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			PROLOGUE

			1982

			It only took five minutes after the emergency call before the ambulance turned across the lawn toward a chaotic scene that would forever haunt those who saw it.

			Around a steaming hole lay six lifeless bodies, and the rancid smell of burned flesh mingled with the stench of ozone still lingering in the air from the lightning strikes.

			“Move back!” shouted one of the paramedics to a group of students who had come running from the university on the other side of the road and who now stood as if nailed to the spot by the sight.

			His colleague took him by the arm. “There’s nothing we can do here, Martin, but look over there!”

			He pointed at an elderly man whose knees were slowly sinking into the soaked grass.

			“Why were they standing so close together, and why didn’t the lightning strike the trees?” sobbed the man when they approached. And even though it was pouring rain, and the man’s jacket clung to him like a wet rag, he cared about nothing except what had just happened.

			Martin turned toward the university buildings, where sirens and flashing blue lights signaled that more ambulances and patrol cars were on their way.

			“We’ll give him something to calm him down before he ends up having a stroke,” said his partner.

			Martin nodded. Through the downpour, he could just make out two women crouching down by a growing pool of water close to the windbreak.

			“Come quickly!” they shouted, and Martin grabbed his bag and started running.

			“I think she’s breathing,” panted one of the women while cradling the back of the neck of a seventh victim.

			Apart from the unconscious young woman’s heavily blackened clothes, she didn’t appear to be seriously burned like the other victims.

			“I think she was thrown over here by the lightning strike,” said the woman in a faltering voice. “Can’t you save her?”

			Martin pulled the frail body away from the pool of water, which was still growing deeper, as the shouts rose behind him. His colleagues, who had just arrived, concluded that there was nothing they could do about the others. The lightning had killed all six who had been huddled together in the rain.

			Martin put the injured woman in the recovery position and checked her pulse, which was slow and weak but seemed stable. Just as he stood up and gestured to his colleagues to come over with a stretcher, her body twitched. A couple of short, deep inhalations caused her chest to tighten, and with a sudden jerk she rose up to rest on her elbows.

			“Where am I?” she asked, looking around with bloodshot eyes.

			“You’re in Fælledparken in Copenhagen,” answered Martin. “You were all struck by lightning.”

			“Lightning?”

			He nodded.

			“And the others?” She looked over toward the hectic scene.

			“You knew them?” he asked.

			She nodded. “Yes, we were together. Are they dead?”

			Martin hesitated for a moment, but then confirmed.

			“All of them?”

			He nodded again and observed her face. He expected to see shock or grief, but her insidious expression told another story.

			“Right, then,” she said, completely composed. And despite evident pain, a devilish smile spread across her face.

			“You know what?” Without waiting for an answer, she continued, “If I can survive this, then with God’s help I can survive anything.”
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			MAJA

			Tuesday, January 26, 1988

			Twenty-­six days into the new year, a harsh winter unexpectedly hit the country with biting winds and unusually low temperatures below zero. When Maja saw the blanket of ice spreading across the backyard of her residential complex, she sighed deeply. This was the third year in a row she would have to change to winter tires, but, because it was just after Christmas this time, there was no way she could afford to have her usual mechanic change them. Luckily, an ­auto-­repair shop had placed ­attention-­grabbing ads in the local newspaper for a ­lightning-­fast, effective, and ­super-­cheap tire ­service—­and as the shop was even closer to her son’s nursery in Sydhavnen, she decided to give them a try.

			This was the reality of being a single mother. You had to make money stretch.

			The owner of the combined ­auto-­body-­finish and repair shop, Ove Wilder’s Auto, was masculine and trustworthy, an archetype of the sort of man who has grown up with his strong arms buried deep in a car engine. Maja gave a sigh of relief. Everything would be okay.

			“We’ll just check that all is in order,” he said, and nodded to a couple of mechanics who were pointing a flashlight underneath a car raised on a lift.

			“It should be ready in a couple of hours. We’re a bit busy, as you can see.”

			No more than ­forty-­five minutes later, she received a call at work.

			That was nice and quick, she thought happily when she heard the voice of the man from the repair shop. But then her smile faded.

			“I’m afraid this will be complicated,” he said. “We noticed that the rear summer tires are worn unevenly, so we thought something was wrong with the wheel suspension. But the problem is actually with your ­rear-­axle housing, or rear shaft, as some people call it. And that’s a whole different story.”

			Maja clenched the receiver. “Rear shaft? But you can weld it, right?”

			He sounded serious. “Let’s see, but I’m afraid you shouldn’t get your hopes up because it’s very corroded. It probably needs to be changed.”

			Maja took a deep breath. She did not even dare think how expensive that would be.

			“I’ll pop by after I pick up my son from nursery,” she said, and noted how her hand on the desk had started shaking. How was she supposed to pay? And how was she supposed to do without the car ­if . . . ?

			“You’ll pop by, you said? Okay, then. We close at five,” he replied dryly.

			Children in snowsuits are ­time-­consuming, so Maja had her heart in her throat as she finally rushed off with Max in his stroller to the repair shop just after five. She let out a sigh of relief when she saw the open gate at the end of the street and her car protruding slightly from the shop with snow up to the hubcaps.

			She had made it. “My car!” said Max. He loved that car.

			When they passed the fence, she could see a man’s legs sticking out from behind the vehicle.

			Strange! Why is he lying on the ground in the snow in this weather? she just managed to think before a blast caused the windows of the building to blow up in a blizzard of glass. A moment later, a second explosion detonated in a wave that ripped the stroller with Max out of her hands and threw her several meters back.

			When she finally managed to get to her feet, surrounded by flames and smoke, she saw that the repair shop in front of her had collapsed and that her car was lying upside down a few meters away from her.

			With her heart racing, she spun around in all directions.

			“Maaax!” she screamed, unable to hear her own voice.

			Then there was yet another explosion.
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			MARCUS

			Monday, November 30, 2020

			Not a pretty sight, thought Chief of Homicide Marcus Jacobsen when he discovered his chief inspector slouched behind his desk with his eyes closed and mouth open.

			He gently nudged the feet behind the table.

			“I hope I’m not interrupting anything important, Carl,” he said with a wry smile.

			Carl seemed to be too drowsy to react to irony.

			“Well, that’s a question of definition, Marcus.” He yawned. “I was just testing whether the distance from the edge of the desk to my feet was perfect.”

			Marcus nodded. The renovation of the basement under police headquarters had forced out his colleagues in Department Q, the cold cases division, and it was no exaggeration to say that he was not pleased to have the country’s most anarchistic department moved so close to him out here in the new facility on Teglholmen in Sydhavnen where the Copenhagen Police investigation unit was now located. The combination of Carl Mørck’s grumpy face and Rose Knudsen’s incessant ranting could drive anyone crazy. He wished that Carl and Co. could be sent back to the dungeon at police HQ, especially during this horrible year of the coronavirus, but Marcus knew that was not going to happen.

			“Take a look at this, Carl.” He opened a case file and pointed at an obituary ripped from the newspaper. “What do you make of this?”

			Carl rubbed his eyes and read.

			Maja Petersen, November 11, ­1960–­November 11, 2020.

			Sadly missed.

			The Family

			He looked up. “Well, the woman died on her sixtieth birthday but, apart from that, it doesn’t mean anything to me. What’s the deal?”

			Marcus gave him a serious look. “I’ll tell you what. It reminds me more than a little of the first time you and I saw each other.”

			“Really? That’s an unfortunate association. The first time, you say? When was that?”

