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Prologue


Finnmark, northern Norway
24 March 2011, 18.35
70° 29´ 46.97˝ N 25° 43´ 57.34˝ E


When they found him, he was watching the sun go down behind the mountains west of Porsanger Fjord, knowing that he would never see it rise again. The cold chased the twilight across the water. A few steps in front of him, the plateau dropped steeply down to the sea. It was his only escape, but in the fading light and the state he was in, he knew he couldn’t make it down a hundred-metre-long wall with an overhang. This was the end and he chose to face it. He refused to be their quarry any longer.


He knew that the hunters had driven him towards this point all day: to the edge of nothing. He limped across loose granite scree, tossed aside the empty hunting rifle and sat down behind a boulder, polished by the wind into a comfortable curve that supported his back. Nearby a brook channelled meltwater away from the glaciers. It ran white, fast and smooth over the edge, hitting the shore of the fjord far below.


He could see headlights from the occasional vehicle on the other side of the fjord, less than fifteen kilometres away – and in another world. He tucked his hands under his armpits, rested his chin on his knees and inspected his hiking boot, which had been pierced by the client’s bullet several hours ago. His foot was still bleeding; he could see blood being forced through the bullet hole, but it no longer hurt very much. He pulled off the boot and gritted his teeth when he did the same with his sock, stiff with congealed blood. He wedged the boot under the boulder and covered it with gravel and pebbles. Perhaps one day someone would find it.


They were good boots. Like all of his equipment – the camouflage jacket and the hunting trousers, the fleece jumper, the thermal underwear and the compass. He also had a laminated map of Finnmark with headlands stretching out into the Barents Sea between Porsanger Fjord, Lakse Fjord and Tana Fjord.


The first stars and planets started to glow in the sky. He recognized Venus, but none of the others. Ingrid would know their names. The plants, animals and constellations were in her genes.


He pulled out his hands from his armpits, and although he wasn’t a man of faith, he folded them and said a prayer for his wife. Ingrid must have got away. She was faster on skis or on foot in the mountains than he had ever been, and he had managed to hold out so far. Until now.


They had embraced each other that afternoon when they heard the hunters’ whistles and realized that they had been found. He had kissed her cold lips and pushed her away, into the meltwater at the edge of the glacier. She hadn’t wanted to leave him but he pushed her again, hard, so she almost tripped. He would stay in full view on the ridge so that the hunters would come after him. She was to move along the glacier and then up into the terrain. If she ran for the rest of the day and through the night, she would reach Lakselv by dawn.


Ingrid had put on the skis and shot like an arrow down the snow-covered slope before disappearing between the dense pines where she would be hidden from view. She would outrun them.


He had seen his wife for the last time at the top of an elevation and at the same time spotted the hunters as they appeared over the next hilltop. The afternoon sun was behind them and the hunters cast long shadows. The ones at the front had caught sight of him, their whistles echoing once more through the lowlands.


*


His Norwegian wife had taught him to love the bleak landscape of northern Norway. They hadn’t been to the mountains since the birth of their twins two years ago, and they couldn’t wait any longer. When they saw a weather forecast for Finnmark that promised calm, cloudless days, he persuaded his mother to have the twins and booked two seats on the plane from Copenhagen to Oslo – and onwards from Oslo to Lakselv.


There they had dined at the almost empty Porsanger Vertshus. It was early in the season and the hostess had been delighted to see them. Afterwards they had shared a bottle of good red wine in their room, made love under cold duvets and slept a heavy and carefree slumber.


The next morning they had walked north along the east shore of Porsanger Fjord, hitched a lift with a truck going to Väkkärä, and then headed into the mountains. Their plan was to hike thirty kilometres north-north-east to Kjæsvatnet, pitch their tent, do a bit of fishing, take a few pictures … just have a couple of days to themselves before returning to Lakselv.


They had walked under the spring sun, inhaling the scents which the thousands of lakes and moors, whose black ice cracked under their boots, released in the spring. He had caught a couple of winter-dopey trout in Kjæsvatnet and the fish lay heavy, cold and firm in his hands. He wrapped them in moss inside his creel and Ingrid lit a campfire. The frost made the trees creak, but they snuggled up in their sleeping bags close to the fire, leaning against the trunks of a small copse of birch while they ate.


Later that night he was woken up by the low, steady sound of a helicopter far away in the east, but thought nothing of it. They often heard helicopters fly patients to the hospitals in Kirkenes or Hammerfest, or taking supplies or crew to the oilfields in the North Sea. The county covered almost 18,000 square miles and was practically uninhabited, except for the two of them, a few windswept villages along the coast, the nomadic Sami and their reindeer.


He had fallen asleep again and had no clear recollection of waking up. From then on, everything was brief, disjointed fragments: a glimpse of a cold, starry night as their tent was cut from its frame above them; Ingrid’s short cry; a blue crackling flash. Pain and darkness. He couldn’t move a muscle, yet he could feel himself being lifted up in his sleeping bag and carried away under the stars.


Later he realized that they had been incapacitated with an electric stun gun. Just like in the movies.


The silhouette of the helicopter blacked out the sky above them. They were put on the floor inside it, and the aircraft wobbled as the men embarked.


Weightlessness. Transport.


Their kidnappers had not said one word, not to each other, not to Ingrid or to him. A few minutes later one of them leaned forwards with a syringe in his hand and stuck the needle through Ingrid’s sleeping bag into her thigh, and her semi-conscious whimpering stopped.


He had seen droplets of a clear liquid being forced out of a second syringe. Then the man had kneeled down by his head and found his arm inside the sleeping bag.


*


He regained consciousness after swimming towards a glowing rectangle, and found himself sitting naked on a concrete floor, shivering from the cold and looking at an empty window frame, which was brighter than the surrounding wall. His body must have woken up before his mind because he had managed to stay balanced on his buttocks and heels. His hands were blue and swollen under the tight cable-tie around his wrists. A steel wire connected the cable-tie to a ring in the floor.


Stone slabs lay piled to the rafters at one end of the room and he guessed that they must be in one of the many abandoned slate quarries in the region.


He heard a sigh, a scraping of nails on concrete next to him, and rolled onto his side so that his face would be the first thing Ingrid saw.


They were pressed against each other, as much as the wires allowed, when the door was opened. Two dark figures appeared with the low morning sun behind them. Slate crunched beneath their boots as they crossed the hall; they ignored his furious questions in Danish, English and Norwegian. When he started swearing at them, a gun was put to Ingrid’s head.


The bigger of the two men pulled him by the hair to a sitting positionand took out their passports from his jacket pocket. In English, but with a Scandinavian accent, the man had checked their age and asked about their weight, if they were on any kind of medication, and if they knew what their oxygen uptake was.


He had briefly let himself be fooled by the man’s calm, conversational tone. As his accomplice’s gun was removed from Ingrid’s head, he gathered a blob of saliva in his mouth and spat at his interrogator’s boot.


The man didn’t move. Not one word was exchanged between the two of them, but the heel of his partner’s boot landed with a sharp crack on Ingrid’s foot. She screamed, and as he threw himself away, against the wires, he received a kick to his stomach.


The man resumed his questions – and got his answers. The padlocks were unlocked, the cable-ties around their ankles cut, and they were pulled to their feet and led outside.


Ingrid had to be supported, but he insisted on walking unaided.


Four more men were standing in the yard between the quarry buildings: black ski masks, camouflage jackets and trousers, to blend in with the icy grey, black and dark green colours of the mountains.


