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About the Book

Meet Peter Boutrup.

He thought he was finished with the past.

But it wasn’t finished with him …

It’s the coldest winter in memory as ex-convict Peter Boutrup  moves to remote, rural Denmark to start a new life.

But when a young woman goes missing on New Year’s Eve and Peter discovers the body of Ramses, an old acquaintance from prison, things start to unravel.

Two days after the disappearance the body of a young girl is found in the harbour – she is naked, attached to an anchor and her face has been torn off. Is this the body of the missing woman and is it connected with Ramses’ murder? And could Peter’s strange new neighbour, Felix, be involved?

Peter Boutrup just wants peace and quiet but he must accept that the truth lies hidden in the past he is trying to forget.

Populated by a cast of characters from the underbelly of Danish society, Three Dog Night is a fast paced thriller that paints a picture of a rarely seen side of Denmark.

 

 

‘Denmark’s Queen of Crime’

Dagbladenes Bureau

‘Thrilling and brutal’

Ekstra Bladet

‘A highly recommended, bleak and captivating crime novel’

Information

‘Both plot and characters go full throttle … How it all connects is both surprising and imaginative’

Politiken

‘The story is captivating and well told. The book has some cleverly turned twists in a focused narrative where the expected truths emerge during the dramatic final stand-off’

metroXpress
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ALL HE COULD think about was getting home.

As he walked he put distance between himself and the noise of the party. Behind him, New Year’s Eve fireworks soared into the sky, scattering colourful parachutes into the night. Elsewhere, the landscape was lit by snow and the moon.

A few fireworks reached his half of the sky. Ahead of him, towards the sea, there was only silence and a world in black and white. The New Year had been born in an explosion of frost and threats of impending snow; ill-tempered and foul, like a portent of evil, if you believed in that kind of thing.

He liked walking. It made him conscious of his body. He strode as quickly as he could to keep the cold at bay. The freezing temperature tightened his face into a mask. He could easily have taken his van because he’d only had a couple of beers. That was how it was ever since the surgery. He had no desire to abuse his body any more than he already had. Smoking was a thing of the past, too. He was like Lucky Luke now: he preferred milk to whisky. Only occasionally, when he was with friends, would he let go and drink himself senseless.

The closer he got, the more difficult it was to make headway. He could already see the houses. It wasn’t far from the party to the cliff, where two of the three fishermen’s cottages were illuminated. The lights were on in his cottage, of course – he had left them on – but also in the neighbouring cottage, where a woman had recently moved in. Her lights were on day and night, as though she never slept. He had only seen her a few times. Once he had nodded to her, but she hadn’t nodded back. There was something about her that intrigued him, though.

The wind whipped up the snow, forming it into drifts, and over the last fifty metres to the cottage it was up to his ankles. His nameplate was hidden under snow and ice. He brushed off the crystals with a glove: Peter A. Boutrup. He had screwed the sign to the door on the day he had returned, more than a year ago. It signified more than just his name. It was a decision: this was where his life and his future lay, and the past would have to take care of itself.

Perhaps the beers had had an effect after all, or maybe the cold had frozen his brain, because it was only now that he noticed a column of smoke rising from the chimney. The thought was just forming that he had a visitor when he heard his dog barking.

He went to unlock the door and found it open. A second later, he could smell cigarette smoke. The dog stopped barking and came to meet him, grovelling with a guilty expression on its face. And not without reason. The fire was roaring in the fireplace. Stinger lay snoring, stretched out the length of the sofa. There was an empty bottle of vodka on the coffee table and a saucer had been used as an ashtray. Peter counted nineteen cigarette butts and calculated that his guest had only just arrived. His clothes were crumpled, he reeked of booze, smoke and stale sweat, and there were holes in his socks. The tattoos on his hands and arms were blurred and had been scratched until they bled because he had developed an allergy to the cheap ink injected into his skin – probably the same type that Stinger injected into his customers; hence the nickname.

‘Wakey wakey, Stinger!’

He tried unsuccessfully to shake some life into the man on the sofa while Kaj growled with hypocritical ferocity. Yes, the dog could be fierce, but it could easily tell friends and enemies apart, and Stinger was a friend, even though Peter was not exactly looking for company right now.

He gave up trying to wake Stinger, put a screen around the fireplace and, as was his wont, dragged a mattress on to the balcony and went to sleep with the dog snuggled up against the Arctic sleeping bag, burying its nose in a lambskin fleece. He could have done with a couple of extra dogs tonight, he thought, his teeth chattering from the cold. Aboriginal Australians used tame dingoes to keep warm on cold nights: a dog on each side and – if it was really cold, like tonight – a third on top. The first night of the New Year was one of those: a three-dog night. The weather forecast had warned that temperatures might fall to minus thirteen.

He wriggled down into the sleeping bag and felt the dog’s body close to his. An ocean of stars glittered in the sky and he watched the remainder of the night’s fireworks making a feeble attempt to impress. The frost nipped at his face and he closed the top of the sleeping bag until his breathing defrosted his skin. A three-dog night. The words evoked frostbite and fateful events. New Year’s Eve partygoers were out in the cold, many in flimsy clothes and a novelty hat, alcohol pumping through their bloodstreams. On a night like this, winter was more than a match for humanity.

Before falling asleep, he suddenly realised why he was so intrigued by the dark-eyed woman in the cottage next door. He had only seen her from afar, but he had seen those same eyes before. Eyes whose questions he could not answer.

He looked up, found the brightest star and longed for his late girlfriend My.
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EARLY ON NEW Year’s Day the light fell sharply across the cliff, painting the sea in violet and drawing the horizon out in a silver line. The snow reflected the low rays of sun in every direction, glistening like precious stones you could pick up and put in your pocket.

Stinger was still snoring as Peter got dressed. Leaving Kaj in the house, he drove down to see his boss, Manfred, who lived with his wife and two children in Rimsø. On the roads and verges he saw New Year’s Eve debris: empty bottles and scorched rockets and spent firework cakes. Confetti, paper streamers and a novelty hat or two had been thrown over snow-covered hedges.

‘Happy New Year, Peter!’

Manfred appeared, looking well rested, with his dachshund, King. He had a rifle and hunting bag slung over his shoulders, and wore a cartridge belt around his waist. They left the village in his four-wheel drive and went up to the woods and fields surrounding Gjerrild, where Manfred and his uncle had game rights. There were eight hunters in total and after some discussion they spread out across the area. Peter followed Manfred, but he didn’t carry a gun. Soon they were walking through the stillness of the forest, scarcely exchanging a word, looking for hoof prints and any other signs of red deer.

‘Good time last night?’

