she saw what was written underneath, in English: ‘souls on platform’. 


‘This is indispensable, for reasons of security,’ explained the captain. ‘We have to be aware at all times of the exact number of people on board.’ 


‘How many women?’ asked Kasper.


‘Twenty-three.’


‘And how many cabins?’


‘There are fifty double cabins. And then individual cabins for the captain, the supervisors, the team leaders, and the engineers.’


Kirsten thought for a moment.


‘How do you keep track of where everyone is at all times?’


Now the blonde woman spoke up. ‘The control room. All the work to be done on board is subject to prior authorisation. That way the people in the control room know where everyone is and what they’re doing.’


‘I see. And the people who are not working just now, what are they doing?’


Christensen gave a little smile.


‘Given the hour, I would assume they’re asleep.’


‘Right. Wake them up, get them out of their cabins and gather them somewhere. We’re going to search Inger Paulsen’s cabin, then all the others.’


‘You must be joking!’


‘Do I look like I am?’


Inger Paulsen’s cabin was less than nine metres square. The other occupant was one Pernilla Madsen. She was presently in the control room, so the cabin was empty. There were two bunk beds with blue sheets, and white drawers underneath, identified by the letters A and B; each one had a curtain and a tiny television fixed up in a corner, under the ceiling for one, under the upper bunk for the other. There was a little porthole in the centre of the cabin, a few shelves, a desk with two laptop computers, and two wardrobes behind the door.


‘It may seem spartan,’ said the blonde woman, who had guided them there, ‘but they only spend five months a year on board, and a lot of that, outside of work hours, is in the canteen or the cafeteria. They’ve also got a wide-screen satellite television, three billiard rooms, a movie room, a gym, a library, a sauna, and even a music room.’


Kirsten took off the safety jacket and put it on the back of the chair. After the biting cold outside, the heat in the cabin was stifling.


‘The toughest thing is Christmas and New Year’s,’ added the woman, ‘when they’re away from their families.’


Her voice was monotonous, toneless. Full of a dull hostility.


Kirsten went through the shelves and drawers. Female underwear, T-shirts, jeans, some paperwork, a dog-eared paperback crime novel, video games … nothing. There was nothing here. The woman was still speaking behind her, but Kirsten wasn’t listening any more. One of the bunks had been neatly made, and the other was a mess. It was hot. Very hot. She could feel the sweat trickling under the back of her bra. She was getting a headache.


Kasper finished going through the wardrobes. He motioned to her that he’d found nothing. They went back out into the long corridor.


‘Show us the cabins of the men who went ashore the night of the murder,’ she said.


The blonde turned on her heels and led them down the corridor, its thick blue wall-to-wall carpet muffling their steps, and pointed to several doors. Kasper went into one cabin and she another. The woman didn’t move. Kirsten saw she was watching her from the corridor through the open door. Watching her, not Kasper. She felt obliged to search the cabin. Less than five minutes later, she had to face the facts: there was nothing to report here either.


She went to the next door. 


The cabin was exactly like the others. She opened one of the drawers under the bunk and saw them right away, among the other clothes: female underwear. Soiled. She turned around. 


‘Is this a woman’s cabin?’


The blonde shook her head. 


Kirsten went on searching.


Men’s clothing. Brand names: Hugo Boss, Calvin Klein, Ralph Lauren, Paul Smith. She opened another drawer and frowned. Again, women’s underwear. There was blood on one pair. What on earth was this? She could feel her pulse accelerate.


She turned towards the door. The hard blonde was watching her. Maybe she had sensed something. Maybe Kirsten’s own body language had sent her a signal that something was happening.


Kirsten bent down and searched through the underwear. All the same size, more or less.


She turned around. The woman had moved. Now she was standing with her shoulder against the doorframe. Right by her, staring. She looked up at the woman. 


‘Whose cabin is this?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘But you have a way to find out?’


‘Of course.’


‘Well then, let’s go. Show us.’


On hearing Kirsten’s voice, Kasper joined them. She showed him the open drawer, the blood-stained pants. He nodded. He understood.


‘There’s something not right,’ she said to him. ‘It’s too obvious. It’s like a treasure hunt.’


‘If that’s the case,’ said Kasper, ‘then it’s you they planned it for.’ 