He looked into the man’s brown eyes.


‘You think you’re real heroes, don’t you?’ he said in Danish.


The man’s eyes narrowed and the corners of his eyes disappeared into his crow’s feet, but he made no reply.


The cable-ties around their wrists were cut and he held Ingrid close. She tried to cover herself with her hands.


Clothes, boots, equipment and food had been laid out on a table made up of doors resting on trestles. They were ordered to put on thermal underwear, T-shirts, fleece jumpers, socks, camouflage jackets and trousers. The leader encouraged them to eat as much as they could of the pasta, muesli and bread on the table. It would be their last meal.


They had been bought by a client who would hunt them across the mountains for the next twenty-four hours, the brown-eyed leader informed them. It wasn’t personal. The client didn’t know who they were and they didn’t know who the client was. Other candidates had been considered, but the client had chosen them.


Ingrid buried her face in her hands, doubled up and sobbed. She kept saying the names of the twins over and over again.


He sensed movement behind a window. There was someone behind the filthy, broken pane. The blurred oval of a face, half shaded by a broad-brimmed hat.


Then the man slipped to one side and out of sight.


They would be given a two-hour head start, the leader continued. Then, if they were found within the timeframe, they would be executed by the client in whichever way he preferred. He pointed to a white, freestanding rock a couple of hundred metres away. At the foot of the rock they would find two pairs of skis and a hunting rifle with three cartridges in the magazine. He could use it if he wanted to. Did he know how to handle a rifle?


He nodded.


Ingrid collapsed and he pulled her brusquely to her feet. He led her between the buildings, past the heaps of slate and out into the terrain.


The sun released its grip on the mountains in the east as they started running.


*


He saw the reflections from their headlamps in the wet rocks in the brook and his heart started beating fast and hard. His bladder emptied and the warmth spread down his thighs. He swore from shame, his desperate fears for Ingrid, the unreality of it all.


Then he got up and stepped out from behind his boulder, clearly visible against the light evening sky behind him.


The hunters emerged from the darkness and he screamed at them. One of them was limping and he wished that he had hit the bastard in his heart and not in his thigh. One light shone harsher and more brightly than the headlamps and he shielded his eyes with his hands. A camera light. The arseholes were filming him.


The hunters stopped twenty metres away from him and started clapping in unison – at first quietly, then with more force. He bent down, picked up a rock and hurled it at them, falling short. There were seven men in the hunting party. The red and green beams of their laser sights danced playfully up and down his body, criss-crossing his heart.


Then they began singing – and his brain switched off. He was standing with his back to the abyss in one of the most deserted and remote landscapes in the world while his executioners bellowed, stomped and clapped their way through Queen’s ‘We Will Rock You’. The men raised their voices. Their boots slammed down on the rock. The semi-circle opened to make way for the client. He stumbled forwards with his hunting rifle in his hands; he seemed to be hesitating: he lowered the barrel – only to raise it again.


He tried finding the client’s eyes below the broad-brimmed hat, searching for a glimpse of humanity, but was blinded by the floodlight. He shielded his eyes against it with his hands and couldn’t see Ingrid anywhere among them. A wild hope opened his throat and he screamed out in wild, wordless triumph.


The client bent double and threw up. He rested the butt of his rifle against the rocks and leaned on the barrel. The leader barked something short and sharp to him and he nodded and wiped his mouth.


Then the leader turned to his prey and tossed an object through the air in a languid arc.


Instinct made him reach out to catch the heavy, black, closed sack and he looked briefly at the silent, motionless men before he opened the sack and lifted out its content.


*


His world imploded. A moment later Kasper Hansen was dead.









Chapter 1


Michael Sander ran a comb through his hair and straightened his tie. He was walking along a three-metre-high white wall that surrounded one of Denmark’s most exclusive addresses: the houses in Richelieus Allé in Hellerup were all in the sought-after category between ‘very large villas’ and ‘mansions’.


He stopped and studied a plate engraved with the name ‘Caspersen’ sunk into the wall by the gate, checked his side parting in the polished brass, pressed the bell and flashed the surveillance cameras what he hoped was a trustworthy smile.


‘Who is it?’


The question came from a loudspeaker built into the gatepost.


‘Michael Sander.’


‘One moment, please.’


The double gates swung open and the shingle crunched under the soles of his shoes as he walked up the drive.


Smiling dolphins spewed water on a naked, strangely lifelike nymph in a fountain in front of the house while an open garage displayed a rich man’s toys: a sky-blue Maserati Quattroporte, a Mercedes Roadster and a dove-grey Rolls-Royce. The number plates were SONARTEK 1, 2 and 3.


An ordinary black Opel was parked in front of the main steps.


Michael began to realize the optical illusion. From the gates the white house had seemed merely indecently large, but he had been wrong: it was actually enormous.


He walked up the eight wide steps and had just raised his hand to lift the knocker when the door was opened.


A pair of grey eyes assessed him before the face granted him a reserved smile. The woman was tall and her build strong and angular. She had never been gracious or delightful. Her features were broad, but symmetrical, and Michael took her to be a few years younger than he was.


She offered him a well-practised handshake and introduced herself.


‘Elizabeth Caspersen-Behncke.’


Then she led the way across the white and green marble tiles in the hall and Michael sized her up: a string of pearls, black cashmere sweater, a simple, dark grey skirt and an unusual choice of wine-coloured tights which reminded him of the skinny legs of an oystercatcher. She was too tall to wear anything other than flat shoes, and she was a thinker.


He always divided potential clients into thinkers and doers. There were subdivisions, of course, but he rarely found it necessary to change his first impression. Michael knew that Elizabeth Caspersen-Behncke was the heir to a colossal family fortune, as well as being a partner in one of the biggest and oldest law firms in Copenhagen. For that reason alone there could be no doubt that she was academically gifted, but that wasn’t the factor that determined whether she was a thinker or a doer: it was the way the hips connected to the upper body and the legs, the sway of the lower back, someone’s posture, the length of their stride.


From time to time his wife would ask him in which category he would place himself, and every time Michael would feel a tad hurt. He regarded himself as a fortunate combination: sensuous, yet rational – a thinker and a doer.


Elizabeth Caspersen-Behncke continued to walk in front of him up the staircase. It was like walking through the Natural History Museum. The walls were covered with stuffed animal heads and every imaginable size and variety of antlers and horns from the deer and antelope family. Vacant eyes watched him from all sides.


At the first turn in the stairs, an African lion reached out his long claws towards him. Above the animal’s front paws, its enormous head came crashing through a mahogany panel, its black lips peeled back over yellow teeth and its mane fluffed out; the furious expression in the animal’s glass eyes momentarily stopped him in his tracks.


The woman glanced over her shoulder.


‘My father called him Louis. Terrifying, isn’t he?’


‘Definitely, Mrs Caspersen-Behncke.’


‘Elizabeth is fine, if I may call you Michael.’


‘Of course.’


He was mesmerized by the animal.


‘Imagine being a little girl with a vivid imagination trying to get down to the kitchen for a midnight snack.’


‘I’d still be having nightmares,’ he said.


They continued upstairs until Michael stopped again, just below a three-metre-high painting of the previous owner of the house, the recently deceased captain of industry, Flemming Caspersen. The portrait was executed with photographic accuracy. One side depicted bookcases with old, gilded volumes and Caspersen – in a contemplative pose – resting his hand on a round table. There were sealed parchments and yellowing manuscripts, maps and open folios, as if the billionaire had been interrupted in his study of the sources of the Nile or the meaning of everything.