Manfred spoke in a low voice as they followed the path through the pine trees. Peter knew that Manfred and his wife had been at home with the little ones. Early to bed and early to rise, that was the rhythm in Manfred and Jutta’s house. Peter liked to follow the same monotonous routine himself, as if his temperament was attuned to the rising and the setting of the sun. He and Manfred had a lot in common.

‘Not bad,’ Peter said as they trudged through the snow in their sturdy rubber boots. ‘Villy had a party.’

Manfred’s oilskin jacket snagged on branches and twigs as they went. It was ten o’clock in the morning and the temperature was minus eleven. Manfred was a small man, but he could climb along the ridge of a roof like a circus artist and was as familiar with the tools of his trade as he was with books, which Peter greatly appreciated. Manfred was forcing his way through the trees as surefootedly as if he were tiling the vicar’s roof.

‘It’s dangerous on cold New Year’s Eves,’ he said, still keeping his voice low so as not to frighten the inhabitants of the forest. ‘Some of Jutta’s friends in Grenå are still waiting for their daughter. She’d promised to come home after a party.’

The snow creaked under Peter’s wellies. He, too, was walking and speaking carefully.

‘Early days yet. She probably just found a bed for the night.’

Manfred shivered as a branch brushed against him and snow drizzled down under his rollneck.

‘I’m sure you’re right. But try telling her mum that.’

‘Better than the alternative, though?’

Manfred nodded.

‘I’m with you there.’

They reached the clearing and walked side by side for a while. Then the dog caught the scent. It sprang around nervously, whirling up snow, its muscles tense with sheer excitement.

‘Here.’

Peter bent down and pointed. Deer tracks criss-crossed, gouging up the snow. At first glance it looked as if someone had run a matchstick through the cream on top of a layer cake. But if you looked closely, individual tracks stood out. Manfred, too, bent down and the dog poked its long snout deep into the holes.

‘And look here.’

Fresh, steaming faeces lay scattered around. The smell of wild animal seasoned the air and they could see where antlers had swept the snow searching for food. In some places the bark had been peeled off the trees. Peter lowered his voice to a whisper and pointed to the stag’s hoof print, which was the size of his boot heel.

‘Deer,’ Manfred concluded. ‘Could be up to eight of them.’

They followed the trail and moved carefully, with the dog on the leash now. Normally they would have been chatting about all sorts of things, combining knowledge and enthusiasm with physical effort, which was what hunting was. Once more Peter walked behind Manfred and the dog as they plodded their way through the snow. Peter and Manfred got on well. Manfred had been taking a philosophy degree at university when life and a bout of depression took its toll, and he had chosen to devote himself to manual labour and trained as a carpenter. He was born and bred in Rimsø. After he had finished his apprenticeship he had set up Rimsø Builders, and after three years of working on his own hired Peter. The business now employed four people, but there wasn’t much work in winter. At the moment they had only one job, a new roof on a barn belonging to a pig farmer, and Manfred had been forced to lay off the two newest employees temporarily.

The snow grew deeper and their boots sank into it. Manfred suddenly stopped in front of him. The dog was completely rigid. Peter stared. The stag was standing in the clearing sniffing the air, but the light breeze was in their favour, blowing their scents away from it. And yet the animal had an inkling of their presence, that much was clear. Its winter coat was grey and brown; muscles rippled nervously under the fur. Its nostrils flared in reaction to an as yet unidentifiable threat and its breath hung in the air like a cloud.

Manfred turned slowly to Peter. In one gliding motion he handed him the rifle. Peter shook his head, but Manfred refused to lower his arm and in the end Peter took it, pressed it to his shoulder and rested his cheek so that he was watching the animal through the crosshairs.

It was a fourteen-pointer, a trophy buck, and he had never seen a more beautiful sight. Its antlers were free of any late summer velvet. It stood there captured in the sunlight, its profile turned towards them as if wanting to show them its best side.

Peter’s finger tightened around the trigger. Then the animal turned its head while its body remained in the same position. For a couple of long seconds it stared straight into the rifle’s sights and Peter could hear his blood rushing under the gaze of the stag. Then it seemed, finally, to spot him and the rifle. It tossed its head back, stamped on the ground and set off through the snow with the white hairs on its bottom raised like a flag as a danger signal.

The silence that followed was as heavy as melting snow. Then Manfred said: ‘You should have shot it.’

Peter handed the rifle back to him.

‘It was too old. I thought we were going for the young ones?’

Manfred shuffled his feet in the snow. King stuck his nose into a hoof print and whined quietly.

‘It wouldn’t have mattered. It would have been all right.’

They looked at each other and Peter was reminded of the long seconds watching the stag. The silence was no longer the same. It contained the warmth, the friendship and the risk Manfred had shown himself willing to take: trusting a hunter who was no longer permitted to carry a weapon.

‘I don’t want you getting into trouble because of me,’ Peter said emphatically. No more needed to be said, and they walked on through the forest.

When he arrived back home, tired and content as always after hours spent in the fresh air, his guest was still asleep.

It was one-thirty before Stinger’s snoring finally started to lighten. Fifteen minutes later he woke up, hawking and spluttering and reaching for his cigarette packet, which was empty.

‘Here.’

Peter handed him a mug of coffee. Stinger slurped and spilled it.

‘Happy New Year.’

Stinger muttered a reply into the mug. Peter left him and went to the kitchen. He fried up some bacon and eggs, made toast and heated a tin of baked beans. When he took everything to the coffee table, Stinger had roused enough to sit upright and rub his face with his scabbed hands.

‘So what’s up? To what do we owe the pleasure?’ Peter asked.

Stinger regarded him with a wounded expression.

‘Christ, Peter. I thought friends were welcome at any time? At least that’s what you used to say.’

It was true, he still kept the key under the white stone. He was perfectly aware of that. He had only himself to blame. But sometimes it was like living in a railway station when old friends from the past dropped in for the night.

‘Got any tomato sauce?’

Stinger looked down at the plate Peter passed him.

‘In the fridge. And help yourself to Beluga caviar while you’re out there.’

‘Bewhat?’

‘Nothing.’

Kaj followed Stinger all the way to the kitchen and back – not because he was being vigilant, but because he hoped Stinger would drop some food. Experience had taught him that he would.

‘I was supposed to meet Ramses. That was the deal.’

Stinger squeezed the sauce bottle so hard it spattered everywhere and the plate looked like a traffic accident. Then he went to work with his knife and fork, sending crispy bacon flying in all directions.

‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen him, have you?’

Peter shook his head. Kaj spotted the bacon on the floor and took his chance.

‘I didn’t know he was out.’

‘You’re not keeping up. He’s been out for a while,’ Stinger said, chewing. ‘We were meant to meet here on New Year’s Eve and make plans.’