She looked at him. Not so stupid.


‘Follow me,’ said the woman.


‘Their names are Laszlo Szabo and Philippe Neveu.’


They were in a windowless little office, full of papers.


Neveu, a French name …


‘Which one went ashore last night?’


‘Neveu.’


‘Where is he now?’


The woman looked at the big wall planner with little coloured cards slipped into slots.


‘Right now he is at one of the welding posts on the drill floor.’


‘Is he French?’


The blonde woman searched in the drawer of a metal filing cabinet, took out a file and handed it to them. There was a photograph of a man with a thin face and close-cropped brown hair. She figured he must be about forty-five.


‘That’s what he says he is, yes,’ said the woman. ‘What exactly is going on?’


Kirsten looked at the bag containing the bloodied pants, then up at Kasper. When their eyes met she felt a rush of adrenaline. On his face was the same expression she must have: that of two dogs on the trail of their quarry.


‘What should we do?’ she asked him quietly.


‘Can’t exactly ask for backup, here,’ he replied.


She turned to the woman.


‘Do you have any weapons on board? Who is in charge of security? You must have something lined up in case of pirates, or a terrorist attack.’


Kirsten knew that offshore companies were extremely discreet on the matter; no one wanted to admit to the vulnerability of what were highly strategic targets for well-prepared terrorists. Kirsten had twice participated in the annual Gemini exercise, which involved the police, special forces, the coast guard, and several oil and gas companies. She had also attended seminars. All the experts were unanimous: Norway was not as well prepared as her neighbours to deal with a terrorist attack. Until recently her country had been naïve, living with an assumption that terrorism didn’t concern them and would always spare them. But their naïvety had been shattered on 22 July 2011, with Anders Breivik and the massacre at Utøya. Nevertheless, even today, while oil rigs in Scotland were protected by police and armed guards, Norway still had not recognised the full extent of the danger. What would happen if well-trained men armed with assault rifles landed a helicopter on a rig and took it hostage? If they loaded it with explosives? And the workers who came back from the mainland: were they searched? What would stop one of them from bringing a weapon on board?


She saw the woman press a button and lean into a microphone.


‘Mikkel, can you come right away, please?’


Three minutes later a hefty guy who walked like a cowboy came into the little office.


‘Mikkel,’ said the woman, ‘this lady and gentleman are from the police. They want to know if you are carrying a weapon.’


Mikkel looked at them with a frown and rippled his muscular shoulders. 


‘I am, why?’


Kirsten asked him what sort of weapon he had. His reply made her grimace.


‘Is anyone else on board armed?’ she asked.


‘The captain has a gun in his cabin. That’s all.’


Shit, she thought. She looked at the storm lashing against the black porthole, then turned again to Kasper. He nodded. His expression showed what he thought about the situation.


‘We’re on our own,’ she concluded.


‘And unlike us, he’s on his own territory,’ added Kasper.


‘Can I ask what’s going on?’ said the brawny guy.


Kirsten opened the case at her waist without removing her gun.


‘Take your weapon with you. But don’t use it unless I tell you to.’


She saw the big guy go pale.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘We are going to apprehend someone.’


She turned back to the woman, whose eyes were wide with shock.


‘Take us there.’


This time, the woman hurried to comply, grabbing her waterproof from a peg. She had dropped all signs of hostility; clearly, she was frightened. They left her little office and went down a narrow corridor to a metal stairway as steep as all the others. 


As they stepped out into the night, the roar of the wild ocean once again filled Kirsten’s ears. 


The blonde woman took them through the rain-swept labyrinth. The downpour gleamed in the lamps against the opaque background of night. Kirsten turned up her collar. She could feel the icy rain against her neck, running down her back. Their steps vibrated on the footbridges, but the sound was drowned out by the din from the platform.


Huge pipes rose like organs above them, suspended in rows from the superstructure, each one taller than a house. The storm made them dance, sing and bang together like the tubes of a wind chime. They found themselves on a deck covered in greasy, oily slime and cluttered with machines and conduits. Kirsten could make out a vague form kneeling at the rear, lit intermittently. The adrenaline was spreading through her veins. Putting her hand discreetly on her lower back she made sure her gun was easily accessible. The welder’s opaque visor lit up every time the powerful white light burst from his arc; sparks and smoke rose all around. His helmet made her think of a medieval knight. Focused on his task, he didn’t hear them arrive.