			“January 1988. You were a sergeant at Store Kongensgade police station. I was an inspector in homicide.”

			Carl straightened up a little. “How the hell can you remember that? You didn’t even know me in 1988.”

			“I remember because you and your colleague were the first to arrive at a burning ­auto-­repair shop that had just been blown up, and I remember how you took care of a ­half-­conscious woman whose child had been killed in the explosion.”

			Marcus’s best investigator sat for a moment staring blankly. Then he picked up the newspaper ad and looked it over. Were his eyes welling up? It was hard to believe.

			“Maja Petersen,” he said slowly. “Is this the Maja Petersen?”

			Marcus nodded. “Yes, it is. Two weeks ago, Terje Ploug and I were called out to her flat, where she had already been hanging in the hallway for a few days. We didn’t have to investigate much to establish that she’d taken her own life. There was a photo of a small boy on the floor underneath her, which she’d probably held in her hand until the moment she died.” He shook his head. “In the sitting room, there was a moldy layer cake on the table, completely untouched. Neatly written on top of it with light blue icing was “Maja 60 Max 3.” And, slightly oddly, the cake was decorated with two crosses instead of flags and candles. One after each name.”

			“Okay.” Carl put down the obituary and leaned back heavily. “Sounds depressing. Suicide, you say. And you’re sure about that?”

			“Yes, I am. Her funeral was yesterday, and I attended. And apart from the vicar, myself, and an elderly lady, the chapel was completely empty. It doesn’t get much more depressing than that. I spoke with the lady afterward, and she was a cousin of the deceased. She turned out to be the one who had ended the obituary with ‘The Family.’ ”

			Carl looked at him pensively. “And back then you were also present at the explosion site, you say? That’s one detail I can’t remember. I remember the snow and the biting cold and many other things, but not you.”

			Marcus shrugged. It was more than thirty years ago, so why should he remember?

			“The fire was extremely violent and the fire brigade couldn’t establish unequivocally how the explosions had happened,” said Marcus. “However, it turned out that the repair shop also had a completely unauthorized ­body-­finish shop, so there had been plenty of combustibles in the building, certainly more than enough for things to go wrong. And, yes, I also arrived on the scene shortly after the accident, which was more of a coincidence because I was on an assignment in the neighborhood.”

			Carl nodded to himself. “I remember that the little boy was ­dead—­I could see that straightaway. His tiny body lay over the curb with his head thrust into the snow. That isn’t a sight you forget in a hurry. I had to hold his mother tightly to stop her from getting too close to him and seeing the terrible state he was in.”

			He looked up. “Why did you go to Maja Petersen’s funeral, Marcus?”

			“Why?” He sighed. “I’ve just never been able to let that case go. Even then, I got the sense that something wasn’t right about it.” He tapped the case file on the desk. “Now I’ve had a few days to reread and consider it.”

			“And what’s your conclusion? That the explosion wasn’t an accident?”

			“I guess I never really believed that, but here on page two in the technical summary, I stumbled across a sentence that I didn’t notice back then. And maybe there wasn’t much reason to notice it more than thirty years ago.”

			He pulled the paper out of the file and pushed it over to Carl.

			“I’ve highlighted the sentence.”

			Carl Mørck leaned forward in his office chair. He read the sentence marked with yellow a few times before looking up at Marcus with an expression that made his eyes appear darker.

			“Salt?” was all he said, repeating it a few times.

			Marcus nodded. “You have the same suspicion as me, I can tell.”

			“The thing about the salt, yes. But when was that? Give me a hint.”

			“I don’t know exactly which case you had, but there was another one involving salt. You’re with me, right?”

			“Yes, I think there was.”

			Carl appeared to be racking his brain, but in vain.

			“Maybe Rose or Assad remembers,” said Carl finally.

			Marcus shook his head. “I don’t think so because it must have been before their time. But what about Hardy?”

			“Hardy is having treatment again in Switzerland just now, Marcus.”

			“I know, but you’ve heard about a smart invention called the phone, right, Carl?”

			“Sure, okay, I’ll call him.” He frowned. “You’ve had some time to think about it, Marcus. How about letting me in on what happened back then in Sydhavnen?”

			He nodded. It would almost be a relief.

			Marcus told him that when the second blast sounded, all the windows in the apartment they were searching close to the repair shop imploded so violently that the pieces of glass penetrated deeply into the woodwork and furniture. Thankfully, Marcus and his colleagues were in the bedroom facing the backyard, so nothing happened to them. However, the inhabitant, a miserable junkie who was hiding weapons for some of the ­hard-­core criminals in Vesterbro, broke down completely and started rambling on about back when he was a boy and the gasworks in Valby had exploded.

			Marcus tiptoed to the kitchen, out to the Siberian cold coming in from the smashed window, and immediately saw the ­jet-­black clouds of smoke and the flames rising at least ­twenty-­five meters up in the air above the roofs a few streets away.

			Two minutes later, Marcus and his sergeant entered the street where a patrol car with flashing lights was already parked, blocking the entrance. Just inside the courtyard sat a young colleague with his arms tightly wrapped around a woman. Everything was utter chaos, and burning wreckage and the asphalt emitted yet more black plumes of smoke. A child on Marcus’s left had undoubtedly died on the scene, given that the small body was lying lifeless with his face pressed down into the snow.

			Now the flames rose at least forty meters in the air from the middle of the building, and the heat almost knocked them over. A Citroën Dyane had been thrown upside down, wreckage and car parts were scattered in the meltwater that was fast covering most of the area, and a few cars that had been displayed for sale on the left side had been compressed like discarded vehicles in a junkyard.

			A van lay crushed underneath the rubble a bit farther along, and from behind it protruded a pair of naked charred ­legs—­the only indication that there had been any life in the building.

			It was a few hours before the fire brigade brought the flames under control, but Marcus stayed on-site and followed the discoveries of his colleagues and the fire brigade.

			Before midnight, they had found another four bodies farther inside the building, which were so charred that it was almost impossible to determine their sex. And even though all four heads had very similar lesions, they could not immediately establish if they were caused by the violent explosion and subsequent tumult of projectiles from the shelves of metal objects in the shop.

			While it was highly probable that they were dealing with an accident, Marcus spent the next few days routinely investigating a number of possible motives someone might have had. They had to reject all suspicions of insurance fraud because the repair shop, in spite of all regulations, had no insurance policies, and on top of that, the owner died in the explosion, so what could he have gained by starting a fire? Any connection to gangs was also unlikely because none of the deceased, who were subsequently identified as mechanics, had criminal records.

			With support from the owner’s distressed widow, Marcus went over the few available records on the repair shop.

			“Did your husband or family have unsettled business with anyone?” he asked. “What about any outstanding debts? Enemies? Had they been threatened by competitors?”

			The wife just shook her head every time. She was at a loss. Her husband was a skilled mechanic, she said. He might not have been much for paperwork, but then who was, in that line of employment?

			Marcus had to face the fact that this small business certainly lived up to that reputation, having neither an accountant nor a bookkeeper. And everything that resembled correspondence, client records, or financial statements had gone up in ­smoke—­if they had ever existed in the first place.

			The woman knew that there would be plenty to do when the tax returns were due, but the repair shop had only existed for a few months, so no doubt it would be fine.

			When the site was cleared a few weeks later, they were still clueless. Only one apparently insignificant fact, which an alert technician had nevertheless noted in the report, stuck out from the rest, and Marcus had only just noticed it now, many years after his latest scrutiny of it.

			It read:

			A few meters outside the entrance gate, right up against the metal railings, there was a ­nine-­centimeter-­tall pile of salt.