‘But you forgot to invite me?’

‘We assumed you would be at home.’

Peter sliced through the yolk of his fried egg. The yellow liquid poured out and mixed with the red tomato sauce from the beans.

‘And what’s your plan?’

Stinger put down his knife and fork and scratched his hand. A scab came off and started to bleed.

‘It’s the frost,’ he said looking at the blood. ‘My skin goes all dry.’

‘What plan?’

‘We were going to recover Brian’s stash. The stuff he hid before he went inside.’

‘And you both believe it really exists?’

Stinger nodded with conviction.

‘’Course it does. He told us how to go about finding it. Separately, I mean.’

‘Separately?’

He wolfed down a forkful of beans followed by toast dipped in tomato sauce.

‘Well, you see, Ramses knows a bit. And I know the rest.’

He chewed and swallowed. ‘Between us we know enough to find the shit. Good one, eh? It’s worth at least three million, you know. We can live like kings for the rest of our lives.’

Peter was unable to suppress his laughter.

‘Then you’ll need one hell of a financial adviser or you’ll be dead before your time. Given your consumption of fags and vodka, the money won’t last long.’

Once again Stinger looked hurt.

‘It’s a fortune, you know.’

There were lots of rumours about the stash.

‘So what is it you know? And why you two? Why would a dying man entrust his deepest secret to a couple of bums like you?’

Stinger mopped up the sauce, egg remnants and bacon grease with a piece of toast.

‘We were like family back then. Don’t you remember? Me and Ramses were like the old boy’s sons. Behind bars and outside.’

Peter watched as Stinger opened his mouth wide for the toast. Stinger was both right and wrong. All three of them, Brian, Ramses and Stinger, had struck up a kind of friendship, but Stinger was naive. Ramses could be bought for next to nothing, and Brian had always loved playing people off against one other, then standing back and watching the result. Peter wouldn’t trust either of the other two. But perhaps Brian had become sentimental during the last few months of his life with the cancer eating him up. Perhaps the dying man had felt the urge to confess to someone, and there were worse people than Ramses and Stinger. They were half-wits, that went without saying, but deep down they were OK. There were lots of rumours going around and some suggested that Brian had once been a big-time drugs smuggler, and if that was the case it was way beyond the combined abilities of Stinger and Ramses.

‘So what do you know?’

Stinger swallowed and washed everything down with coffee. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

‘Brian was crazy about boats, do you remember? An old sea dog was how he liked to describe himself. He had a motorboat called Molly.’

Peter nodded. Stinger had learned the art of tattooing from Brian – the old salt had an anchor tattooed on his forearm, a busty girl on his biceps and a clove hitch on his chest. It was no secret that Brian’s career had encompassed a range of smuggling activities – especially in the Baltic.

‘Anyway, when it got too hot for him, he scuttled Molly somewhere in the Kattegat,’ Stinger said, scratching the bleeding scab. ‘Sealed the stash in a box. That’s the bit I know. Where the stash is, I mean. Sort of.’

‘Sort of?’ Peter had to smile. ‘And Ramses? What does he know? Something sort of as well?’

Stinger carried on scratching. Another scab came off, revealing pink skin the size of a one-krone coin.

‘Ramses has the other half of the coordinates. Brian told me.’

‘And you have the first half, I suppose?’

Stinger nodded and suppressed a belch.

‘Great grub, thank you,’ he said politely and added, as if he had just finished eating at a three-star restaurant: ‘I really enjoyed that.’
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FELIX SAW THE man leaving the house again just after two o’clock.

She had seen him arrive on New Year’s Eve. She had heard the dog barking, and the PIR light next door had been triggered and revealed his presence: tall and skinny and – she imagined – freezing in a very short jacket without anything on his head or hands. At first he had knocked, and then when there was no answer, he had pushed down the door handle. Then, after hanging about for a little examining the snowdrifts, he had come over to hers and rung the doorbell.

‘Have you got a shovel I could borrow?’

‘There’s one in the car port.’

She had pointed it out to him. He sniffed, not that that made much difference. Snot hung from his nose. He wiped it with one hand and she saw it was covered with scars and scabs mixed with some amateurish tattoos. He didn’t say thank you, or anything else, just turned around and headed for the car port. Shortly afterwards she had seen him shovelling snow near the lane. He worked away for ten minutes until he came to a stone. He bent down and took something out from underneath it. Then he came back to return the shovel and she watched him open the door to the house and greet the dog. That was what convinced her that he was all right. Plus, of course, the fact that he knew where the key was kept.

And now he was leaving again, with mittens on his hands and wearing a thicker jacket than before and the knitted beanie on his head. She recognised the jacket. Her neighbour – Peter A. Boutrup she’d read on his door one day when he was out – usually wore it when he took the dog out for walks. Which he did every day. And it was a fine dog, an Alsatian.

She moved away from the window but didn’t know where else to go. The cold and her tiredness were a bad combination. She was always cold in this house. She was sneezing, shivering and coughing so much she permanently had chest pains. There appeared to be draughts everywhere, and she felt like she was walking on cotton wool, she was so exhausted. She knew she ought to eat something, but whenever she tried, the food would stick in her throat and she wouldn’t feel hungry any more. If only she could sleep a little. But everything inside her resisted the thought of bed. Only when she was finally worn down by insomnia was she able to ignore her resistance and let go. She wasn’t exhausted enough yet, though, so she turned on the television. They were showing the New Year’s Concert from Vienna.

She liked the music. The waltzes swayed to and fro inside her. At one time, before the accident, she used dance to find a space for herself. She wasn’t trained; she made up her own steps. But her body was made for dancing, she knew that. It wasn’t her job and never had been. It was just part of her, like breathing or putting one foot in front of the other.

She rose to her feet, drawn by the waltz. Tentatively, she began to dance to the rhythm of the music. Humming and swaying, she spun around, up on her toes, down again until she was almost in a trance. But she was too weak, and when the music suddenly stopped and the applause erupted, she stood breathless on the floor in her stockinged feet, everything spinning around in front of her. Suddenly it wasn’t the dancing on the television she saw. It was glimpses of the accident, everything spinning her around and around and around, until she no longer knew who she was or why.

She switched off the television. Her heart was pounding and she was dripping with sweat. Fresh air was what she needed, even though her exhaustion was now almost insurmountable.

She went into the hallway and put on several layers of clothing. To be on the safe side, she stuffed her mobile in her pocket, thinking about her neighbour, Peter A. Boutrup. He had said hello to her one day, but she had not returned his greeting. She didn’t know why, but perhaps she hadn’t had the strength.