‘Neveu!’ shouted the blonde woman.


Helmet and visor looked up, the sun went dark. For a brief moment, Kirsten thought she saw a smile through the visor.


‘Out of the way,’ she said calmly, pushing the woman to one side. ‘Philippe Neveu? Norwegian police!’ she shouted, in English.


The man stayed there, saying nothing, motionless, his welding torch in his gloved hand. Kirsten could not see his eyes or his face. Still on his knees, he placed the nozzle of his tool on the metal floor and slowly removed his thick gloves. Then he raised his pale hands towards his helmet. Kirsten followed his every gesture. She had her right hand behind her, near her lower back. At last his face appeared beneath the helmet. The man in the photograph.


There was a strange gleam in his eyes and all of Kirsten’s senses were instantly on the alert.


‘Slowly,’ she said.


She felt for the cable ties in her right pocket and couldn’t find them. Damn! She put her hand in her left pocket. They were there. She glanced at Kasper. He was as tense as she was, and didn’t take his eyes off the man; Kirsten saw his jaw muscles working under his cheeks. 


Six metres.


She was going to have to cross that distance if she wanted to put the handcuffs on him. She looked around. Kasper had taken out his gun. The security agent had his hand on his holster, as if he were a cowboy in some Western. The blonde woman’s eyes were wide open and frightened.


‘Keep quiet!’ shouted Kirsten, taking out the handcuffs. ‘Understand?’


The man didn’t move. He still had that gleam in his eyes: the look of a hunted animal.


Shit, she didn’t like this. She brushed away a lock of wet hair that had fallen across her face. 


‘Put your hands behind your head!’ she ordered.


He obeyed. Still with the same careful slowness. As if he were afraid he would trigger a police blunder. And yet he never stopped looking at her. At her, and no one else.


He really was very tall. She was going to have to be extremely cautious as she went closer.


‘Now turn around very slowly and get back on your knees. Keep your hands on your head, is that clear?’


He didn’t answer, but he did as she asked, slowly pivoting his body. A moment later he was gone. Out of their field of vision. As if he had performed a magic trick, he had vanished behind a huge cylindrical tank and an electric panel on the right.


‘Shit!’


Kirsten pulled out her gun, shoved a cartridge into the barrel and went after him. She went around the tank, the metal grating of the flooring vibrating as she ran. She saw him turn left then run down some steps a dozen metres further along. She rushed after him. At the bottom of the steps, a narrow footbridge spanned the furious waves to reach another part of the platform, not nearly as well lit.


‘Kirsten, come back!’ bellowed Kasper behind her. ‘Come back! He can’t get far!’


Too annoyed to think, she hurried down the steps and began in turn to cross the long footbridge, hurrying towards the part of the platform that was plunged in darkness.


‘Kirsten! Come back! For Christ’s sake!’


Through the floor grating she could see the giant waves beneath her, seething with foam. What the fuck are you playing at? She ran as fast as she could, her gun in her hand, towards the other side of the platform; it seemed unusually dark and deserted.


A labyrinth, that’s what it was. A maze of steel beams, stairways and barriers. Yes, she knew that she shouldn’t have gone there, but this guy with his stupid smile was wearing a boiler suit that must weigh a ton, after all, and he wasn’t armed, whereas she was. That is what she would tell them, should they ask why she had taken such a risk. That is what she would claim to have been thinking at that moment. 


Just as she set foot on the other side (it made her think of the corner towers of a castle connected by a parapet walk), a huge wave struck one of the piles below and the icy spray stung her face. She looked for him – in vain. He could have been any of the shadows around her. All he had to do was stay still.


‘Neveu!’ she screamed. ‘Don’t be stupid! You can’t go anywhere!’


She heard only the wind in reply. She turned her head just in time to see him step out of the darkness and rush further back.


‘Hey! Hey! Come back, dammit!’


She ran towards him, but he had disappeared again, and she was alone. Alone with him. Neither Kasper nor the security guard had followed her. She continued to move forward. A mass of shadows and glinting lights around her; the veils of the night, floating back and forth. She moved with her legs slightly bent, her gun held out with both hands.