			And then a brief added note that should probably have raised alarm bells:

			And it was kitchen salt, not road salt.
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			CARL

			Tuesday, December 1, 2020

			“There was a copy of the case in the archive, Carl.” Rose threw it on the desk in front of him. “Gordon and I read it this morning. It says that you were the first to arrive at the scene?”

			“Yes, apparently.” He nodded and pointed at Marcus’s copy. “This report has been gathering dust in Marcus’s various offices for all these years. You probably know what that means?”

			“Yes, he hasn’t been able to let it go,” answered Gordon unnecessarily. “And now he wants us to take it off his shoulders.”

			Carl gave him a thumbs-­up. “Spot on. And that’s why we’re taking over, putting everything else to one side, and solving it. And there you have it.”

			“Put everything else to one side? Isn’t that a bit drastic, Carl?” mumbled Rose. “Don’t you think we’ve got our hands full as it is just now?”

			Carl shrugged slightly. She might be right but it was the chief of homicide who called the shots, and the case had also struck a surprisingly sensitive chord in Carl. So many years later, and it was still immensely painful to think about the little boy and his mother, who had lost what she held dearest. He could not shut his eyes and think about the terrible accident for very long before he felt her shivering as vividly as if it were yesterday. Was it because he was now a father himself?

			“I suppose you’ve seen what Marcus has highlighted at the bottom of the fire incident report, so no need to explain the priority of this aspect of the case. And not only for Marcus’s sake, but just as much for us and Department Q.”

			“You mean the kitchen salt?” asked Gordon.

			Carl nodded. “Rose, you’ve been here in Department Q since 2008, so it must ring a bell, doesn’t it?”

			“The kitchen salt?” She shook her head.

			“Well, look into it, because I know for sure there was a case some years back that was shelved that had something to do with salt. Marcus also remembers it. But, as I said, it must have been ages ago because we can’t quite remember when. Give the older cases a look, starting with those from 2000 to 2005, and you might hit on something.”

			“Something about salt?” She didn’t look happy.

			“Yes.”

			“Wow, what an amazing task to be given. Thanks a lot, Carl. And now that I think about it, there’s actually a huge pile of salt in my cousin’s yard. Are you going to arrest him now?”

			Carl raised his eyebrows. If she was in that mood, he would just have to put his foot down.

			“Thanks for the sarcasm. Just think about what Marcus has done for you, Rose. He’s got you back on the job in more or less the same shape you were five years ­ago—­back in the field and everything that goes with it. So don’t you think Marcus deserves that you do everything within your power to take this case off his mind?”

			She sighed. “You were easier when you were a bitter old asshole instead of a sanctimonious bitter old asshole. But, yes, if you want to torment me by making me review old cases while Assad solves the ones on our desks, I’ll oblige.”

			She turned on her heel before he could retort. Bloody annoying.

			He turned to Gordon, who looked like he expected to take the fall for her.

			“And you, Gordon,” he said with an emphasis that made the guy jump, “you’ll help me.”

			Gordon relaxed his shoulders.

			“You need to find the widow of the guy who owned the ­auto-­repair shop. And then you need to locate the old woman who attended the funeral the other ­day—­Maja Petersen’s cousin. And when you’ve done that, you’ll bring them both to me. Pronto!”

			Carl’s new office on the first floor was identical to all the others, with standardized, wipeable furniture. He opened the window, placed Marcus’s report on the windowsill, and started from the beginning. It took him almost a quarter packet of smokes to read it because it was unusually meticulous, just like all the reports Marcus Jacobsen had written during his time as criminal superintendent. Still, he seemed to have taken even more care with this one, probably because he had nearly been a firsthand witness and because he had never forgotten the despair of the young mother.

			On the first page, Marcus had already expressed his dissatisfaction with the then chief of homicide stopping his investigation and having the case recorded as an accident.

			The many pages that followed were excerpts of Marcus’s interviews with witnesses, but objectively, there was not much meat to any of ­them—­if any at all.

			What did you see? and What do you know? Marcus always asked the people he interviewed. And for this case: Do you know about anything that might have led to this violent explosion? No one gave him any leads. The young woman who had lost her child explained why she had gone to the repair shop. It was something to do with a rear shaft on her Citroën Dyane that needed changing because it was corroded. And every time she came to the point where she had to tell him about the moment of the explosion, when the stroller with her ­three-­year-­old son was ripped out of her hands, she broke down.

			This was followed by some explanations from the widows of the deceased mechanics, and all in all, there was nothing to indicate that they had been anything other than an industrious and skillful young shop. They often worked overtime, but the wages were always paid on time, and it was not a bad ­wage—­on the contrary, said one of the wives.

			Carl underlined that fact in particular.

			“It wasn’t difficult to locate the widows, Carl. The one who was married to the owner of the repair shop has remarried and changed her last name, but, thankfully, she’s still at the same address.”

			“When will she be here, Gordon?”

			“She’s here already. She’s waiting in Rose’s office.”

			Carl gave him an approving nod. He would soon have to admit that the youngest member of their department was no longer completely wet behind the ears.

			“And the cousin who placed the obituary in the newspaper will be here within the hour. She was a bit nervous and confused about why you want to talk to her, but I told her that you normally don’t bite.” He grinned.

			Normally don’t bite? thought Carl. He smiled halfheartedly. Perhaps Gordon was still damp behind the ears after all.

			“Send her in.”

			Carl closed the file so the widow would not see the unsettling photos of the bodies at the scene.

			He had no idea what she had looked like thirty years ago, but for a ­sixty-­something-­year-­old woman she was unusually youthful. Not much of her face could have been created by God, he thought when she removed her face mask. She did actually try to smile, but it never quite materialized.

			He struggled through the usual questions for the first few minutes, but then he thought, Nothing ventured, nothing gained. So he asked a question that did not appear on the report. A shot in the dark.

			“Your husband handled a lot of money during that time, but how did you experience it?”

			She brushed her hair back behind one ear while a single wrinkle on her forehead tried to make an appearance. “But we did pay all our bills on time, if that’s what you mean?”

			“No, I’m thinking about all the perks. Car, dishwasher, new clothes, all that kind of stuff.”

			She looked relieved at the offer of concrete options.

			“Well, Ove did buy the holiday home. It’s the one I still have in Tisvilde.”

			Carl whistled. “That must have been the optimal time to buy a holiday home in Tisvilde. You can’t get your hands on them for love nor money now.”

			She held her head high.

			“How much did you pay for it? Do you remember? You bought it with cash, right?” he prompted.

			She nodded, looking thoughtful. She was an easy one to lead down the path.

			“Just over a hundred thousand, I think.” She nodded as if to confirm the statement.

			“So the repair shop was doing well?”

			She nodded. “Ove worked a lot. They all did.”

			The rest of the interview lasted twenty minutes, and it would probably be the last with her.

			“I think they were busier than most repair shops,” he said to Rose when the widow had left.

			She was not listening. “Do you realize what you’ve asked me to do, Carl?” Rose had many expressions, and the one she was wearing right now was not to his liking. And she was talking about grumpy assholes?

			“The cases from 2000 to 2005 haven’t been digitized yet, so I’m leafing through report after report. Don’t think that you can get out of paying me overtime if you want me to do this quickly.”

			“Just let me know how many hours you spend and continue with your exquisite work.”