She was about to venture out into the cold when she noticed he had just closed his front door and was on his way out with the dog. She hated situations like this and felt angry inside. Now what? Her indecision halted her; she was incapable of moving. From the window she saw him embarking on his usual walk up to the cliff in snow up to his ankles, with the dog running alongside him, a bundle of energy after being confined to the house. He tossed treats into the air, which it caught, or threw them into the snow so it would have to dig down to find them.

She didn’t open her front door until he had been gone for quite some time.

The air was freezing cold and stung her lungs. She had no option but to follow him and the dog. The snow was too deep in every other direction. She walked at a brisk pace while keeping her distance at the same time. Soon she spotted them. They were oblivious to anything but themselves, it seemed, but one day she supposed she would have to say hello to him, exchange a few words and perhaps make it clear she wasn’t interested in being close neighbours.

Suddenly the dog started to bark. She saw Peter stop and she did the same. He stood still for a while, looking down from what appeared to her to be the highest point of the cliff. She tried to follow his gaze. She couldn’t see what he had spotted, but the mood had changed and the man and the dog were no longer playful.

Peter leaned over the cliff edge. He needed to get closer to see what the dog had seen, but walking beyond where the snow had been cleared was dangerous. The drop to the beach was dizzying. He decided to send Kaj down first. The dog would love it.

‘Off you go.’

He pointed downwards.

‘Find.’

The dog took up the challenge. It ran to and fro along the cliff before deciding where to begin its descent. Then things moved fast. It careered down, skidding on stiff legs all the way to where the waves rolled into the crust of ice along the beach. It soon reached the dark spot on the stones. It sniffed all the way around, nudged it with its nose and barked loudly.

‘Bloody hell.’

The dog’s instinct had been spot on. He had to get down there. But he already knew what awaited him. Like Kaj, he stumbled, slipped, and almost rolled, to the foot of the cliff.

‘What is it, boy? What have you found?’

He approached with caution. He had never seen the dog so agitated. The figure was half concealed by snow, lying on its stomach with one cheek distorted and the mouth open. Dark stubble covered part of the face; one black bushy eyebrow – the eyebrows which had been his pride and joy – was caked with ice. As was his hair. It looked as if someone had scattered artificial Yuletide snow across him, and it had settled like white crystals against the black background. He was dressed inappropriately for the weather: a short, black leather jacket, jeans and a pair of trainers.

Peter knelt down and felt for a pulse, but he knew it was too late. Ramses – who in life had been a handsome idiot, always a sucker for a girl in a short skirt or easy money – was as dead as a doornail. There was what looked like an exit wound in his back, where the blood had stained the snow a rusty red. He surmised that the Egyptian had been shot from the front at close range, straight through the heart.

He heard a noise and turned around just in time to see the woman from the neighbouring house – he recognised her black Puffa jacket – standing and waving her arms at the top of the cliff. She cupped her gloved hands to her mouth: ‘Hi. Is that what I think it is?’

He waved and nodded. She started her descent.

‘Stay where you are,’ he shouted. ‘There’s no need for you to see this.’

But she was already halfway down. She lost her footing and tumbled, but she didn’t seem to care, even though she could easily have broken her neck. She landed at his feet and he automatically stuck out a hand to support her. It was the first time he had seen her close up and he found it hard to take his eyes off her. She was both beautiful and ugly. The beauty lay in her eyes, which shone like a pool of turquoise contained inside a clear, black circle; it was also in the oval form of her face and the colour of her hair, various shades of dark against skin as white as chalk, although only a few strands protruded from under her cap. The ugliness lay in the fact that she looked as if she might faint on the spot and occupy a position next to the corpse. She was painfully thin, her skin waxen, and the beauty of her eyes was framed by sunken, charcoal-grey sockets which made them seem dark despite their colour.

‘I suppose you think I’ve never seen a dead body before.’

‘Have you?’

He guessed she was around thirty, the same age as him. How many bodies could she have seen?

She made no reply, just stared at Ramses and ran her hand nervously up to her throat and around her neck, under her scarf and hair, as if something was too tight. There was a wide variety of birds on the cliff all year round, and Peter thought he had seen most of them, but she was the most exotic of the lot.

‘Poor guy. Who is he?’ she asked.

He hesitated.

‘No idea. You wouldn’t have a mobile on you, would you?’

She put her hand into her pocket, found her mobile and passed it to him.

He took it, brushing her hand, and felt a sudden urge to touch her, to stroke her cheek. Instead, however, he did the last thing in the world he wanted to do: he called the police.


4

‘AND SHE HASN’T been seen since?’

Mark Bille Hansen, the new head of the East Jutland police force in the town of Grenå, had a headache. Not because he had overdone it on New Year’s Eve, but for a completely different reason he didn’t want to think about right now. He shook some pills into the palm of his hand as noiselessly as he could, letting the person on the line carry on talking.

‘We had a party, which finished around two o’clock. She wanted to go home but there was no one to give her a lift, so she said she would walk.’

Mark swallowed the pills dry. Wedging the telephone between his chin and his shoulder, he lined up a few items on his desk: blotting pad, pen, notepad, mobile. He placed his coffee cup in the corner, with a packet of V6 chewing gum next to it. An old newspaper flew into the waste-paper basket.

‘How far did she have to walk? Where does she live and where was the party?’

He made a note of the addresses while looking across his office. The furnishings were sparse, not to say austere. Nothing surplus to requirements. No ornaments. It suited him just fine.

‘The others said she wasn’t wearing much. We’re afraid she might have frozen to death in this weather.’

He could see why. A nineteen-year-old with champagne in her blood, dressed in scanty clothing, outside in minus thirteen, was close to a deliberate suicide mission in his mind.

‘And you’ve spoken to her family?’

‘I’ve just this minute spoken to Nina’s parents, yes. They’re too upset to call,’ said the man who had hosted the party. ‘Her father’s been driving around town for hours. Now they’re at home crossing their fingers that she’ll turn up.’

Mark coughed discreetly as the pills slowly made their way down. Thank God he didn’t have children to worry about on top of everything else.

‘Can someone bring us a photo? Or better still, e-mail us a photo that’s a good likeness and we’ll treat her as a missing person.’

‘Is that all you do?’

The man sounded disappointed, but also as if he hadn’t been expecting anything else from the police, who had been getting a bad press recently.

‘We’ll get reinforcements and start a search.’

Mark ended the conversation. What the hell did the idiot imagine? That the police would just let a young girl disappear in the snow without even trying to find her? He started organising the operation, called Århus and explained the situation. After that, he took his jacket and braced himself to visit the girl’s parents in Nørrevang.