A grey grizzly bear rose behind the billionaire and both the man’s and the animal’s shadows merged together on the wall. Caspersen’s virile, energetic face was grave; his white hair stood up in short bristles, his brown gaze was directed at the spectator and the elevated position of the painting and his tall figure ensured him a regal dignity. His tie had discreet grey stripes and his suit fitted him as if it had been developed in a wind tunnel. ‘My father enjoyed playing the Renaissance man,’ Elizabeth Caspersen-Behncke said. ‘Though I doubt if he ever read a work of fiction. He used to say that his life was exciting enough as it was. He found fictional lives dull.’


Michael pointed to a rhinoceros head hanging six metres above the floor. The animal squinted tragically at the grey, flat stumps that were all that was left of its horns.


‘What happened to him?’


‘Someone broke into the house a couple of months ago. They put the gardener’s ladder up against the wall, cut off the horns with a hacksaw and scarpered. My mother was in hospital and the house was empty. According to the police, it was a professional job. We really ought to take him down. A rhino without its horns is really rather pointless.’


She drew his attention to a cupboard down by the front door. ‘They forced the front door with a crowbar and cooled the alarm system with liquid nitrogen.’


Michael leaned over the banister and studied the cream-coloured wall below the amputated trophy. He could actually see a couple of dark marks from the ladder.


‘I’ve read that natural history museums and private collections are experiencing an epidemic of horn thefts,’ he said. ‘It’s said to cure everything from impotence to cancer.’


‘Its horns were impressive,’ she said. ‘My father shot it in Namibia in ’73. It’s a white rhino. Or rather, it was.’


‘I thought they were an endangered species – protected by law?’


‘This animal was shot for research, which everyone knows is just another word for bribery. My father always got what he wanted.’


Michael stayed where he was. The prehistoric animal roused a strange kind of empathy in him.


‘The horns weighed eight kilos and they were worth their weight in cocaine,’ she said. ‘The street value is exactly the same, incidentally. $52,000 per kilo.’


Michael was impressed. $400,000 for half an hour’s work was a good rate. Superb, in fact.


‘And they took nothing else?’ he asked.


‘My mother’s jewellery is in a safe deposit box and the only cash we ever keep in the house is for paying the gardener and the cleaner.’


She led the way down a passage on the second floor. They passed a darkened bedroom and Michael caught a glimpse of an emaciated female face on a pillow, large birdlike eyes turning to the doorway. A nurse was in the process of attaching a bag of fluids to a drop stand.


‘Flemming? Flemming?’


The nurse closed the door.


The voice kept calling out.


‘My mother,’ Elizabeth Caspersen explained. ‘Alzheimer’s.’


Michael smiled sympathetically.


She opened the next door and Michael collided with the blinding sunlight bouncing off the surface of the Øresund.


‘A beautiful room, isn’t it?’ she said.


The windows measured at least six metres from floor to ceiling.


‘Amazing,’ he said, shading his eyes with his hand.


He recognized the interior of the library from Flemming Caspersen’s portrait. An intricate wrought-iron walkway ran along the bookshelves three metres above the floor and formed the gallery. High above his head the huge, stuffed bear sparred with its front paws.


‘A Kodiak bear, Alaska ’95,’ she said laconically.


‘I’m starting to understand why they’re threatened with extinction,’ he said.


‘You don’t hunt?’ she asked.


‘Not animals.’


‘My father would have argued that if it weren’t for the safari industry there would be no money for reserves and gamekeepers in places such as Africa, and poachers would have killed anything that moved long ago.’


‘He would probably have been right,’ Michael conceded.


She walked over to the windows, folded her arms across her chest and chewed a nail. This probably wasn’t normal behaviour for a Supreme Court barrister, he thought, and positioned himself by her side to offer a kind of silent support.


The tall white wall cordoned off the park from the neighbouring estates. He noticed thin alarm wires running along the top of the wall and several white surveillance cameras that would appear to cover every inch of the grounds. The problem didn’t lie with the house’s security, as far as he could ascertain. The weak spot was the open sea.


Out in the park, a black Labrador was sitting next to a flagpole with its nose pointing at the spring sky, whining pitifully.


‘Nigger, my father’s dog,’ Elizabeth Caspersen mumbled. ‘It has sat there, howling, ever since he died.’


‘Nigger?’


Elizabeth Caspersen smiled forlornly.


‘He wasn’t a racist. He only cared about whether someone could do their job. I think he found it amusing to walk around a neighbourhood like this and call the dog. Out loud.’


Michael continued to examine the alarm wires and the cameras on the garden wall.


‘Did the cameras record the break-in?’


‘Yes. Two men arrived from the sea at two o’clock in the morning in a rubber dinghy. Hoodies, ski masks and gloves. They ran across the lawn and around the house, found the gardener’s ladder and broke down the door.’


‘And Nigger?’


She looked down at the grieving animal.


‘He was probably just grateful for the company. He’s a lonely dog, very friendly. Why don’t we sit?’


He put his shoulder bag on the floor and took a seat in an armchair. Elizabeth Caspersen sat down in the chair next to his, crossed her red legs, looked out of the window and began flexing and pointing her foot.


He leaned back.


She moved her foot faster.


He had seen this before, of course: the hesitation before exposing your life and secrets to a stranger. The client would either change their mind at the last minute and end the meeting before it had even started, or they would take the plunge.


This would appear to be something in between.


‘You’re not an easy man to find,’ she said. ‘What do you call yourself? A consultant?’


‘Yes.’


‘You don’t look like a private investigator,’ she said.


‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’


‘What? Oh, I see. Coffee? Water?’


‘No thank you,’ he said.


‘Are you married?’


Her fingers got very busy with the string of pearls.


‘Very happily,’ he said.


‘So am I.’


Elizabeth Caspersen pressed her fingertips against her eyelids.


‘So you don’t follow cheating spouses, loiter behind people’s garages with a camera at night or rummage through their bins?’


‘Only at the end of the month,’ he said.


‘I’m sorry … I …’ She blushed. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that this is all very difficult. You were recommended to me by one of my father’s English lawyers who knew of a Dutchman who had used the services of a Danish security consultant. Everyone became awfully secretive and it took a long time before the Dutchman replied.’


‘He called me before he contacted you,’ Michael explained.


‘I didn’t think people like you even existed in Denmark?’


‘I believe there are a few of us,’ he said. ‘But it’s not like we have a trade union.’


‘Your name is Michael Vedby Sander?’


‘Yes,’ he lied.


‘And you know Pieter Henryk?’


‘Of course …’


*


He had tracked down two incompetent kidnappers – father and son – to an abandoned farm south of Nijmegen in the Netherlands for Pieter Henryk. They had decided to kidnap the very wealthy Dutchman’s youngest daughter, which was their first mistake.


Involving the police, risking media attention and a scandal, was unthinkable for Henryk, who was old-school and preferred a more discreet, permanent solution.


The kidnappers had raped the nineteen-year-old girl repeatedly while passing the time. They had shaved her head, beaten her up, stubbed out their cigarettes on her back, and she was more dead than alive when Michael and Henryk’s team reached her. Michael’s task had been to find the girl, while Pieter Henryk’s men dealt with the kidnappers.


Michael had sat in his car at the edge of the wood a few hundred metres from the farm and seen her carried across the farmyard in the arms of a Serbian mercenary. The huge man delivered her to a Mercedes, where her father and a doctor were waiting. She was naked, limp as a rag doll and looked like a flayed animal. The car left the farm with gravel spraying from the tyres.