			Did she stick her tongue out at him?
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			CARL

			Tuesday, December 1, 2020

			Carl opened the file and scrutinized the many photos of the bodies from the repair shop. Neither the investigations from the site nor the findings from the autopsies made him any the wiser. The coroner who had carried out the autopsies wrote about one of the bodies:

			Since the deceased was found under a steel table and therefore had not suffered serious injury apart from the one to the back of the head, it can be concluded that the object that hit his head also killed him. Subsequently, this object most probably fell to the ground intact, given that we did not find fragments of it in the skull, which was also the case with two of the other bodies. It is conspicuous that in three of the cases, the lesions are almost identical and have only injured the back of the head, which may indicate that the explosion took place at a certain height and that all three victims were standing close to it with their backs turned.

			Carl read the intricate explanation several times while studying the photographs. The last two bodies also had head wounds, but they were located closer to the temple, and, apart from these, there were numerous other lesions on their bodies. One of the victims even had so many pieces of metal lodged in his body that it resembled a nail board.

			He leafed ahead to the photos of the excavation from which the victims had been recovered. That could not have been a pleasant task.

			Just as he reached the photo documentation of the state of the repair shop courtyard, he heard footsteps in the hallway, so he closed the file and waited.

			It was the cousin of the deceased woman, Maja, who had arrived, and she was clearly very affected by the situation.

			“Oh, it’s so horrid that Maja took her own life on her birthday. She’d actually invited me, but, unfortunately, I had to decline the offer at the last moment. I can hardly bear the thought. I’m a nurse and, as usual in these corona times, they needed a hand on the ward, so I had ­to . . .” She pursed her lips, trying to compose herself. “If only I’d gone, then ­maybe . . .”

			She looked imploringly at Carl, as if in hope that he might let her off without further discussion.

			Carl considered taking her hand in his, but the face mask hanging under her nose made him think better of it. “You can’t blame yourself; it can’t be your fault that things turned out the way they did. It’s my experience that people who want to kill themselves usually make sure that it doesn’t take long before they’re found. Even in death, most people cannot bear it if the sight of them becomes too grotesque and horrible. So Maja would’ve done it before you arrived anyway. I’m sure of it. You would just have found her a little earlier.”

			She nodded. “Yes, I’ve thought the same, but thank you for saying it. Maja was very difficult to understand and predict. Since her little boy died, she never quite returned to her old self again. She managed, yes, was actually quite good at her work, but I could sense how life tormented her.”

			“You were close to her, I understand. You were the one who wrote the obituary.”

			“Yes, I’m the only one left who really knew her. She never really socialized with her colleagues, and she didn’t have any contact with her ex-­husband either, who was the father of her son, Max. That relationship was broken before the accident, and he was never there to support her in her grief. I think that also affected her deeply.”

			“But you and Maja saw each other?”

			She nodded. “Yes, but for all these years, we’ve never really talked about the accident. Well, maybe to begin with, of course. That was all we talked about. But not since then. Not really.”

			She wiped away the clear mucus running from her nose, exuding resolve even in that.

			“Oh, there was so much troubling her. She especially cursed herself for choosing that repair shop to save a few hundred kroner. And for having bought such a crap car. She blamed herself for wanting to drive it even in the winter, and being so keen to know how much a rear shaft would set her back. You should know how much her ­self-­blame controlled her life. She couldn’t talk about snowsuits, strollers, old cars, or lots of other things without breaking down in tears. They must’ve been very tolerant at her work to have dealt with her. They really must have.”

			“I can see from the coroner’s report that the little boy had a splint on one of his legs. What was the problem? Do you know?”

			“Yes. Max was born without a functional knee joint in his right leg, so he had to undergo a lot of surgery in his first years.”

			“But he could walk?”

			“He made the best of it, yes, but that was all down to Maja. That was the reason why her husband left her a few months after Max was born. He couldn’t live with a disabled child and a wife who couldn’t think of anything else. He was just one of those weak bastards who leave their wives and start over again when the going gets tough.”

			He got the cousin’s work number so he could call if new questions came up, but Carl sensed that he probably should not expect any vital leads from her.

			His brain would have to work with multiple theories for now, the most important being the young Maja’s claim that she had seen a pair of legs sticking out from the entrance to the repair shop even before the first explosion. Even though she might have been wrong and the legs could have been protruding from under the car, not behind it, he chose to believe her statement. After all, she said that she had noticed that in particular, so why shouldn’t it be right? And if it was right, then why was the man lying there? Was it possible that he was already dead before the explosions?

			Carl pondered the scene. If the man was already dead, then the natural next assumption would be that a crime had been committed, which led to several new questions.

			What had caused the head and neck lesions on the bodies? Did the man in the entrance to the repair shop try to get away? Why had none of them managed to get ­out—­was it because they had already been killed before the explosions? According to the floor plan of the shop, four of the bodies were positioned in close proximity to the changing room in the middle of the building. But then how had someone managed to kill them all without them putting up a fight? Or had there been fighting? And what caused the explosion? There were theories that the first explosion came from tanks of toluene, a strong solvent, but was that the case? And why was there a small pile of salt outside the building? Had it been left there on purpose or had someone walked past with a bag with a hole in ­it—­and why on earth would anyone walk past this godforsaken place with a bag of salt? Most of these questions would probably never be answered, but Carl could already understand why Marcus did not want to stop his investigation and why he had never managed to get the case out of his system.

			For Carl and the other investigators, there was just one significant question left if they were dealing with a crime: What was the motive?

			Apparently, Ove Wilder’s Auto brought in more than the usual. But how? Was it drugs, money laundering, or some kind of scam?

			Carl shook his head and looked at the photos in the file once more. It had been more than thirty years, so how were they supposed to make progress on the case?

			“Did you manage to get anything out of the ladies I brought in for you?” asked Gordon eagerly. “Did they bring anything new to the table?”

			Carl’s head moved from side to side. “Well . . . at least now I know a good deal more about the woman who lost her child in ­the . . . explosion,” he said, his voice faltering. He would have said “the accident,” but he could not bring himself to.

			“Cases like that can really get you down. Imagine how an entire life can be ruined by something like that. Just a spark and ­then . . . Booooom!” Gordon shook his head but then suddenly frowned at the sight of the top photo in the file. He dragged the chair by the wall over and sat down slowly, with his eyes fixed on the photo.

			“That’s Maja’s upturned Citroën Dyane lying there, isn’t it?”

			Carl nodded. It was clearly written on the bottom of the photo.

			“That photo was not in our copy file!” said Gordon in a suspicious voice.

			“I see. You seem to think there’s something special about it.”

			“Do you have a magnifying glass in your drawer?”

			Carl rummaged around and handed it to him.

			Gordon moved the magnifying glass over the photo a couple of times. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said.

			He grabbed the file and leafed systematically through the pages until he found what he was looking for.

			Then he read the passage a couple of times to be entirely sure, put it down, shook his head in disbelief, and pushed the page over to Carl.

			“Look at this, Carl. This is from when Marcus questioned Maja about a month after the incident.” He tapped the text.

			“Yes, I’ve just read it. She was told by the foreman of Wilder’s that her rear shaft needed changing because it was corroded.”

			“Exactly. And now look at the photo of her upturned car. What do you see?”

			Carl moved the magnifying glass back and forth a few times.

			“I see that they’ve changed the rear shaft like they said they would. Not that it looks brand-new, but at least it isn’t corroded. They probably used a spare part they already had.”

			“Okay. But then allow me to refresh your memory. The repair shop calls this Maja only forty-five minutes after she dropped the car off, telling her that they’ll probably have to change the rear shaft.”

			“Yes.”

			“Excuse me for saying so, but you don’t know much about cars if you think that a rear shaft can be changed so quickly.”