A cushy number, that was how it had been sold to him when the posting became a reality. In Grenå he could recover in peace instead of rushing off in pursuit of dead bodies with the Copenhagen Homicide Squad. And he did have family in Grenå, as they had pointed out. They would undoubtedly be a great source of support to him, they said. Screw his bosses. They had failed to mention that it took half a day to travel to the hospital – to the kind of hospital he needed, anyway.

He was leaning on the door handle when the telephone rang again.

‘Grenå Police. Bille Hansen speaking.’

It was going to be a New Year’s Day he would never forget, he thought, as a man who introduced himself as Peter Boutrup informed him, calmly and concisely, that his dog had found the body of a man at the foot of Gjerrild Cliff. The man appeared to have a bullet hole in his back.

Mark quickly ended the call, made a second call to Århus, then got hold of Jepsen and briefed him.

‘Go to Nørrevang and talk to Nina’s parents. Hopefully the officers from Århus will soon be there with the dogs. They know where, and what it’s about, so they can just get started. Otherwise I’m on my mobile, OK?’

Jepsen blinked like a frightened animal. After six weeks he still seemed surprised every time Mark asked him to do something. What were they used to out here in Djursland? A glass of port and a friendly word? A matey pat on the shoulder? He could do neither.

Jepsen nodded, red-eyed but composed. Mark hoped this was because he had let the New Year in with a bigger bang than his boss’s own damp squib.

‘I’m going to the cliff to have a look. But it won’t be long before the others get there: the ambulance crew, the forensics team, the SOC people. Anyone who can do the things we can’t,’ he said.

Jepsen nodded once more, with panic in his eyes now, possibly in response to the guest list Mark had just reeled off. He wasn’t wild about it, either. He put on his coat and gave a last glance round his office. He should have opted for a career in the army.

‘See you later.’

Mark closed the door behind him slightly too hard. Århus. He bounded down the stairs, suppressing his irritation that officers from Denmark’s second largest city would now be hurrying here to solve a case he could have solved himself if he’d had the staff. He doubted there was a single detective in Århus with more experience than he had after eight years in Copenhagen. But it made no difference. He would just have to get used to the role of rural police officer and having no say in murder cases.
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PETER WATCHED THE black Puffa jacket as it moved up and down along the shore. She refused to go home. He had offered to stay behind and deal with the police. It was obvious she was unwell. But no. She refused to let anything go, and that included Ramses who was lying there looking as if he was frozen senseless, which of course he was.

Peter looked at the remains of Ramses and cursed him to hell and back. He had been a nice enough bloke, but he had never been blessed with much intelligence. Now the lack of brain cells had probably brought his life to an end and, well, so be it. It was worse that it had happened right here, by the cliff – right in the middle of the life Peter had hoped to rebuild without being dragged back by his past. That had been the plan: a nice, easy life, just him and the dog; seeing good friends when the opportunity arose; the job which he enjoyed; the outdoors; and possibly at some time in the future a dream of the normal family life he’d never had himself. Now that Ramses was lying there, he’d been forced to contact the authorities, people he would have preferred to give a wide berth, and who had never done him any good in the past.

‘The police are here.’

It was as if noises were amplified in the clear frost. A car fought its way through the snow, the engine sounding as if it was about to explode with anger. They’d only had time to exchange a few words and she had politely patted Kaj on the head. She stopped doing that now.

‘You go back up and I’ll stay here,’ she suggested.

He nodded and lumbered up the cliff to meet them. The policeman – so far there was only one – introduced himself as Mark Bille Hansen from Grenå Police. He had shoulder-length black hair, like an Indian’s, and a lined face that looked anything but Danish. He didn’t come across as especially friendly and Peter concluded that he was either stressed or hung-over. The latter was only to be expected on New Year’s Day.

They talked for a little while before clambering down to the beach, where the woman in the Puffa jacket was standing guard. The policeman squatted down and studied Ramses carefully.

‘When did you find him?’

Peter had checked his watch. It was now a quarter past three and starting to get dark.

‘At half past two. I went for a walk with the dog.’

‘And you’ve never seen him before?’

Before Peter had made up his mind, he was shaking his head. The man with the black hair put his ear close to Ramses’s mouth to detect any possible signs of life. Then his fingers found the gold chain with the Star of David and held it up.

‘A religious symbol?’

The question was aimed at Peter, but it was his neighbour who answered. He didn’t even know her name yet.

‘It looks Jewish.’

Mark Bille Hansen had another quick look at the body.

‘Hm. That might fit.’

Peter let them talk. He could have told them that Ramses was not very familiar with religious symbols. He only wore the star because he liked the look of it and because a girlfriend from the distant past had given it to him and told him it would bring him luck. Peter looked at the star and wondered what luck it had brought Ramses. If this was good luck, he would like to see what bad luck was.

‘And you were just passing?’

The question was addressed to the hitherto nameless woman.

‘I was out enjoying a New Year’s Day walk. I live up there … as well.’

She pointed up the cliff.

‘As well?’

‘We both live there,’ she said, with obvious irritation in her voice.

‘Together?’ Mark asked.

She shook her head vehemently. It looked as if it might come off. She glanced at Peter.

‘We don’t actually know each other.’

She took off her mitten and held out her hand.

‘My name is Felix. Perhaps we should introduce ourselves.’

‘Peter.’

Her hand was tiny. It was also ice-cold and her handshake was devoid of any strength. Her eyes directed the strength she had at him while everything else seemed as if it might crumble and turn into dust.

Mark Bille looked at his notepad.

‘Peter Andreas Boutrup. What else?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Who are you?’

‘I live up there. In number fifteen,’ Peter said. ‘I’m a carpenter.’

Mark Bille nodded. Peter could see he was about to ask another question when they heard the emergency sirens.

More than anything, Mark felt like covering his ears with his hands. His headache hadn’t gone away, despite the pills, and the sound of the sirens cut through his brain with scalpel-like precision and found the centre of the pain. Matters did not improve when he saw the two detectives quickly approaching from the car: a man and a woman. The man was tall and sturdy with a young face and short, steel-grey hair, and Mark had never seen him before. The woman he would have recognised anywhere in the world and he could have kicked himself for not knowing where she was now. Anna Bagger had risen through the ranks and she had obviously ended up in the East Jutland Crime Division. Of course he would have known if he’d bothered to keep up in the last twelve months, and now he was standing there like a moron as she moved towards him with her characteristic glide. He went to meet her. When they were close he realised she was just as surprised to see him. But she hid it well; she stuck out her hand and looked him in the eye.

‘Mark. I hear you got married.’

Half her smile was professional, probably for the benefit of her colleague. The other half hit him somewhere he didn’t like.

‘And I hear you got divorced.’

He said it in a low voice. She exhaled and her breath misted in the icy air.

‘A lot can happen in two years. I see you’ve returned to the scene of the crime?’