It was so dark she could hardly see. Fuck, this was madness! What was the point? She knew very well she was doing it to show off. Or was it just for the thrill?


Her foot met something soft and she looked down at the dark mass of a tarpaulin piled on the floor. She stepped over it cautiously, constantly looking around her. She had just put her foot firmly on the other side when she felt fingers closing around her ankle. Before she knew it, her leg was yanked backwards and she fell.


In boxing jargon that was called being floored.


Her back and elbow hit the metal floor, and her gun went flying with a clang. The tarpaulin was pushed back and a figure leapt to his feet with surprising agility, and then he pounced on her. She saw a grimacing face. She was preparing to kick him when the night sky exploded. Dozens of lamps were lit all at the same time, and Kasper’s voice cried out:


‘Get back! Get back! Hands on your head! Neveu! Don’t be foolish!’


Kirsten turned her head towards Kasper, then focused her attention on the Frenchman again.


The man was looking at her anxiously. He raised his hands, never taking his eyes off her.
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Telephoto Lens


Kirsten and Kasper had been sitting across from the Frenchman for over three hours. She had chosen the most neutral location possible, a windowless room with no décor, so that nothing would distract their interlocutor’s attention and he would remain focused on her and her questions. 


She had resorted to flattery, emphasising the unique nature of the mise en scène in the church, and questioning him on his profession as a welder. Then she made a complete U-turn and began to make fun of his ineptitude, jeering at the ease with which he’d allowed himself to be caught, and the clues he’d left behind.


All the while the man did not stop proclaiming his innocence.


‘The underwear belongs to my girlfriend,’ he groaned. ‘It reminds me of her and it, well, you know …’


She looked at him. His imploring, wet, snot-filled face made her want to slap him.


‘And the blood?’ said Kasper.


‘She had her period, dammit! With all your technology you ought to have a way of checking that!’


She pictured him sniffing the underwear in his bunk at night, and shuddered.


‘Okay. So why did you run away?’


‘I told you.’


‘Tell me again.’


‘I’ve told you ten times already!’


She shrugged.


‘Well, this will make eleven.’


He remained silent for so long that she felt like shaking him.


‘I bring back a bit of hash on the sly and slip it to my friends on board.’


‘Are you a dealer?’


‘No, I give it to them.’


‘Stop taking me for a fool.’


‘Yeah, okay. I sell a little bit: I do them favours. Life on board isn’t always easy. But I’m not a murderer, shit! I’ve never hurt anyone!’


He began sobbing again; his eyes were red. They left the room.


‘Could we be wrong?’ she said.


‘Are you kidding?’


‘No.’


She went down the corridor and climbed the steps towards the control room. She was beginning to know her way around the labyrinth. Christensen watched her come in.


‘Well?’


‘We have to search the cabins of the workers who aren’t back yet.’


‘What for?’


Kirsten didn’t answer.


‘Fine,’ he said reluctantly, sensing that this woman would be unyielding no matter the circumstances, and that he would be wasting his time trying to talk sense to her. ‘I’ll show you.’


In the fourth one, she found it.


Among the clothes: a brown A4 envelope. She opened it; inside were paper copies of photographs. The first was the portrait of a blond child, four or five years old. She turned the photograph over. The name ‘Gustav’ was written on the back. Behind him you could see a lake, a village and snowy mountains. She looked at the other pictures.


They had been taken with a telephoto lens.


A man. Always the same one. In his forties, brown hair.


Kirsten leafed through them. There must have been twenty or so. The target parking his car; the target getting out, locking it. Walking down the street, in the middle of a crowd. Sitting at the window of a café. Kirsten saw a plaque with the name of the street.


The photos had been taken in France.


In one of the last ones, the man was entering a tall building. A tricolour flag – the French flag – floated above the door, and underneath, the words ‘HÔTEL DE POLICE’. She didn’t speak French, but to understand the last word she didn’t need to.


Police: politiet.


In the close-ups the man had a pleasant face, but he seemed tired, preoccupied. Kirsten could see shadows under his eyes, and his mouth had a bitter set to it. Sometimes his face was clear, sometimes his entire form was blurry – or else there was a car, or foliage, or passers-by between him and the lens. The target was obviously completely unaware of the shadow that was following him everywhere, echoing each one of his footsteps.