			“So, you think that they’d already done it before they called. So what’s the problem?”

			“It’s not a new rear shaft. Take a look again. It looks like the original. So, if you ask me, it didn’t need changing at all.”

			“I hear what you’re saying,” said Carl, glancing at his cigarettes. Why the hell could a man not just have a smoke inside if it helped him think?

			He sighed and looked at Gordon. “They lied to her and wanted to make a repair that wasn’t necessary. Is that what you’re thinking?”

			“Yes. Or they didn’t want to make the repair at ­all—­just take the money for it. And regardless of whether they did one or the other, they very consciously wanted to con the woman out of a lot of money.”

			Carl nodded and looked at the photo again.

			“So, you’re telling me that Ove Wilder’s Auto conned their customers?”

			“Hell yes. Do you have any idea what kind of money they could earn like that if they had enough customers? And I think they did, given the cheap prices they advertised. I bet they always invented some kind of problem with the cars that were brought in, which the customers didn’t question and had fixed. Can you imagine it?”

			Carl frowned. Maybe they needed to get an overview of the finances of all the mechanics.

			Had they also had so much cash in their hands that they bought holiday homes and the like?
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			NORTH OF COPENHAGEN

			Tuesday, December 1, 2020

			On the table next to the Advent candle that was burning its way doggedly down lay papers with the details of the two most recent candidates for the next liquidation. Both xeroxed faces beamed with complacent smiles and steely gazes, and both of their résumés oozed with sickening, selfish career choices. They were two cynical and powerful people who would never shy away from anything to succeed in their endeavors. So, the question was, which of them should be first?

			It was a difficult choice. One of them had been on the waiting list for some years, while the other had only just made the list within the last few months. Why not just take the one who caused most damage? Or would it make more sense to take the one whose life was easier to terminate, where the risk of being discovered was smallest? This was the dilemma that had to be seriously considered every time.

			The fact that the first candidate lived alone naturally spoke for them being the first choice. Extroverted people like him, who live alone, often do unpredictable things. They constantly make new acquaintances so that their social circles are continuously updated, and the image of their current personal contacts becomes more blurred. Any possible investigation would easily end up pointing in myriad directions at the same time, which would drag it out and divert the police work, and that was never a bad thing. The second candidate, on the other hand, lived with their almost dysfunctional and slightly meddlesome ­family—­a second ­marriage—­and who could predict with any certainty where the members would be and what they would be doing when the abduction took place? The first candidate was reaching an age at which the liquidation might be prompted by their natural death, and that was not very desirable in any context. But surely he would last another couple of ­years—­he seemed strong and healthy. The other candidate, however, had this very recent controversial newspaper interview which was lying on the table speaking against him. So who was it to be? There was still a week left before the abduction, but the preparations would take some time.

			A strong light shone through the window and across the two photos. Someone had stepped onto the paving stones and was heading for the front door.

			The doorbell rang. It was twenty to midnight, so who could it be?

			A green desk pad was placed over the photocopies and a ­double-­edged, pointed paperknife was produced from the drawer. Precautions of that sort had been compulsory at this time of night for many years.

			The approaching figure was observed closely on the security monitor. The light above the door was flashing, so the view was not entirely clear, but there was only one person and they were standing very still. No sudden movements, no stepping back and forth. So the front door was slowly opened a little while the knife was carefully concealed behind the back.

			The figure who approached the light from the vestibule was known.

			“Oh, it’s just you, Debora. Why didn’t you call?”

			“You know I don’t when it’s about someone who has been excommunicated.”

			“Excommunicated? But it’s been a long time since Eva was excommunicated. Has it been two months?”

			“Yes, and she’d been an aspirant for quite some time.”

			“Will we get in trouble?”

			“The thing is, I’m just not sure about her. You hear things.”

			“I trust she understands the full consequence if she breaks the silence.”

			“I hope so, but I understand your concern.”

			She stepped through the opening in the door with a calm expression to emphasize her words.

			“That’s good, Debora. Very good. And her replacement, is it working out?”

			“Yes, she’s a gem. I call her Ruth. A good biblical name, I think. But her name is Ragnhild. Ragnhild Bengtsen.”
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			RAGNHILD

			1993

			Ragnhild was sitting on an old duvet on top of cardboard boxes filled with “old crap,” as her father always said, and he was a real tough nut, which was something she had heard on the television that you could be. But it was not a good thing to be a tough nut because people like that could be difficult to crack and so you had to be very cautious.

			Ragnhild almost always sat alone on the duvet on top of the cardboard boxes in the sitting room. It was actually the only place to sit because the sofa and armchair were covered in old, disgusting things, and she did not want to be on the floor because there were all manner of small bugs crawling about and the thought gave her the creeps.

			If she accidentally said something about it not being like this at her friends’ houses, her mother became really furious and shook her, which often left her with a lot of pain in her head and neck. So Ragnhild was careful and kept to herself if she could.

			Her mother and father argued every single day. Her father shouted that her mother was a pig, and she answered even louder that he was one himself, just in a different way.

			Ragnhild did not understand what they meant, but it made her sad.

			Her father was never home in the evenings, and her mother sat in the storage room behind the bedroom moving things from one side to the other, back and forth. On nights like these, Ragnhild sat happily watching their small black-and-white television without the ­grown-­ups shooing her away.

			And Ragnhild loved many things on that television. It didn’t matter at all that there were no colors like in all her friends’ homes because it was almost as if Ragnhild had her very own television. None of the other children saw what she saw. Shows with wild animals, and late at night when the other children had gone to bed, Ragnhild might even stay up after midnight if there was a good movie.

			The good movies were the ones with a man her dad’s age who was nice to those who were good and beat up those who were not. Her favorite was John Wayne. He had a wry smile, walked proudly and slowly, and had big hands and guns so everyone was afraid of him. And if they were not, they were in for it because he would give them a good beating, and then John Wayne would flash his wry smile again. John Wayne, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Sylvester Stallone were the best, and she had practiced pronouncing their names many times. Sometimes she talked so much about them at school that the others stopped listening. One of them said that she did not think they were anything ­special—­if they even existed. That in particular made Ragnhild sad and angry.

			Sometimes, when it was hot outside, the house would smell terrible and her dad would not come home during the day either. When he was extra grumpy and mad, he kept saying words that the teachers at her school did not like, which they told her if she accidentally used one of them. Ragnhild’s dad also shouted bad words right to her face, sometimes in a way that really scared her. Last summer, when she had just turned six and the sun had shone wonderfully, she got a lot of freckles that made other people smile at her. But not her dad. He said that they came from being a bad person like her mother, and that the badness was trying to get out through her skin. Then he tried to scrub them off with a cloth and grabbed her thigh and between her legs, saying that this was where the freckles came from. But they did not go away.

			She did not have so many freckles this year, but he did the same thing, and Ragnhild did not like it. But if she complained, it only got worse.

			Ragnhild wanted a cat because that would give her something to play and talk with, but her mother became furious and shouted that cats stink with all their pee and fishy food and she certainly was not going to put up with that, so Ragnhild had better not dare to drag one into the house.

			But Ragnhild did not care because the whole house smelled so horrible anyway. And when the neighbor’s cat had kittens, they gave her one with brown stripes that she could keep.

			When her dad heard it meowing, he turned bright red and kicked at it with his big shoes and Ragnhild started crying and pulled the kitten into her arms. That did not stop her dad from being furious, and he hit her instead.

			In the middle of the commotion, her mum came into the sitting room and shouted that she deserved no better when she had refused to listen. That was when Ragnhild became really scared.