There were layers of meaning in every single word and in every little movement, from the way she blinked to the way she gasped as she breathed.

‘You could say that. I grew up around here,’ he said.

She looked around. No one could take in the bigger picture and the small details in a split second like she could: the grey sea, the snow and ice on the cliff, the body on the sea-smoothed dark stones, and a little further away the dog and the two neighbours who had discovered the body. For a moment, her gaze zoomed in on the bullet hole in the man’s back before returning to Mark and homing in somewhere between his eyes. Perhaps she was a little rattled after all.

‘I didn’t know that you were such a country bumpkin,’ she said. ‘I want you to meet my colleague from the Crime Division, Martin Nielsen.’

Mark shook hands with the man as relief washed over him. She didn’t know. She had been busy with her own life and oblivious to his, something which at this precise moment suited him just fine. She would find out, of course, but he would have that conversation when the time came.

‘It’s all happening on Djursland, I must say,’ Anna Bagger said, blowing a strand of blonde hair from her face.

Again icy breath emerged from her lips and he remembered how she would exhale cigarette smoke by sticking out her lower lip. Once it had touched something inside him, he didn’t really know why; perhaps it was the combination of feminine – her finely plucked eyebrows which knitted in concentration, while her eyes were half-closed in pleasure – and masculine, with the sailor-like movement of her lips. It no longer touched him, but then again few things did.

‘A missing girl and a dead man, you mean? Yes, never a dull moment here,’ he agreed.

She nodded and started walking quickly over to the body and introducing herself to the two people who had found it. She asked her questions in a calm, friendly tone, but Mark knew she was committing to memory the images of the man and woman with photographic accuracy and that her brain had already started combining motive, opportunity and alibi. She was clever. This was her life’s ambition. Meanwhile more vehicles had arrived at the top of the cliff and technicians in white overalls were swarming around with more police officers and a pathologist. Anna Bagger finished her round of questions.

‘So neither of you has ever seen him before?’

Both the man with the dog and the woman who looked thin to the point of transparency denied having seen him before. At length Anna Bagger seemed to realise they had been standing for an hour and a half in extremely cold conditions.

‘Go home and make yourselves comfortable. Someone will be along to take your detailed statements.’

Mark watched them as they and the dog struggled back up the cliff. Every time the man offered to help, the woman pretended not to notice.
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PETER HELD OUT his hand. She didn’t take it, but he could clearly see her exertion and her obstinate determination as she mobilised all her strength and forced herself up the last stretch. She was in need of some sort of help, he could see, possibly medical, but there was also something deeper. It seemed as if her very soul had fragmented, a state he knew only too well.

Before they parted she stood scrutinising him while patting Kaj, who soaked up the attention, a typical dog.

‘Why did you lie?’ she asked. ‘Why did you say you didn’t know him?’

‘Why do you think I lied?’

She angled her head upwards to see him. She was so tiny.

‘I recognise a lie when I hear one.’

‘Recognise?’

He couldn’t help smiling. He was reminded of Manfred’s King, a small dog which thought it was a Great Dane.

‘From personal experience?’

‘I recognise the sound of a lie,’ she insisted. ‘And you lied.’

‘So what if I did?’

‘Who is he?’

There was more than usual curiosity in the voice and eyes that branded him a liar.

‘Nobody.’

‘And what is Mr Nobody’s name? Where’s he from?’

She was getting too close. He searched for a way to divert the conversation.

‘Felix,’ he said. ‘That’s a funny name for a girl. It must be foreign.’

‘Felicia.’

She pressed her tongue against her front teeth on the c. ‘My mother’s Spanish. It’s a nickname. Peter …’

She tasted his name. ‘You have a namesake in the Bible. He, too, denied a friend. Three times.’

She stared at him as if she could nail him to the cross with her eyes, and he knew exactly what kind of person she was. She was the type that would not be shaken off. She was probably ill or just terribly run-down, but she didn’t let go, and again he was reminded of King in a comparison which was not entirely fair.

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I think we’ve got off on the wrong foot.’

He scratched his neck.

‘Would you like to come in?’ he offered. ‘I could make some coffee.’

She shook her head in an exaggerated protest before setting off back to her house.

‘He wasn’t my friend,’ he called as she left, but she simply waved a gloved hand in the air without turning around.

Stinger was a friend, he thought. Ramses was merely an acquaintance. It was important to make a distinction or your life would quickly fill up with dubious associates for whom you felt some responsibility.

At first it was a relief when he was able to close the door behind him, but his thoughts soon started to trouble him. She was right. Why had he lied?

For a while he walked around in circles in the house which was no longer the safe haven of which he had dreamed. Everything within him had resisted the moment she had asked whether he recognised the body at the foot of the cliff. The denial had been automatic, but from that moment on he was trapped. In her presence, in the spotlight of her gaze, the denial had been uttered again in front of the police. Bang. Just like that! In no time at all he had wrecked his future, so as to be able to buy himself a little more peace and the illusion of being an ordinary citizen doing his civic duty.

It was already a murder case. Of course they would find the link between him and Ramses. Of course they would dig up everything.

There was only one thing for it: he would have to go back immediately and admit that he had lied.

He had already put on his coat and his boots when the realisation dawned on him.

Ramses had known half the coordinates of the spot in the Kattegat where Brian’s boat had supposedly been scuttled with its valuable cargo. Someone might have forced the information out of him and then killed him. Stinger knew the other half of the secret. Whoever had killed Ramses must be looking for Stinger now. Stinger was no angel, but there wasn’t an evil bone in him. He didn’t deserve to die.

He rang the mobile number Stinger had given him, but there was no reply. He left a message: ‘This is Peter. Call me. Quickly. The shit’s hit the fan.’ But he knew Stinger and his relationship with technology only too well. There was no guarantee he would know how to listen to a message.

He looked at his watch. It was four o’clock and it had grown dark outside. The police had told him to stay at home.

Stinger had mentioned he was staying with his sister in Århus. Peter knew her vaguely. Elisabeth, her name was. What else could he remember about Elisabeth? From time to time she had visited Stinger in Horsens Prison. She had been a biker chick back then, a couple of years ago. Leather, studs and biceps as big as thighs, but kindness itself behind the facade.

He would have to make a couple of calls before he could get her full name and address. He weighed up the pros and cons and ended up concluding it was more important to save a life than clean the slate. The latter could wait. He whistled for the dog and drove off in the old VW van he had recently bought at an auction for 18,000 kroner he didn’t have.
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‘AND YOU DIDN’T see him drive off?’

The police officer, Anna Bagger, seemed annoyed, and she had cause to be. There was also something friendly and trustworthy about her, but that was possibly down to pure professionalism. Felix shook her head.