Again she turned over the picture of the child.


GUSTAV.


The handwriting was the same as on the paper that had been found in Inger Paulsen’s pocket at the church.


The paper with her name on it.




MARTIN
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Thunderstruck


It was raining in Toulouse, too, but there was no snow. In early October, the temperature was around fifteen degrees.


‘The House at the End of the Street,’ said Lieutenant Vincent Espérandieu.


‘Huh?’


‘Nothing. It’s the title of a horror film.’


Inside the car, Commandant Martin Servaz did not immediately look at the tall building near the railway embankment. It had a lugubrious air – two floors, slick roof and a tall tree projecting a sinister shadow on the facade. Night had fallen, and the curtains of rain sweeping across the strip of lawn leading to the house made them feel as if they had reached the end of the world.


What a strange place to live, Servaz thought: stuck between the railway line and the river, 100 metres from the last houses in this dingy neighbourhood; the only other buildings nearby were warehouses covered in graffiti. It was the river, in fact, that had brought them out here. Three women had been out jogging along the Garonne; the first two were assaulted and raped, the third was stabbed many times over. She had just succumbed to her injuries, at the intensive care unit at the University Hospital in Toulouse. The three attacks had taken place less than two kilometres from the house. And the man who lived there was in the police database of sexual offenders – had committed multiple offences, in fact. He had been released from prison 147 days earlier, after serving two-thirds of his sentence, upon the decision of the sentence enforcement judge.


‘Are you sure this is it?’


‘Florian Jensen, 29, chemin du Paradis,’ confirmed Espérandieu, his tablet open on his lap.


His forehead pressed against the rain-streaked window, Servaz turned to look at the vacant lot on the left – a dark plot of fallow land overrun by tall grasses and acacia. He had heard that a major company had plans to build eighty-five apartments, a children’s nursery and a residence for senior citizens. Except that this was a former industrial site, and the levels of lead and arsenic in the ground were twice the norm. According to certain local environmental protection associations, the pollution had reached even the groundwater. Which did not stop locals from using their well water to water their vegetable gardens.


‘He’s there,’ said Vincent.


‘How do you know?’


Espérandieu showed him his tablet.


‘The arsehole has logged on to Tinder.’


Servaz shot him a puzzled look.


‘It’s an app,’ said his assistant with a smile. If Espérandieu was a tech geek, his boss was the opposite, having apparently zero interest in the wonders of modern computing. ‘The man’s a rapist. So I figured there was a chance he might have downloaded Tinder. It’s a dating app – it locates all the women in a given radius who also have the app on their phone. Practical, no, for scum like him?’


‘A dating app?’ echoed Servas, as if he were being told about a planet at the far-flung end of the universe.


‘Yes.’


‘And?’


‘And I created a fake profile. I just got a match. Here, look.’


Servaz leaned over the screen and saw a picture of a young man. He recognised the suspect. Next to him was a picture of a pretty blonde no older than twenty.


‘Except now we have to get a move on. We’ve been spotted. Or rather, Joanna has.’


‘Joanna?’


‘My fake profile. Blonde, one metre seventy, eighteen years old, liberated. Fuck, I’ve already had over two hundred matches! In less than three days. This thing must be revolutionising dating.’


Servaz didn’t dare ask him what he was talking about. Vincent was barely ten years younger than him, but they could not have been more dissimilar. Whereas at the age of forty-six Servaz felt nothing but stupor and bewilderment when confronted with modern life – this unnatural marriage of technology, voyeurism, advertising and mass commerce – his assistant scoured forums and social networks and spent much more time on his computer than in front of his TV. As for Servaz, he knew he was a man of the past, and that the past was no longer relevant. He was like the character played by Burt Lancaster in Conversation Piece – an old professor who leads a reclusive life in his art-filled Roman palazzo until the day he has the misfortune of renting out the top floor to a modern family who are noisy and vulgar. Then he is confronted, unwillingly, with the sudden appearance of a world he doesn’t understand, but which ends up fascinating him. Similarly, Servaz had to admit he was at a loss to understand this herd of people with their childish gadgets and infantile busyness. 
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