			It was the first time in Ragnhild’s seven years that her dad and mum had agreed on anything. And it was in that exact moment that Ragnhild thought for the first time that she might be better off without them.
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			MARCUS

			Wednesday, December 2, 2020

			It was one of those sorts of calls that Marcus did not need on a busy day, and the narcotics superintendent, Leif Lassen, aka “Sniffer Dog,” also sounded hesitant passing on what he had just learned.

			“There isn’t much to say about it just now, Marcus. I just wanted to give you a heads-­up. But the thing is that the Dutch police, the police in Slagelse, and our department here in Copenhagen are putting together an indictment against Carl Mørck, possibly Hardy Henningsen, and posthumously the deceased Anker Høyer, who as a group are believed to have encouraged a ­large-­scale cocaine trade up until Anker’s death in 2007. I’m talking about the case that we’ve all been referring to for years as the nail gun ­case—­a very serious case. I’m sorry, Marcus. I have a suspicion that Carl means a lot to you and your department.”

			Marcus took a deep breath.

			“Did you hear me, Marcus?”

			Marcus gulped and exhaled. “Bloody hell, that’s bad news. Did you say cocaine? And Hardy and Carl are supposed to have been mixed up in something like that? I find it hard to believe. What did you say they’re claiming? I mean, how are Carl and Hardy supposed to have been involved? Do you have any solid evidence? You’d better, because you’re talking about a couple of highly esteemed colleagues.”

			“I know. This is very serious, and apparently enough to warrant a minimum of a ­six-­year unconditional sentence in Carl’s case. Hardy’s role is still unclear, whereas we have watertight evidence of Anker Høyer’s guilt. If he was still alive, I believe he’d be facing twelve years at least!”

			“You say ‘apparently,’ but that won’t hold in my department, Leif. Anyway, thanks for the heads-­up. It was very thoughtful of you. I’ll keep it to myself for now. And I’m relying on you to inform me about any developments.”

			Marcus was genuinely shocked. It was not unthinkable that Hardy and Carl’s colleague Anker Høyer might be guilty of something like this. The fact alone that cocaine was discovered in his body at his autopsy spoke volumes. But Carl? He could not and would not believe it. But he knew Sniffer Dog. Once he picked up the scent of something, he followed his nose.

			He got up and stepped out into the long hallway. Just now he could not stand sitting alone in his office with these thoughts.

			“Er, Lis,” he said to the ­ever-­present department secretary. “Would you do me a favor and find everything on the so-­called nail gun case and make me copies? Just take your time, there’s no rush.”

			He glanced at the two separate offices of Department Q when he said the words “nail gun.” He would have to be more careful, because people on this floor specialized in reading faces.

			As usual, the door to Carl’s office was ajar, while the door to Gordon, Assad, and Rose’s office was wide open. As far as he could see, only Gordon was there, and he was wearing a headset and glued to his notepad.

			Was he smiling?

			Energetic footsteps approached from the end of the hallway, and as there was only one person in the department who could exude that level of energy, Marcus waited.

			“Hi, Assad. Pop into my office for a moment, would you?” he said as the guy came striding toward him.

			Marcus knew he had to catch him before he disappeared into the strange and private world of Department Q. Assad’s curly hair was graying by now, which was not strange considering the last two strenuous years.

			“Been out on an assignment?”

			Assad nodded and yawned at the same time as they sat down in the office. “Sorry, excuse me, but I’ve been ringing doorbells since seven this morning.”

			“The old case out in Hedehusene, I imagine.”

			Assad yawned again. “Yes. I’m afraid we’re not going to get anywhere with that one anytime soon, Marcus. The case has just gone too cold.”

			Marcus frowned. When Assad said something like that, there was not much hope of solving the case, but accepting that was completely against Marcus’s instincts and upbringing. No murder case could ever be allowed to fade into oblivion, especially not this one, if he had anything to do with it.

			He looked empathetically at Assad. “How are things at home? Are you doing okay?”

			Assad tried to muster a smile. “You know, when the camel at the zoo is about to be slaughtered, it puts on a spotted skin and hides with the giraffes.”

			Marcus gave him a knowing smile. Was that really how Assad was feeling?

			“But I take it your wife is okay?”

			“Yes, Marwa is doing better than anyone else, which is no wonder. She feels Danish and is very grateful to be back. Nella is also doing ­okay—­after all, she had her mother’s support in the many years in Iraq, and she has always spoken Danish with Marwa. But they’ll never be the same again after the sexual assault, the killings of her and Ronia’s newborn babies, and the many threats to their lives.” He paused for a moment to hold back his tears. “I’m doing what I can, but it’ll be a long, long time before they can sleep soundly at night. It’s even harder for Ronia. The time in Iraq and Syria broke and changed her completely. Even though she’s been treated absolutely abominably for years, she still speaks almost only Arabic. And, unfortunately, it seems the longer we stay here, the more radicalized she’s becoming. She’s not as Danish as the other two. That much is clear.”

			“Okay, I’m sorry to hear that, Assad. I think it might be a case of Stockholm syndrome. Ronia became attached to the people who hurt ­her—­it’s hard to believe but it happens very often. But I assume she is getting support and is in therapy?”

			“We all are, yes. We’ve been going for over a year. In that respect, Denmark is a wonderful place. My family is luckier than most others in our position.”

			Marcus nodded. “And your son?”

			“Yes, thank you for asking, but it’s a bit different with him. The biggest problem is that Afif was born in Iraq and isn’t a Danish citizen. We’re lucky that he can stay with us while his asylum case is being processed. But what are we supposed to do if they demand that he’s sent back to Iraq? Should we all move down there then?”

			Marcus knew the rigid rules and shook his head. “We can’t do without you here, Assad, so I’ll make sure to get that message through and sort it.”

			Assad gave him a tentative smile that seemed to convey that no one had that kind of power. And, unfortunately, he was probably right.

			“If that were to happen, it would tear us apart. And Afif will never live up to the tests and requirements to stay in Denmark. He can barely speak Danish and will probably never learn. We actually don’t know why he’s so far behind, because Marwa says that the birth was totally normal. He’s still being examined and observed closely. But even though he’s now a young man of almost nineteen, he still has the mind of a young boy.”

			“Yes, it’s very understandable, Assad. After all, he grew up under very different circumstances and without anything to ground him.”

			“To be honest, I don’t know how he grew up.” Assad glanced down at the table with tears in his eyes before straightening up. “The relationship between him and his captor, Ghaalib, may the bastard rot in hell, was most like owner and dog. I’m sure Afif was isolated and understimulated for years, and now Marwa and I have unfortunately had to face that he’ll never be normal, even though we try to guide him in all sorts of ways. Before he came to Denmark, for example, he had never used a mobile phone, an iPad, a computer, streaming ­TV—­any kind of electronic ­device—­so we’ve had to teach him to press buttons and look at a screen. The first time he watched football on TV, he screamed as if he was in the stands. It’s better now. He loves playing computer games and watching TV all day long, taking everything in. We’ve heard him lately trying to use more words, so he is learning after all. But with Marwa and the three children, isolated for months now in the apartment because of corona, things are getting . . .” He sighed. There was no need to say more.

			Assad looked at Marcus. “I’ve said it before, Marcus, but I can’t thank you enough for cutting me and my family so much slack. There is no doubt in my mind that the six months I spent with my family after what happened in Berlin are what saved our lives. So, let me know if there is anything I can do for you in return. No matter what, just say the word and I’ll be there. If you want us to mow your lawn, we’ll do it. Anything.”