‘I was cold when I got back so I took a hot bath. I expect he left while I was in the bathroom.’

‘You don’t know where he was going?’

It sounded idiotic, but she probably had to phrase the question like that. Perhaps they were taught to do it this way at the police academy. Mark Bille Hansen, who was accompanying her, tried to look neutral.

‘No. As I told you earlier, I don’t know him.’

‘How long have you lived here?’

‘One month.’

‘Is it really possible for two people living this close to each other for one month not to speak?’

It wasn’t an accusation; on the contrary, it was spoken with mild wonder and a suppressed smile as Anna Bagger allowed her gaze to glide over the décor, which was maritime kitsch: a model of the frigate Jylland in the window, a porthole in the wall, rope edging round the ceiling and conches on the window sill. Nothing Felix would have chosen for herself.

‘We keep ourselves to ourselves.’

‘Why?’

‘Why what?’

Anna Bagger made a gesture to encompass both the house and the cliff.

‘Why do you live here? So far away. What are you doing here?’

Felix had never liked several questions being fired at once. In fact, she didn’t like being interrogated like this, and she certainly didn’t like having strangers in her house.

‘I’m on sick leave. I need peace and quiet.’

‘What’s your job?’

‘I manage a spa in Århus. We offer skincare treatment and sell beauty products,’ she explained and added: ‘We also do massages.’

She felt herself being scrutinised, but wasn’t surprised. Right now she didn’t look like a beautician. She hadn’t done so for months.

‘And you’re able to live on your sick pay? I can’t imagine it’s much,’ Anna Bagger said.

‘I don’t need much.’

She didn’t think her private finances or lack of them was anyone’s business but her own. Anna Bagger looked at her as if she couldn’t make up her mind whether to believe her or not. Felix wished Peter Boutrup had stayed put.

‘He found the body. Well, him and the dog. I was just trying to help and I happened to have my mobile with me. That’s all.’

Anna Bagger’s face took on an inscrutable expression.

‘Thank you. That’ll be all. For now.’

The police officer sounded a little distant, as if her thoughts had already jumped to the next link in the investigation. They shook hands and she left the house, followed by the rural police officer who looked anything but rural. A car started outside. An ambulance pulled away. Anna Bagger and her entourage also found their cars and soon they were tiny dots rumbling through the snow down the lane back home to Århus.

Felix unlocked the door to the secret room. Nausea rose in her throat and she started to shake as though she had a fever. She should have stayed at home. What on earth had made her walk to the cliff?

Suddenly her legs felt unsteady beneath her, so she sat down on the swivel chair. When the room had stopped spinning, she looked at the walls, which were plastered with cuttings, photos, business cards and scribbled-on Post-its.

There were survivors. And then there were the dead. She was a survivor. Why this was so, she had no idea, nor did she want to know. Her neighbour was another survivor. She had seen it in his eyes. There were only the dead and survivors. Everything in between – the living – was another country to her. As indeed was life at this moment.

She pulled a mobile from her pocket. She had removed it from the dead man’s pocket while Peter had gone up the cliff to get the police.

She turned it over and over in her hand but couldn’t bring herself to open the menu, even though it was still switched on. For a moment she wondered at humanity and its ability to adapt. She had never stolen anything in her entire life, and here she was with a dead man’s phone in her hand. Perhaps this was what survival felt like: you existed in a frozen zombie land. Other rules applied here. She wondered if that was true for Peter Boutrup as well.

She left the room, locking it behind her, and put the mobile in the kitchen drawer. On her way back to the sofa, she had to clutch the back of a chair for support. She was tired. But she wasn’t too tired to wonder what it was he had survived.
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STINGER’S SISTER, ELISABETH Stevns, had, to put it mildly, gained a lot of weight since Peter had last seen her. Fat bulged through the grey track suit; the top seemed too short and the trousers too tight. Blonde hair and dark roots were arranged in a messy pile on top of her head. When she bent down, he could see the tattoo on the small of her back, a psychedelic design a few centimetres above her bum crack, which was also revealed. But her face was pretty and her smile forgiving in face of life’s unpredictability, which included a useless brother with a criminal past and future.

‘Here. Go on, take it all! I’m done with him! He can stay with you, can’t he?’

She rummaged around for Stinger’s few belongings scattered around the flat in Teglværksgade in Århus: T-shirts, dirty underpants, jogging bottoms, a belt, a couple of porn mags and a pouch of tobacco. As she located the items, she stuffed them into a yellow Netto bag. Finally, the whole bag was shoved into Peter’s arms.

She was panting from the effort, and brushed the hair from her face. There was a packet of crisps and a half-empty tub of Haribo’s Matador Mix on the coffee table. She took a couple of crisps from the bag and ate them noisily.

‘I’ve done everything I could do for him. Two months! And not a bloody ØRE from him. The moment he lays his hands on some cash, he’s out of here. He only came back for a quick shower.’

Peter took the cash to be the five hundred kroner he’d given Stinger with his coat, beanie and gloves.

‘So where is he now?’

‘Where do you think?’

She sent him a knowing look.

‘Anholtsgade? Lulu and Miriam?’

A smile flickered in her eyes. She shook her head at her incorrigible big brother and took the Netto bag back from Peter.

‘That’s a pretty good guess.’

The financial crisis was having an impact, and Lulu’s half-days at the massage parlour had been reduced to once a week because people were short of money. She and Miriam spent most of their time running the brothel in Anholtsgade. The two of them serviced the customers, and they – the customers – didn’t grow on trees, or queue around the block, these days.

‘They’re not exactly lining up,’ as Miriam said, letting him in. ‘We may have to do some retraining.’

Peter kissed her on the corner of her mouth, which was red and heavily pencilled but capable of affection when the mood took her.

‘Happy New Year! You’d make great nurses or French maids.’

Miriam pulled a face at him.

‘I’m looking for Stinger. You know, the tattooist.’

Miriam adjusted the lipstick at the corner of her mouth with her finger.

‘He’s down at the massage parlour with Lulu. They’ll be here later.’

She examined his face.

‘You look tired. Why don’t you stay and have some chicken with us?’

She pulled him in from the stairwell. He relaxed the moment he crossed the threshold, as if someone had helped him remove a heavy rucksack from his back. This was how it always was with Miriam. She had been his occasional bedfellow for years, even though the frequency had diminished recently. Miriam belonged to his past, the life he had once lived surrounded by prostitutes and pickpockets. She was still a part of his life, but it had become complicated. He was no longer sure what they expected of each other.

Everything about Miriam was well groomed and desirable, from the radiance of her skin to her breath, which was fresh and inviting. She had a sense of beauty, especially her own. He thought about Felix. He found her beautiful, too, but he was unable to explain to himself why. She had no curves and didn’t dress as sexily as Miriam. But she had a fire inside her.