He waited. Half an hour later, a truck pulled up in the farmyard and the mercenaries started hauling bricks, mortar and buckets into the house where the kidnappers were still assembled.


Michael left the scene. He knew what was coming and he knew Pieter Henryk’s crew. They were Balkan veterans and had seen everything. If they were feeling merciful, they would throw a gun with two bullets over the new wall – before laying the last brick. If they were in a bad mood, they would tie up the pair, brick up the wall and wait until the mortar had dried.


*


She clapped her hands with a bang that snapped him out of his memories.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘I want you to work for me,’ she repeated.


‘And I may well want to,’ he said tentatively.


‘Henryk said I could trust you unconditionally.’


He nodded. ‘That’s essential if we’re to get anywhere.’


‘You’d be able to bring down me and my family if it turns out that you can’t be trusted, Michael. We would have no future.’


‘That’s often the case,’ he said evenly. ‘Perhaps I should tell you how I work. If I accept an assignment, I work on it 24/7 until I’ve achieved the desired outcome or you tell me to stop. My fee is 20,000 kroner per day, plus reimbursement of my expenses for other expert assistance, bribes, travel, food and accommodation. We won’t sign a contract and I won’t provide you with any receipts, you’ll just have to trust me. I’ll give you the number of my accountant’s client account and he’ll report the payments to the tax office. Is that acceptable?’


‘What does the small print say?’ she wanted to know.


‘Not very much. I don’t perform serious criminal acts if they go against my view of right and wrong. I decide how far I’m prepared to go on a case-by-case basis.’


‘Regardless of the size of your fee?’


‘Yes.’


‘Agreed,’ she said. ‘So why are you so incredibly hard to find?’


‘I’m picky,’ he said.


His wife sometimes asked him the same question. You wouldn’t find Michael Sander’s one-man consultancy anywhere on the Internet. Stubborn individuals might find the latest version of the firm’s homepage somewhere in the Dark Web, the basement of the Internet, which wasn’t accessible to search engines like Google or AltaVista, but only to specialized, vertical robots such as technorati.com. It was possible he lost out on clients by being so exclusive, but this was how he liked it. He knew of a beautiful, Danish escort girl in London whose intimate services cost as much as the Greek budget deficit, and she used the same method. It was a question of her and her daughter’s safety, she said.


His homepage was brief and basic. It stated that Michael Sander was an ex-soldier and former police officer, and that he had worked as a security consultant for ten years for Shepherd & Wilkins Ltd, a well-known British security company. His remit had included personal security, hostage negotiations, financial investigations and so on. His contact details gave only a mobile phone number, which was replaced at least once a month, usually more often.


‘What do you know about me?’ she asked.


‘I know that you’re the only child of Flemming and Klara Caspersen,’ he said. ‘I know that your father originally trained to be a radio mechanic and later studied civil engineering. I know that in the 1980s he took out a series of ground-breaking patents for what later became known as the ultrasound Doppler, miniature sonar and laser rangefinders, used in virtually all military weapon systems from submarines to fighter planes, but also in civilian meteorological early warning systems. Quite simply, it’s the core technology behind modern range calculation and target identification. The technology is crucial and has never been surpassed. Your father founded Sonartek in 1987 with a university friend, Victor Schmidt, and the rest, as they say, is Danish corporate history. A success story.’


‘One evening in Frederiksberg he heard an ambulance siren and spent the rest of the night sitting on a bench pondering how the siren’s echo told him the exact location of the ambulance. That was the start. Then he started studying dolphins, bats and the then fairly elementary Doppler technology. He improved and developed it.’


‘As far as I’m aware, only Sonartek’s research and development department remains in Denmark, while production and distribution have been …’


‘Outsourced to China, India, Poland and Estonia,’ she said. ‘It was a business decision.’


‘And, finally, I know that your father suffered a heart attack and died a couple of months ago,’ he said.


‘He had run a marathon only two days before. In just over three hours,’ she said. ‘He was seventy-two years old, but in really good shape. I don’t think he ever took a pill in his life. He always said that genes were the only thing that really mattered.’


She got up and walked over to the windows. The dog’s inconsolable howling could be heard from the garden. Michael didn’t stir and he said nothing.


Elizabeth Caspersen dried her eyes and turned around.


‘Bloody dog,’ she muttered.


‘And your mother is ill?’ he said.


‘It started four years ago and it has progressed incredibly quickly. She owns a large share of a company with subsidiaries in thirty countries, but she no longer remembers my name. She doesn’t even know that my father is dead.’


‘What happened to the company?’


‘The shares fell when my father died, of course, but they soon recovered. Sonartek produces great equipment. My father had been in charge of most things, and anything he didn’t decide, Victor did.’


‘Victor Schmidt?’


‘Yes. My father was the inventor and Victor the salesman. It was a brilliant combination.’


‘Did they get on?’


‘I think so. When the business went public, Victor got his hunting lodge down at Jungshoved and my father this mansion.’


‘Are you on the board of Sonartek?’


‘Yes, and as long as my mother can’t represent her own interests on the board – which she’ll never be able to – I represent her as well. My father was Chairman of the Board of Directors; Victor is currently acting Chairman and will be elected the new Chairman at an extraordinary board meeting next month.’


‘So the family is secured?’


‘Not necessarily. Children or grandchildren of the company’s founders aren’t entitled to board representation or a job with the company. They must be “suitable”, as it says in the articles and memorandum. The board decides if they are. I would appear to meet the criteria. No one wants a family feud, or to have some imbecile decide the company’s future just because their surname is Schmidt or Caspersen. Then again, my mother did inherit my father’s shares in Sonartek’s holding company, so now I represent – through her – an actual majority share.’


‘Did your father want you to join the business?’


‘Oh, yes! He was over the moon when I qualified as a solicitor. He had it all planned and I expected him to shoot me when I said no.’


Michael smiled. He was impressed. ‘And he didn’t disinherit you?’


‘He came round to my point of view. Like I said, I had prepared for the worst, but when push came to shove, he took it rather well. In that respect, he was really quite all right. Perhaps he always knew that I would end up working for Sonartek at some point. That I would come home. When I started attending board meetings, I did it mostly to please him.’


Elizabeth Caspersen sat down. Her face was animated; several expressions were trying to upstage each other.


‘Victor Schmidt has two sons?’ Michael said.


‘That’s right, Henrik and Jakob.’


‘What do they do?’


‘Henrik is Sonartek’s sales director and has replaced Victor, who has taken over the day-to-day management of the company. He’s hard-working and has built up an excellent network. He spends most of his time in New York or Washington courting the American defence industry. He’s a workaholic and has no vices. Jakob …’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know what he’s doing at the moment. He’s the black, but much loved, sheep. He was an officer in the Royal Life Guards. Now he’s a logistician for large aid organizations. He’s a free spirit and prefers being on his own, outdoors. The brothers don’t see each other that often, but they have both been in Denmark ever since my father died. My father adored them and they’re very upset.’


‘Adored?’


‘Very much so. Their picture is over there.’


She pointed to the wall behind the spiral staircase.


Michael rose and studied the black-and-white photograph mounted in a fine silver frame. He lifted it off its hook. The wallpaper around the picture hadn’t faded. Either it hadn’t hung there very long, or it was frequently taken down. There was a faded patch around the photograph next to it; it showed a long-dead leopard in the grass and a smiling Flemming Caspersen, in a safari suit, squatting on his haunches by the animal’s head.