			Marcus laughed and waved it off. “Stop, stop, Assad. I don’t even have a lawn.”

			“All right. But if you get constipated, I’ll make you a cup of real Iraqi coffee, and then you’ll see.”

			He laughed at that. Thank god they still had him.

			“Well, thanks. I guess I’ll look forward to that. But speaking of favors, you can tell Carl that from now on, you’re helping them solve the new case they’re on. I’ve recently discovered that it means more to me than I realized.”

			Assad nodded and left.

			Marcus pondered for a minute. If Sniffer Dog’s warning materi­alized, he would damn well have to face the opposition. Carl Mørck might be hard to read, and no doubt something had happened to him during the shooting out on Amager where Anker was killed, but suspecting that his best investigator was a drug criminal? Not Carl, the man who had founded an entire department, solved so many cases with his brilliant team, and who stood head and shoulders above his colleagues.
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			CARL

			Wednesday, December 2, 2020

			“You should open your window and air it out in here before Rose comes storming in,” said Assad. Carl looked at him wearily and waved his hand in the air to clear the smoke. That would have to suffice. Now that Assad had been put on the case, Carl proceeded to fill him in.

			“I’ve asked Gordon to make calls to the mechanics’ widows and ask whether their husbands spent significant amounts of money before they died. I’ve told him to say that they can come clean if anything illegal has taken place, since the deadline for prosecuting that has expired. We’re only asking them so we can establish a possible cause for the repair shop explosion and the death of their husbands.”

			Assad shook his head. “Don’t we know that already, Carl?”

			“No. Back when the investigation took place, they searched intensely for a motive for the ­killings—­if they even were killings. They investigated whether there was a ­gang-­related motive or something drug related, and they also investigated fraud with number plates and trading of stolen cars with Eastern Europeans. But everything led to a dead end. The company only existed for six, seven months, and, apart from the first two VAT returns, which showed significant deficits, we found nothing about their income because they weren’t in business long enough to file tax returns. And because everything had gone up in flames—­computers, customer records, order sheets, records of ­spare-­part purchases, et ­cetera—­it was another dead end. Some people at police headquarters were willing to believe that if it wasn’t an accident, the actual target could’ve been somewhere else and it was all a mistake. But that was as far as they got.”

			Assad scratched his stubble. “You told me Gordon discovered this morning that they swindled their customers, so there must’ve been someone fishing. And so the question is whether it was with a rod or a net.”

			“You mean there must have been something fishy, Assad.” Carl smiled. Assad often misunderstood idioms and created new ones. “But even if the shop conned their customers into paying for repairs that they didn’t do or that were unnecessary, they may have done much worse things too,” said Carl. “Do you have any suggestions?”

			“Have we asked the boss’s widow if they also bought and sold cars?”

			“We know they did. There were several adverts in the free ads and local newspapers.”

			“Stolen cars with their vehicle identification numbers changed and a spray job, that can easily lead to trouble. For example, Eastern Europeans get very cross if you cheat them. We’re talking mileage counters that are turned back, false service books, stuff like that. Were there traces of explosives?”

			“No.”

			“Why is this case troubling Marcus so much, Carl? Do you know?”

			Carl looked away for a second. He knew all too well.

			“It’s probably a combination of many things. The dead boy, the boy’s mother who took her own life, and all the questions that were left unanswered.”

			“If you ask me, I think Marcus promised the mother of the dead child that he’d find those responsible for the explosions.”

			Carl nodded. That was highly likely. It wasn’t the first time that a police officer had had to go back on their word. In a case like that, you were willing to promise anything if it offered solace. But you can never walk away from a broken promise. That was a fact.

			“You were right, Carl,” sounded a loud voice from the hallway. Why could the guy not just wait until he was in the office so they could keep their business from all the busybodies on the floor?

			Gordon’s ­milky-­white baby cheeks still sported neat red spots. He was all worked up.

			“Yes, you heard me right. All the mechanics had made large investments in the time leading up to the accident. A hell of a lot of money exchanged hands in that small business.”

			“Okay. Good, Gordon. Like what?”

			“Cars, electronics, travel. And to top it off, the widows told me that they always paid cash.”

			“Under the table,” mumbled Assad.

			“Sure. And the mechanics all knew one another from college, and they were all lads up to no good when they were together. Scoundrels, the lot of them, one of the wives told me. But she didn’t care because she had left her husband before he died. She was very candid and said that they never missed an opportunity to cook the books at the repair shop. The cars they sold were old junk they had given a superficial makeover. She knew for a fact that they always went to ­used-­car auctions and bought cars that no one else would touch with a ­ten-­foot pole. She reckoned that they probably sold four, five of these painted carcasses a week.”

			“Christ, that’s more than a hundred cars in the brief time the shop existed. Did she also know who they sold them to?”

			“To everyone who was gullible enough, she said. A lot of immigrants.”

			Assad and Carl looked at each other. They were thinking the same thing.

			“She said that they never said anything about how things were going, and if she asked her husband, he always told her to shut up and mind her own business.”

			“And she didn’t report it to the police?”

			“By the time of the explosions, she’d already left him and had been living with a Swedish restaurateur on the Costa del Sol for three months. She only heard about the accident when she returned home. So, no, she didn’t talk to the police.”

			“Did she mention any of the other scams they had?”

			The red spots on Gordon’s cheeks became even more visible. They were about to hear his big finale.

			“She told me that she heard from one of the other wives that they cheated with the repair ­bills—­and they didn’t hold back. So I was right, Carl. Every bill had a couple of thousand kroner added for repairs of so-­called very serious faults that they found on the cars.” He was bursting with pride and almost hopping up and down on the spot.

			“Good, Gordon. A picture of vengeful customers is starting to emerge. Now we’re just waiting for Rose to see if she can locate some of the cases where a pile of salt has been found close to the crime scene.”

			“A pile of salt?” Assad looked puzzled.

			Carl pushed the file over to him. “Bring yourself up to speed. You can read this yourself because I have to pick up Lucia from the nursery today.”

			He felt a tinge of tenderness.

			If Carl was honest, this was the best time of his life despite the corona pandemic. Everything had come up roses. He and Mona had the sweetest little daughter. They lived together and spoke about getting married. For the last few weeks, Ludwig had been staying with a friend every other week and was currently staying with Carl until Christmas. When it sometimes became difficult to coordinate picking up Lucia after Mona had started working again, there was a young girl in the apartment next to them who was keen to earn a little extra. The only snake in paradise was that Mona’s oldest daughter had turned her back on them entirely after Lucia was born, and that Assad’s work was clearly affected by his new home life. In fact, Carl had several times seen the otherwise robust and strong man with tears in his eyes when he thought he was alone.

			“Assad has been assigned to the case,” he told Mona after having related the details of the case over their ­post-­dinner coffee. “You had a session with him last week. How is he doing?”

			She shook her head and concentrated on getting their daughter to take the spoon of baby food in her mouth.

			“Ah, I see. A psychologist has to respect patient confidentiality. So let me ask you in a different way. Am I wrong in thinking that he can manage a normal investigation now? I think this will be a complicated one because Marcus and I suspect that there’s a connection with other unsolved cases, so I have to delegate the tasks. Assad can’t continue ringing doorbells and doing routine tasks when we have a case like this on our hands.”

			She still just smiled as if she were wearing earplugs and could not think beyond the next spoonful of banana purée.

			Carl sighed. “Mona, I need to know if I risk harming him by expecting too much.”