He let himself be led into the living room with its soft furniture as Ramses’ dead body drifted further and further into the distance. Stinger was in good hands. There was nothing left for Peter to do but sit back and wait.

‘So? What’s new with you?’

She placed him in one of the deep chairs. As always, Kaj was on the rug under the coffee table.

Miriam kicked off her heels, stretched her feet and warmed them on the dog’s coat.

‘Ooh, it’s cold today. And there’s a draught from the window.’

She massaged Kaj’s flank. Peter rose and held up a hand to the six-pane windows, which were old and crumbling. There wasn’t much to stop the wind. Some of the panes were cracked and blots of condensation had spread outwards.

‘They need replacing.’

‘Try telling Lulu that. She says we can’t afford it until the recession’s over.’

‘I’ll get them for you at cost price and fit them myself. Got a tape measure?’

She fetched one; he took the measurements and jotted them down in his notebook.

‘You should have told me earlier. Is there anything else?’

She flopped back on the sofa again and patted the seat next to her, and he sat down.

‘Are you going to tell me what happened or am I going to have to guess?’ she said.

More than anything else he wanted to forget, but there was no stopping Miriam.

‘Perhaps I can help you.’

Perhaps she could. He tilted his head back and started talking: about his new neighbour; about Stinger turning up; about Ramses’ body.

‘That’s so like you.’

She shook her head.

‘You’re so scared of having anything to do with the police you make things much worse for yourself. What a mess! You’ll have to tell them you know him.’ But there was a smile on her face as she spoke and she got up at once. ‘Today’s my day off. We could have some fun.’

He hesitated and she noticed.

‘Consider it payment for the windows.’

He shook his head.

‘What about a New Year’s present then?’

‘Nope.’

She made it sound so simple. But in his mind another face kept appearing, one with dark eyes and a voice that called him a liar.

‘Thanks anyway,’ he added. ‘Some other time.’

She shrugged and feigned indifference. She went into the kitchen and started cooking, with her back to him, banging and slamming things down, but she soon recovered. She produced a bottle of champagne and filled two glasses.

‘Seeing that it’s New Year. And we haven’t seen each other for ages. Skål!’

It was three weeks since he had last been to Århus.

‘Ramses,’ he said after the first mouthful. ‘What do you know about him?’

She swirled the champagne around in her glass, making the bubbles rise.

‘Not an awful lot more than you do,’ she said. ‘One for the ladies. Thought more with his dick than most men.’

She leaned against the worktop and looked at him. ‘That’s what makes a man careless.’

‘Do you have anything specific you can tell me?’

She shrugged again. Lulu and Miriam knew a great deal, women in their line of work often did, but they were discreet and guarded their customers’ secrets the way fairy-tale dragons guard treasure.

‘I think he was having a dangerous liaison. There was a rumour.’

‘A woman?’

‘A woman whose husband was unhappy about this liaison,’ Miriam said, locating a roasting tin in the cupboard under the worktop.

‘Who should I be looking for?’

He knew he was pushing it. He also knew he would only get a hint by way of an answer. She rinsed the chicken and dabbed it dry with kitchen towel. From a packet in the fridge she took a big blob of butter and slapped it in the roasting tin, then she turned on the cooker and warmed the tin.

‘You’ve got to go back in time, Peter,’ she said, standing next to him.

She waited until the butter had browned before placing the rinsed chicken in the tin, making the fat sizzle. She looked at him while sipping her champagne.

‘If you want an answer, your own past is where you’ll find it. And deep down you know that, don’t you? Stinger, Ramses and Brian.’

She put down her glass.

‘The whole thing reeks of Horsens.’

Horsens Prison. Peter stared into the distance. He didn’t want to look back; he had made a promise to himself. He wasn’t interested in revenge or hatred. He wanted to live his new life, go hunting with Manfred and talk about great literature, play with Kaj, put a roof on the pig farmer’s barn, do his paintings and dream about the future.

He was done with demons. But it didn’t necessarily follow that they were done with him.

Later, when the food was ready, Lulu came in from the cold, wearing more clothes than he had ever seen her wear, and alone.

‘Stinger? He ran into someone he knew and he was gone.’

She offered him a cheek to kiss, pushing out her enlarged breasts and sniffing the aroma of roast chicken. ‘Yummy, I’ve been looking forward to this all day.’
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MARK BILLE HANSEN turned up at Århus police station early on Saturday morning. No one had told him to do so. No one expected him. But he had decided it was the right thing to do. Århus was leading the investigation into the disappearance of Nina Bjerre, and it was also Århus and Anna Bagger who were investigating the death of the man under the cliff. Anna sat there now with a straight back and alert morning gaze, leading from the front and allocating work for the frogmen from the mine-clearing division of the FKP, the Frømandskorpset, with whom the police had a regular contract. She briefly met Mark’s eyes, and warmth suffused his body, along with the irritation of having to watch from the wings.

He concentrated on the divers. He had seen their equipment when he parked outside the station at twenty minutes past seven. They had arrived from Nykøbing, Sjælland, late on New Year’s Day in three vehicles: a blue pick-up, a green diving truck the size of a house and a towing vehicle with a black, one-tonne fibreglass boat and a small inflatable with an outboard motor on the back. Attending the meeting this morning were the commanding officer, Allan Vraa, as well as three young divers in green sweaters and army trousers, two dog handlers and a couple of police pathologists.

‘Nina Bjerre went to a New Year’s Eve party with some friends at the new development by the marina. She left the party at around two a.m. A witness saw her in the area near the fishing boats, so we were thinking of searching the harbour, with dogs and with you.’

Anna Bagger spoke to the commanding officer. ‘What do you think? How long would it take your team to search the harbour?’

Allan Vraa unfolded a map on the table.

‘Grenå Harbour is a dump. There’s zero visibility and fish waste scattered around. It covers the seabed up to a depth of a couple of metres.’

‘So what do you do if you can’t see anything?’

He looked up.

‘We use a progressive seabed search technique. We put out one hundred and twenty-metre lines and divide the harbour into a grid. The divers feel their way around.’

‘Through fish waste?’ Mark asked.

Allan Vraa nodded.

‘It’s not a pleasant job, but it can be done and it’ll take about twenty-four hours, I would guess, but that means we’d cover one hundred per cent of the harbour. We work with two divers at a time.’

‘Will you be diving yourself?’ Anna Bagger asked him.

He hunched his shoulders.

‘I do sometimes. But we happen to have a diver on standby. She lives just outside Grenå.’

‘She?’

Even Anna Bagger seemed surprised.
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