He examined the small picture in the silver frame: a grinning, gangly, dark blond boy of around thirteen was sitting at the rear of a canoe with a shiny fish as long as his arm. Behind the boy a sun-shimmering lake spread out. The boy was sitting on the border between the sunlight and the shade from a tree that hung low over the glittering surface. His brother sat on the trunk; a couple of years younger, very blond, skinny upper body, shorts, white teeth and bare feet dangling over the water. There was a tent in the foreground and the picture had a timeless, carefree summer feel to it.


‘He took it in Sweden,’ she said.


‘Your father did?’


‘Yes. Victor never took a holiday, so he left the boys to my father who taught them all the usual boys’ stuff: sailing, fishing, hunting.’


‘Is Victor married?’


‘Monika. Swedish landed gentry.’


‘A trophy wife?’


‘Far from it. She worked for Sonartek as a sales person. She’s clever and well educated. She breeds horses now. Danish Warmbloods. Unless that’s a contradiction in terms.’


A bitter smile formed on her lips.


‘My father was jealous of Victor’s sons. He called me the third prize.’


‘The third prize?’


‘First prize is a boy, second prize is a disabled boy, and third prize is a girl, he used to say.’


Michael was starting to like Flemming Caspersen less and less. He would wait for the daughter to explain the job, as a matter of courtesy, but he had already decided to turn it down. Yes, Sara and he could do with the money, but they could also manage without it. They could tighten the belt another notch while he freelanced for Shepherd & Wilkins, even if it meant his travelling to some godforsaken hellhole in the Yemen, Nigeria or, God forbid, Kazakhstan. And be away for at least one month. Michael had a standing offer to freelance any time he wanted, which sounded fine in theory, but meant in practice that he ended up doing the jobs that full-time staff avoided like the plague.


‘This “third prize” quip – is that another example of your father’s catalogue of eccentric humour?’ he asked.


‘Yes. I don’t think he really meant it. He was just …’


A callous, megalomaniac old bastard, Michael thought.


‘Why am I here?’ he asked.


The question appeared to take her by surprise.


‘Pardon?’


‘Why am I here?’


She looked at him and started saying something. Then she shut her mouth and steeled herself.


‘You’re here, Michael,’ she then said, ‘you’re here because I think – no, because I know, that my father killed a man. For fun. For sport. On some kind of sick, twisted, depraved manhunt. That’s why you’re here.’


She got up and took out a DVD without any label or title from the bookcase behind them – and burst into tears.









Chapter 2


She didn’t move at all or say one word during the three minutes the footage lasted, but she never stopped crying. Without trying to hide it. Michael didn’t stir, either.


He sat in the darkest corner of the library with his laptop on his knees as he watched the execution of a young man on a mountain. He heard men sing and saw an object fly through the air: a black sack tied with white cord. The hunted man caught the sack, stuck his hand inside it, and pulled out an object, which his body concealed from view.


The recording equipment was first-rate – picture and sound both crystal clear – and the camera was steady as it zoomed in on the man’s ashen face. He limped as he ran out into the darkness, pressing something to his chest. The singing ceased – and half a second later the rifle rang out.


Only one shot was fired and it was impossible to see whether the man was hit. Then the camera found his body on the narrow, stony shore below the cliff. The victim’s hand just about touched the water, but the object in the sack had disappeared. The light was turned off. Above the moonlit water he could see the starry night sky for a few seconds before the camera was also switched off.


Michael ejected the DVD from his computer, taking care to touch only the edge with his fingertips. Then he placed it on the keyboard and got up.


‘Do you have a lavatory I could use?’


She didn’t look at him. ‘Third door to the left … I’m sorry … I’m so sorry …’


The large house was cool, but sweat was breaking out between his shoulder blades. Michael walked down the passage with the high ceiling, locked the door to the bathroom behind him and splashed cold water on his face. His teeth chattered and his stomach churned, but he refused to throw up.


He had just seen a man hunted to his death, in sharp, natural colours, and he thought with a shudder about the indefinable, but chasm-deep difference between the most convincing Hollywood representations and the real thing.


However, it wasn’t the DVD that made him feel sick, though he didn’t doubt that the recording was genuine. It wasn’t the film. It was the song. It took him back to Grozny, the dead capital of Chechnya …


*


In September 2007 Michael and his regular partner on the job, Keith Mallory, had spent endless days in a rat-infested, partly collapsed church attic in a suburb of Grozny. Keith, who had a limp after a close encounter with a roadside bomb in Iraq, had been a major in a famous elite British regiment before becoming a senior consultant with S&W. He enjoyed literature, was Michael’s immediate superior, and they had become good friends.


The Brit said it was the strangest conflict he had ever seen. To the north, a few hundred metres from the church, rested and well-fed Russian forces waited passively, while to the south, Muslim rebels strolled around without a care in the world among the city ruins. A row of singing women swept the street between derelict and long-abandoned tenement houses. Everything was surreal and everyone seemed temporarily indifferent to each other. The people would appear to simply be enjoying the clear, warm late-summer weather and the lull between bouts of fighting.


Michael and Keith had reached a stalemate in their negotiations with the Fedayeen about a suitable ransom for a British Red Cross medical team whom the Chechens had abducted from a field hospital a couple of months earlier. S&W were negotiating on behalf of an international insurance company who counted the Red Cross among its clients. They had one suitcase full of used dollar bills for the hostage takers, and a smaller suitcase for the corrupt officer in the Russian Air Force who would arrange for a helicopter to pick them up when they needed to get the hostages and themselves across the border to Azerbaijan. They had a floor covered with a thick layer of dried pigeon droppings, a shortwave radio, plaster angels and icons that had been evacuated from the church space below, machine guns, ammunition, their kit, a roll of plastic bags which served as their latrine, plenty of water and astronaut food.


There was currently a few thousand dollars between offer and acceptance, but the issue had become a matter of pride, and was impeded by faltering chains of command.


‘He fishes ’cause he can’t fuck Lady Ashley,’ Michael remembered Keith saying a moment before the song began.


‘What?’


‘Jake Barnes, for Christ’s sake,’ Keith said, sounding tired as he pointed to Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, the dog-eared paperback currently helping him pass the time.


‘Right.’


The former major sighed and put down the book. He was still hoping to persuade his young Danish colleague to read something other than weapons catalogues, ballistics tables and car magazines.


Then he tilted his head to one side. ‘Who’s singing, Mike?’


Michael had put his eye to the telescopic sight of the sniper rifle overlooking the Russian lines. Keith crawled under the low ceiling on his hands and knees and used his own binoculars.


Three hundred metres away a tank crew had grabbed a young Muslim mother and her daughter, who looked to be around seven. Spetnaz elite soldiers, easily recognizable in their blue-and-white striped T-shirts, jumped up and down on the tank and bounced and stomped their way through the old Queen classic ‘We Will Rock You’. The woman was thrown between the soldiers in front of the tank. They tore off one colourful embroidered piece of clothing after another. The daughter was sitting between the legs of a soldier on the turret, turning her face away. The soldier had forced the girl’s hands behind her back and put a gun to her neck while he tried to kiss her. By now the mother was naked, screaming, terrified.


Keith started pulling him away.


‘It’s not personal, Mike. It’s terror. Now get the hell away from that window!’