			She looked at him. “You’ll work it out, don’t you think, Carl?”
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			ROSE

			Wednesday, December 2, and Thursday, December 3, 2020

			Only a single task lamp was on that evening in the investigation unit, where Rose was picking at a packet of stale crisps she had found in a drawer. After five hours of overtime, she was done in and felt sick at the smell of musty paper. But then she stumbled across something.

			The meager report from 2002 was easy to miss in the large piles of files, given that it only consisted of a cover, some photos, and two sheets of paper. The conclusion in the case was that it was a suicide, but the final flourish, which was typical of Hardy Henningsen, indicated that he suspected something was awry: “Shelved under mild protest.”

			The case was about a ­middle-­aged man who had been found with carbon monoxide poisoning in his garage a few days after Whitsun. The body was discovered by accident when his cleaning lady went into the garage to collect supplies. The coroner’s inquest established beyond reasonable doubt that he had been there for three days and that his Volvo, which he had just filled up, had been running idle for the same amount of time. Despite the fact that he was an MP and publicly known for his radical views, such as forced sterilization of women on social benefits who had had more than two children, the death did not make headlines. The attitude seemed to be that this end to his political career served both the world and himself well.

			The reason why this rather straightforward suicide in 2002 had still made the pile of possible crimes was that the coroner noted two shallow indentations around the wrists of the deceased, which the blushing cleaning lady associated with the man having certain sexual tendencies that she and her husband certainly did not entertain in their home. Marcus Jacobsen assigned Carl Mørck and Hardy Henningsen to the task of locating one or more of the man’s possible sexual partners, and, when they failed, the case was shelved with Hardy Henningsen’s final remark.

			Halfway through the report, there were a few descriptions of what had been observed in the garage: the usual shelves with heaps of kitchen towels, tinned tomatoes, and toilet paper. In addition, there was painting equipment, dried-­up cans of paint, oil spills and salt on the floor, and a bike that had not been used for years, if ever. Finally, a ceiling rack had been hung under the roof together with a broom and a bucket.

			By the time Rose read the report, her stomach had already been rumbling impatiently for an hour despite the crisps. Had she given in to the hunger and raced through the report so she could get home quickly, she probably would not have noticed the small, and anything but insignificant, fact that there was salt on the floor.

			She quickly went over the photo evidence.

			The body sat leaning slightly forward in the driver’s seat. His hands were placed on his lap, and he was dressed smartly in a tweed jacket, which was his trademark. Apart from that, there was nothing unusual. The photo from the autopsy table clearly showed the pink blemishes that were characteristic of carbon monoxide poisoning. Not a pretty sight. Rose remembered the plump idiot of a politician all too ­well—­he was a horrible person.

			For a completely ordinary house in Rødovre, the garage was huge. If the man had been married and had teenage children, they would have used it for wild parties. But instead, it was just a neatly kept outbuilding with an entrance to the rest of the house and an electric door, which, incidentally, was unlocked.

			It was only when they removed his car from the garage that the small pile of salt showed in the photo evidence. A white pile six or seven centimeters in ­height—­nothing anyone would find unusual in a place where groceries were carried back and forth every day.

			Rose forgot all about being hungry.

			“You should have called me last night, Rose,” said Carl the following morning.

			“No, I didn’t want to wake up Lucia, and I just wanted to get home. I didn’t get back to Værløse until ten thirty, Carl.”

			Her boss nodded. Her efforts were appreciated.

			“Follow me,” he said, pulling her along behind him with the file in his hand. Was he smiling at their colleagues on the way to the chief of homicide’s office, and was there a sparkle of schadenfreude in the corner of his eye?

			Marcus Jacobsen could see the triumph in their eyes straightaway and cut his phone call short. “What do you have for me?” he asked when Carl put the file down in front of him.

			“This is the case you were thinking about, and it’s down to Rose that it’s been excavated from the archives,” he said, beaming at her. “And now that I’ve read the report, I also remember the case clearly. You were right that I should’ve called Hardy, because with his help I would’ve remembered it immediately.”

			He pointed at Hardy’s protest in the final sentence.

			“He definitely would’ve remembered this conclusion to the report, and maybe also this.”

			He placed the photo of the empty garage in front of his boss and tapped the spot with the salt.

			Marcus looked over his ­half-­moon spectacles.

			“I’ll be damned, there it is!” He turned to Rose. “Do you realize what you might have started?”

			“I think so, because that pile of salt looks exactly like the one outside the repair shop that blew up in 1988. Maybe there’s a connection with that and possibly also other cases.” She frowned. “But just now, I’m worried because if that is the case, we’ll be insanely busy going over all cases from 1988 up until today. I hope you realize that, boss. Maybe we won’t even find any similar cases with piles of salt, or maybe we’ll have to go further back than 1988. But I bloody well hope not.”

			“I know it’s a huge task, but why do you think we’re doing it anyway, Rose?”

			“Because we have two crimes where the perpetrator has clearly made sure that they appear as something they aren’t.”

			“So, you think it’s premeditated murder in both cases?”

			Marcus observed Rose carefully.

			“We both do, and so do you, Marcus,” interrupted Carl. “That’s why you couldn’t let the repair shop case go.”

			“Yes, but listen, you two. Let’s stay objective. Intuition is one thing, but it’s quite another to engage in a wild goose chase because of coincidences. Until you find one or two more cases with a pile of salt next to a victim, let’s assume that it’s all just coincidence. If you find another case, we can talk again.”

			“As you wish,” said Rose. “But if there is a crime behind these cases, we should assume that the cause of death has been concealed so effectively that the cases maybe never reached homicide, and so won’t be in our archive. For instance, cases that were filed as ‘lethal accident,’ ‘suicide,’ or so-­called natural causes, and then we’re talking thousands of cases. Apart from that, we should also assume that geographically they could’ve happened anywhere in Denmark.”

			Marcus placed his hands on the desk and leaned toward her. “Yes, Rose. I agree with the latter. But tell me, when did that MP die? I don’t quite ­remember—­was it ten years ago?”

			“Almost twice as long. The time of death was established to be Whitsunday, May nineteenth, 2002, in the evening, and his name was Palle Rasmussen,” said Rose.

			“Oh yes, that’s a very long time ago!” Marcus whistled and leaned back in his chair. Was he trying to leaf back in his mental calendar to that day?

			“Honestly, Marcus, isn’t Department Q too small to handle this case all on its own? I think we are,” said Carl.

			Marcus stuck his index finger in the air. He was not finished thinking.

			Rose looked at the photo on the desk and interrupted his train of thought. “I think we should copy this and the pile of salt from 1988 and send them to all police districts in the country. All we need is just one investigator or forensic technician who has a similar pile of salt stuck in their memory.”

			The look she gave them left them in no doubt that she was serious about the idea.

			“Dare we say out loud that we think there are more of these salt cases?” asked Marcus.

			“Do you mean if we have a serial killer?” said Carl.

			“If there are more than the two cases with piles of salt close to the crime scene, then yes.”

			“Which would mean that we roll out the big guns: profile analyses, MOs, hundreds of interviews, interrogations, forensic reviews, and comparisons of all manner of reports et cetera, et cetera. It could take months.” Carl’s pessimism was hard to miss.

			“Yes, that’s true, Carl. But imagine if more cases point in the same direction. Don’t you want to solve a series of them so you can clear them from your backlog? Imagine if we solve the explosion at Wilder’s Auto and end up solving lots of other cases along with it.”

			Carl’s face cracked into a network of wrinkles, revealing mixed emotions. He looked like something an architect could have drawn while tripping on LSD.
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