The first soldier raped the mother against the side of tank. His camouflage trousers lay bunched around his boots, and the back of the woman’s head bashed rhythmically against the armoured tank. Michael could see her limp arms and spread legs either side of the soldier’s pumping body. The soldier’s forearms and neck were tanned, while the rest of his body was white around his amateurish blue tattoos.


Four other men were queuing up.


The man on the turret had pushed his gun into the girl’s mouth while he unbuttoned his flies.


For the second time Keith had grabbed his arm hard. Michael knew that he could send a bullet through the rapist’s bobbing head from the church attic without hitting the mother.


But it meant losing the Red Cross team.


He had already slammed a cartridge into the chamber when Keith wrenched the weapon out of his hands. Then Keith Mallory had put on the headset, even though the radio was dead, and Michael crawled into the furthest, darkest corner of the attic and pressed his hands over his ears.


*


When he returned to the library, Elizabeth Caspersen was twisting a handkerchief hard between her fingers. He sat down on the armchair beside her, folded his hands in his lap and suppressed a shudder.


‘What’s your reaction to the film?’ she asked him.


‘I think the recording is real,’ he said, looking down at his hands. ‘What I’m saying is, I think someone filmed a crime. My guess is that the DVD must be some kind of hunting trophy.’


‘Oh, God.’


She looked at the ceiling, and fresh tears rolled down her face.


‘I presume that’s what you thought as well,’ he said. ‘Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.’


She stared at the handkerchief, wound around a finger.


‘Yes, only I was hoping … I don’t know what I was hoping. Yes, I was hoping that you’d say that it was staged, that it was a movie … Just a really weird movie.’


‘Where did you find it?’


She got up and walked over to a Venetian mirror, swung it out from the wall and pointed to a white steel door with a keypad.


‘My father’s lawyers are winding up his estate. We’ve emptied the safe deposit boxes in town; all that remained was his private safe.’


‘Did you know the code?’ he asked, wondering why the DVD had been kept in Caspersen’s private safe. In his view it belonged in a nuclear-proof underground bunker.


‘The undertaker. My father had the code tattooed on the inside of his upper arm.’


She blew her nose.


Michael frowned. ‘Really? If he went for a swim, anyone with a telephoto lens or good pair binoculars could –’


‘Only if they also knew that the numbers must be multiplied by eleven and divided by three then followed by his date of birth,’ she said.


‘Okay.’


He still thought it was too obvious: like having the dog’s name as the password for your computer.


‘What happened to his body?’


‘He had asked to be cremated.’


‘Was there an autopsy?’


‘Yes.’


‘And?’


‘Nothing. They said he had a coronary.’


‘I see …’


He rose and inspected the safe. It was a recent Chubb ProGuard model. An excellent safe, designed to be impossible to open in under three hours, even by Chubb’s own engineers. The door was white, smooth and undamaged.


‘Have you shown the film to anyone else?’


‘Of course not! I can’t even begin to understand that my father could do a thing like this. Although in some ways … unsurprising, isn’t it?’


‘What is?’


The tears dripped slowly from her eyelashes.


‘How the super-rich … I know how easy it is to lose touch with reality when you lead a sheltered life, as my parents did at the end. Neither he nor my mother knew the price of a pint of milk.’


‘I don’t know if it’s typical. We can’t even be sure that it was your father.’


She stared at him. ‘But then why would he have it lying around? It must be him!’


‘I can see half a sideburn, part of an ear, a hat and a bit of a sleeve, and a wrist,’ he objected gently. ‘It could be anyone.’


‘He had a hat like that! I know it was him.’


‘All hunters have hats like that,’ Michael said.


She swung open the door of the safe, took a flat jeweller’s box from a shelf and flipped open the lid. The dark blue silk was embossed with the words ‘Cartier-Paris’ in gold.


‘It was in here.’


‘I wish you hadn’t touched it,’ he said.


She looked at him, then it sank in and she nearly flung the box aside.


‘Easy now,’ he said.


Michael took a clear plastic bag from his shoulder bag and she dropped the box into it.


‘And I’m supposed to be a lawyer,’ she said. ‘Of course, fingerprints. God help us.’


‘And hairs, fibres, cells, dandruff and so on,’ he said. ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself. It’s like a doctor ignoring a tumour about to grow through their own skin. It’s a kind of blindness.’


‘You can say that again,’ she said.


‘What do you want me to do with the DVD?’


She hesitated.


‘I want you to find out if that really is my father. I want you to find out the identity of the man they killed. And I want you to find out who else was there. That’s why you’re here. I have to know if that young man had relatives who need my help.’


‘Financially?’


‘In every way,’ she said. ‘How about you? Do you still want the job?’


He looked out of the window.


‘I’d like to take the job, even though it’s complicated and will require considerable outside assistance,’ he said. ‘But I wouldn’t say yes if I didn’t think I had a chance to work it out. The job doesn’t contravene my personal rules. Your father is dead and can’t be prosecuted.’


‘Not in this world,’ she muttered.


‘Quite. I’ll find out the victim’s identity and as far as the hunters are concerned, I’ll track them down, and when I do, they can be punished.’


‘If you can prove anything,’ the lawyer said. ‘Or make them confess.’


‘The latter might prove easier,’ he said. ‘My first impression is that they have military training. They use laser sights that are also available to civilians, but it seems unlikely that they would all come equipped with them if they were just a bunch of stir-crazy hunters on a quest to kill a random victim. You can also see the sleeve of the person standing next to the cameraman. That sleeve is from a military camouflage uniform. Then there are other, less specific factors … such as the song. I’m fairly certain that they’re soldiers, or ex-soldiers.’


‘Have you ever heard of hunting people as a sport? It’s insane. Sick.’


A safari with human prey? Michael had never heard of any such thing and previously he would have dismissed the suggestion as an urban myth, like the one about snuff movies on the Internet. Now he was faced with both, and he was sure that the film was real.


He also knew that some soldiers, despite remaining alive, never quite made it home. They had been different from the start, or the war had destroyed them. Some sought refuge in the wilderness as hermits; others found employment as consultants with security companies. In his career he had met several professional operators who had forgotten most things about this world.


‘I haven’t heard about it before,’ he said at last.


‘Do you have any idea where it might have taken place?’ she asked.


‘It’s an Arctic landscape,’ he said. ‘But that covers a multitude of sins, as you well know. It could be anywhere from Patagonia to Alaska, but the recording could also be from any mountainous region outside the Arctic. He’s screaming at them, but I can’t make out the individual words or the language.’


‘Can you get to the bottom of it?’ she asked, sounding despondent. ‘All of it?’


‘Yes, I believe so,’ Michael said.


‘How?’


‘I’ll examine the film on a series of digital photo programs. I have a hunch that I might be able to identify the crime scene from the constellations you can see just before they switch off the camera.’


Again she dried her eyes with the handkerchief and looked up at the vaulted ceiling.


‘Perhaps I should just go to the police.’


‘Perhaps.’ Michael smiled to encourage her. ‘But give me a couple of weeks first. I can’t exclude the possibility that it might be necessary or relevant to involve the police. They have some resources that I don’t. But they’re also bound by certain civilized rules which I’m not.’


‘Are you uncivilized?’


‘I can be fairly uncivilized.’


‘Fine. You have two weeks. What are you going to do with the jeweller’s box?’


‘Send it to a private forensic laboratory in Berne. If there are traces of anyone’s DNA on the box they’ll find it, and if there are fingerprints, apart from yours, they’ll find them too.’


‘You can’t send them the DVD,’ she said, sounding alarmed.


‘Of course not. But I can check myself whether there are any fingerprints other than yours on the disc. I’m no forensic expert, but I do have some iodine powder and a roll of tape.’


Elizabeth Caspersen nodded sceptically.


‘I had no idea that they even existed,’ she then said slowly. ‘Private forensic laboratories, I mean … but then again, I didn’t know that people like you existed either.


‘Money buys you anything you like in Switzerland,’ Michael said. ‘Which reminds me. You ought to get someone to go through your father’s private accounts. It would be interesting to know if he had transactions with Liechtenstein, the Channel Islands, the Cayman Islands or some other tax haven.’


She inflated her cheeks and let the air escape in a thin stream. ‘Of course. How far back do you want them to go?’


‘I’ll let you know as quickly as possible. May I see his guns, please?’


‘Of course.’


She made to get up, but sat down again.


‘I just don’t understand!’ she burst out. She pointed at the DVD. ‘How can anyone do that?’


‘You’re normal, Elizabeth. So, naturally, you don’t understand. I don’t understand it either, but I have hunted people – scum who deserved it. Anyone who lives a secluded life, like you say your father did, who only surrounds themselves with like-minded people, easily develops a sense of superiority and invulnerability. They no longer move in the ordinary, agreed reality, and they don’t feel that its laws apply to them.’


‘You mean billionaires?’


He flung out his hands. ‘Or politicians who have never had a real job, Saudi princes or twenty-two-year-old football players who make in a week what an ordinary person earns in a year by kicking a ball around for a few hours, and only see the world from a team coach or an Aston Martin. We tell them they’re special and they end up believing it. They’re surrounded by an entourage that keeps reality at bay, and suppliers ready to fulfil their every wish.’


‘Such as a human safari?’


‘Or virgins, vintage Bugattis, or powdered rhino horn,’ he said.


*


There wasn’t just an ordinary gun cabinet, but an entire weapons arsenal, in the basement of the house. Michael saw more hunting trophies, comfortable leather armchairs, bookcases with hunting literature, and magnificent, locked glass-and-mahogany cabinets, custom-made for the room. An almost defiantly masculine haven.


Michael liked weapons. He admired their functionality, performance and precision, and he even found their development fascinating. Behind the cut-glass doors in Flemming Caspersen’s weapons room there were rifles and shotguns that would set you back an average Danish annual salary or two, and which made his mouth water. He asked for the keys and unlocked the first cabinet, having put on a pair of latex gloves before he touched anything. Michael lifted out the weapons, unlocked bolts, studied the inside of the barrels by holding them up to a light in the ceiling, and sniffed boxlock actions, magazines and bolts. In the last cabinet he took out a hunting rifle with a telescopic sight, went through the unloading sequence and, to his amazement, caught the unused cartridge as it was ejected from the magazine. He pulled the bolt all the way back and looked closely at the breech before carefully leaning the weapon against the wall.


He examined every cabinet, opened drawers, and studied cartridge belts, various types of sights, and boxes of ammunition.


Michael pointed to the rifle propped up against the wall: ‘That one. I want you to keep an eye on it. Leave it where it is and make sure no one touches it, okay?’


‘Of course, but why?’


‘It’s a fine weapon,’ he said. ‘It’s a Mauser M03. It’s an excellent, modern, yet ordinary hunting rifle, compared to the magnificent samples your father also owned. Note there’s no engraving on it, as there is on every other weapon here, and it doesn’t do anything the others can’t do just as well, or even better. It has a fine Zeiss telescope with night-vision sight. It’s probably the gun I would choose if I …’


‘Wanted to hunt down and kill a human being,’ she said.


He nodded gravely. ‘It wouldn’t draw attention to itself and it’s the only weapon here that hasn’t been cleaned and oiled, which is odd, or at least worth noting. There’s gunpowder residue in the breech and there are still cartridges in the magazine – a mortal sin. I’ve removed one of the cartridges, which I’ll send to Berne, along with the jeweller’s box. We might just get lucky, who knows. Incidentally, I’ll need something with your father’s fingerprints. And something with yours.’


‘A fountain pen, for example?’


‘That will do nicely.’


He pointed to a small table with a three-quarter-full bottle of whisky and a crystal glass with a brown, dried membrane on the bottom.


‘I presume it was your father who enjoyed a dram of whisky?’


‘I don’t think he ever invited anyone down here,’ she said. ‘This was where he came to think. Oddly enough, I haven’t been in here since his death. It was his room and I was brought up knowing that it was out of bounds.’


‘If I could have the glass,’ he said, ‘I think it might provide us with the fingerprint we need.’


Michael looked around for some tools and found a fine selection of the screwdrivers and pliers used to make rifle ammunition. He pinched the end of the rifle cartridge with a pair of pliers and eased out the projectile with another pair, tipped the gunpowder into a drawer and dropped the cartridge case into a small plastic bag.


She looked at the weapon with revulsion. ‘Is that what he used, do you think?’


‘Could be. I would also like to see the recordings from the break-in, if that’s possible?’


‘I’ll get them to you.’


He gave her the address of the hotel where he always stayed when he was in Copenhagen.


‘Preferably tomorrow,’ he said.


‘Of course,’ she said mechanically.


*


She walked him out onto the main steps, attempted a smile, but ended up folding her arms tightly across her chest and staring down at the tiles.


She was only one thoughtless word away from a complete breakdown, Michael thought. She had been on her own with that bloody DVD for far too long and was obviously juggling all sorts of conflicting demands. She had no idea if she could trust him. If the public ever saw the DVD, she, her husband and their children would have to live in its shadow. The media would crucify them and she would never be allowed to forget that her father, the renowned financier, had turned out to be a psychopathic killer.


He admired her for contacting him, rather than simply destroying the DVD and then crossing her fingers that no copies existed. He knew he wouldn’t have been able to do the same.









Chapter 3


After the meeting Michael sat in his car for a long time under one of the avenue’s trees, which were already in bud. He had taken off his jacket and loosened his tie. He felt strangely feverish. He stuck a CD in the player, listening to Joan Armatrading while he mulled things over, smoking three of the eight cigarettes that constituted his daily ration: an agreement his wife had entered on with herself, on his behalf. He looked at the shoulder bag containing the computer, aware of what Keith Mallory would have said if he knew that he had taken the job: ‘Don’t forget your Kevlar, Mike.’


But he didn’t own a bullet-proof vest and he wasn’t armed. Weapons had a habit of turning unpredictable situations into unpredictable tragedies.


He was convinced that the hunters were soldiers, or ex-soldiers. Professional soldiers created their own subculture with specific songs, phrases, haircuts, tattoos and slang, and he had heard that song in places other than Grozny. It was a hymn to victory used by elite soldiers from many countries.


Young soldiers who had been on high-risk missions never again experienced a sense of comradeship like that they had experienced at war. Going off to fight was easy, but coming home could be impossible, especially to a country divided in its views on the necessity of the war.


Michael had met young men and women who had become almost addicted to deployment, who pleaded to be sent out again. In the field they had been in charge of sophisticated expensive equipment, while on Civvy Street they might be reduced to sweeping floors in a warehouse. And they were a generation without authority figures. Their parents and teachers no longer had the ability or the guts to discipline them, so they grew up in a world without demands, boundaries or rules. The Armed Forces gave them skilled, stable role models, responsibility, a purpose and a sense of belonging. Some of them found their first family in the military.


Life was harder for this generation in so many ways: their perception had already been warped. Until they witnessed their first real-life fatality, they believed that everyone would get up again, without a scratch, the moment someone restarted the computer.


*


Michael found a parking space near Hellerup Station and took the S-train to Nørreport. He always stayed at the Admiral Hotel on the Copenhagen waterfront when his clients were paying. Its location was central, it was expensive and comfortable, and it offered a soothing view of the harbour.


He strolled down Frederiksborggade and looked at all the people who had come out to enjoy the spring sunshine on Kultorvet. It was warm, there was no wind, and Denmark was in the transitional phase from puffa jackets, boots and knitted caps, to shirts, T-shirts, jeans and summer shoes. He noticed three women about to sit down at a café table in the middle of the square. The second woman had chestnut hair, long legs in jeans, broad hips, a fine bust, even shoulders and a classic, hourglass waist. She had the pale, clear complexion of a redhead, and large freckles generously scattered across her face. The upper curves of her cleavage, down to a white lace bra, showed in the gap of her shirt when she bent down to pick up a mobile that was ringing in her handbag. She brushed back her hair, put the mobile to her ear and let her green gaze glide indifferently across Michael. Her face and eyes hardened.


Michael’s own mobile started ringing. When he answered it, he heard small, bubbling sounds which stopped him in his tracks.


‘Hello?’


The moist bubbles were interrupted by an abrupt sneeze.


‘This is Michael Sander …’


‘Did you hear that?’ his wife asked him.


‘Heard what?’


‘Julie said, Daddy, how are you?’


‘She’s eighteen months old, Sara. It sounded like someone stepped on the hamster.’


‘No, she really did say it, Michael.’


‘I’ll take your word for it.’


‘Are you smoking?’


‘Not at the moment,’ he said.


‘What did she want?’


Her voice darkened.


‘A job,’ he said, wiping the sweat from his brow. ‘I said yes.’


‘Any travelling involved?’ she asked.


‘I think so.’


He put down his shoulder bag and looked at a shop window.


‘Will you be gone long?’ she continued.


Michael pulled off his tie and stuffed it in his jacket pocket.


‘I think so. It’s complicated.’


‘Dangerous?’


‘Yes.’


He heard her put down the toddler, whose big brother, aged four, shouted something to the dog.


‘You take care of yourself,’ she said.


‘Of course.’


‘I love you,’ she said.


‘I love you, Sara.’


*


The lobby at the Admiral Hotel had Wi-Fi, and Michael found a quiet corner and sent a long e-mail to the forensic lab in Berne. Then he wrapped the plastic bag with the cartridge case from Flemming Caspersen’s hunting rifle in tinfoil, asked the porter for a large, padded envelope, and put the bags with the whisky glass, the cartridge case, the fountain pen and the jeweller’s box inside it. He asked the porter to FedEx everything to Switzerland as quickly as possible and put 500 kroner on the counter to stress the urgency. The porter smiled, promising to take care of everything immediately.


In his room Michael opened the door to the small Juliet balcony and looked across Copenhagen harbour, the harbour entrances, Christianshavn, and further out at the calm surface of the Øresund. He took a long shower, put on one of the hotel bathrobes and set out his laptop, pen and a notebook on the desk.


Michael dusted the DVD with iodine powder, carefully blew excess powder off the disc, and dotted circles and swirls from the fingerprints emerged. He lifted the prints from the disc with special tape and held it up against the light from the balcony door. The prints were small, uniform and oval; a woman’s prints, he presumed, and from a single individual, he felt certain of it.


He would send the tape sections to the lab in Berne and ask them to compare them to the prints from Elizabeth Caspersen’s fountain pen.


Afterwards he watched the film repeatedly, noting down various details he had missed the first time round. He isolated the only brief, distorted image of the client himself: seen from the right and diagonally from behind; half a broad-brimmed hunting hat with a feather in the hatband. Under the brim he could see part of an ear, a white, well-trimmed sideburn – exactly like on the magnate’s portrait in Hellerup – a greenish sleeve, a gloved hand and part of the butt of a rifle. Michael cut and pasted extracts from the film, added various degrees of brightness, resolution and contrast to them, but the result was at best ambiguous. The human ear is highly individual, but most of this man’s ear was hidden by his hat and jacket collar.


He tried to work out if there was a wristwatch between the jacket sleeve and the glove, but concluded that there wasn’t. The weapon itself was impossible to identify. He examined the flash from the muzzle almost a dozen times, from the front and from behind. There was no doubt that it was a hunting rifle. The flash was longer and more yellow than that from a finely calibrated army carbine.


Of the other hunters, he could see only twisted random shadows in the terrain when the beam from a torch headlamp or the camera light happened to find them. They appeared to have lined up in a semi-circle and there were six of them, besides the client, judging by the number of laser sights. The cameraman tripped, and the camera swept across the nearest bystander, but was quickly steadied again when he regained his footing. Michael replayed the short sequence. He had caught a glimpse of something red and white. He froze the recording: it was a leg, a camouflage-clad right leg with a bloody field bandage wound tightly around the thigh between the knee and the groin.


The cameraman must have been injured.


He played the ending over and over: the young, dark-haired victim. His mouth a screaming hole. How he turned and ran out into the void beyond the cliff edge clutching the contents of the black sack. The victim was a well-built, tall and athletic man in his late twenties, dressed in appropriate outdoor clothing. When the camera found him again, he looked like a rag doll someone had casually dropped on the shore of what could be a fjord, the mouth of a large river, or a section of an archipelago.


Michael again replayed the film, and zoomed in on the victim’s right foot. It was naked, white, and stained dark brown with what looked like dried blood. He didn’t think that the young man had appeared restricted in his movements, but then again he was likely to have been pumped so full of adrenaline that he could have run with a broken leg. On his left foot he wore a sturdy hiking boot with blue laces.


It wasn’t much, and yet Michael felt strangely optimistic: the constellations in the background on the recording were sharply defined in the last few frames, and he could see the whole figure of the young man.


He paused and started pacing up and down the room. Then he unpacked his travelling bag on the bed, and smiled when he saw Sara’s suggestion for bedtime reading. She and an old school friend owned and ran a small but densely stocked second-hand bookshop with strange opening hours, in the high street of the small market town on Fyn, where they lived, and where he himself had grown up. Like Keith Mallory she was hoping to drag Michael out of his bottomless literary ignorance, but her recommendations inevitably centred on suffering, wasted opportunities, delicate, female sensitivities and longings. This time it was Flaubert’s Madame Bovary. On his last trip it had been a Jane Austen novel and on the trip before that a poetry anthology by Emily Dickinson. He tossed Madame Bovary back in his bag and took out a smuggled crime novel by Jo Nesbø, which he put on the bedside table.


He sat down in front of his computer again. It was a question of geometry, or, rather, trigonometry – as he had said to Elizabeth Caspersen when she asked if he could locate the crime scene. And that was his starting point: based on the pixels on the screen, he calculated the victim’s height to be 1.85 metres by comparing his height to the size of his wristwatch, the buttons on his camouflage jacket and a pair of sunglasses that hung around his neck on a string. He studied the landscape in the background in the few seconds between the camera light going off and the camera itself being turned off, and spotted a set of yellow beams across the water: surely headlights from a car or truck. There would appear to be a road across the water, while the shore below was bare and stony. A few reflecting ice floes floated on the water. By comparing the height of the dead body on the shore – and again by counting the pixels – he worked out that the cliff must be approximately one hundred metres high.
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