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[image: ]AYBE WE’LL FIND a gun,” Pitkin said, aiming his finger at the guardhouse next to the gate. “Pchooooof!”

“Or even a machine gun,” Tamás said, firing an imaginary weapon from his hip. “Ratatatatatatata!”

“Or a tank!”

“They took all the tanks with them,” Tamás said with sudden, inappropriate realism.

“A grenade then,” Pitkin tried. “Don’t you think they might have forgotten a grenade somewhere?”

“Well, you never know,” Tamás said to avoid totally deflating his friend’s hopes.

Darkness had just fallen. It had been a wet day, and the smell of rain and damp still hung in the air. If the rain hadn’t stopped, they probably wouldn’t have come. But here they were, he and Pitkin, and even though he didn’t really believe in the miraculous pistols, machine guns, or grenades, excitement was fizzing inside him, as if his stomach was a shook-up bottle of soda.

There was a fence around the old military camp, but the lone night watchman had long since given up trying to defend it against the hordes of scrap thieves and junk dealers. He stayed in his boxy little guardhouse now, the only building still boasting such amenities as electricity and water, and watched TV on a little black-and-white television set that he took home with him every morning at the end of his shift. Once he had actually fired a shot at the Rákos brothers when they had tried to steal his TV—something that had earned him a certain amount of respect. Now there was a sort of uneasy détente: The guard’s territory extended from the guardroom to the gate and the area immediately around it; even the most enterprising of the local thieves did not go there. But the rest was no-man’s land, and anything remotely portable was long gone—including some of the fence. György Motas had stolen long sections of it for his dog run.

Tamás knew perfectly well that the chances of finding anything of value were vanishingly small. But what else was there to do on a warm spring night if you were stone broke? And although Pitkin talked like an eight-year-old, he was almost eighteen and stronger than most. They might get lucky and find something that others had left behind because it was too heavy.

They ducked under the fence. That fizzing, tingling feeling of being somewhere forbidden grew, and Tamás grinned in the darkness. Around them still stood the bare concrete walls of what had been the officers’ mess, shower stalls, workshops, and offices, looking like abandoned movie sets. Windows and doors were long gone and put to good use elsewhere, as were rafters and roof tiles, radiators, water pipes, taps, sinks, and old toilet bowls. The wooden barracks where the rank-and-file Soviet soldiers had once slept were gone, removed plank by plank so that only the concrete foundation remained. The largest and most intact building was the old infirmary, which at three stories towered over the rest of the place, like a medieval castle surrounded by peasants’ cottages. For several years after the Russians had gone home, it had served as a clinic for the locals, run by one of the various Western aid organizations. But over time the English-speaking doctors and nurses and volunteers had left, and the scavengers had descended like a swarm of locusts. The first few weeks had been extremely lucrative—Attila found a steel cabinet full of rubbing alcohol, and Marius Paul unloaded three microscopes in Miskolc for almost 50,000 forints. But today even the infirmary was just a chicken carcass picked clean of every last shred of meat. Nevertheless, this was where Tamás and Pitkin were headed.

Tamás slid in through the empty door hole, turning on his flashlight to see where he was going. Patches of gray-blue moonlight filtered down from the cracks in the roof, but otherwise the darkness was dense, dank, and impenetrable.

“Boo!” yelled Pitkin behind him, loud enough to make him jump. The sound echoed between the walls, and Pitkin laughed. “Did I scare you?” he asked.

Tamás grunted. Sometimes Pitkin was just too childish.

There were still torn scraps of yellowing linoleum on the floor and remnants of green paint on the walls. Tamás shone the light up into the stairwell. Three floors up, he could make out a patch of night sky; the looters had stripped the roof of some of its tiles. The basement was inaccessible—the Russians had sealed it off by the simple expedient of pouring wet concrete into the stairwells, both here and at the northern end of the building.

Pitkin peered down the deserted corridor. He snatched the flashlight out of Tamás’s hand, holding it as if it were a gun, and darted across to the first doorway. “Freeze!” he yelled, pointing the beam of light into the empty hospital ward.

“Shhh,” Tamás said. “Do you want the guard to hear us?”

“No chance. He’s snoring away in front of his TV, like always.” But Pitkin lost a little of his action-hero swagger all the same. “Whoah,” he said. “Something happened here.…”

He was right. The light from the flashlight raked the flaking green walls to reveal a massive crack in the brickwork below the window. There was more debris than usual on the floor—parts of the ceiling had caved in and swaths of plaster and old paint were hanging down in strips. Tamás suddenly had the uncomfortable feeling that the floor above them might collapse at any minute, turning him and Pitkin into the meaty filling of a concrete sandwich. But then he caught sight of something that made his greed unfurl like wings.

“There,” Tamás said. “Shine the light over there again.”

“Where?”

“Over by the window. No, on the floor.…”

It might have been normal decay, or one of the small tremors that caused ripples in their coffee cups at home. Whatever the cause, the old infirmary had taken a big step closer to total ruin. The crack in the wall had made part of the floor tumble into the basement below—the basement that had been inaccessible since the day the Russians had sealed both entrances with concrete.

Pitkin and Tamás looked at each other.

“There must be tons of stuff down there,” Tamás said.

“All kinds of things,” Pitkin said. “Maybe even a grenade.…”

Personally, Tamás would rather find a couple of microscopes like the ones that had proved such a windfall for Marius Paul.

“I can fit through there,” Tamás said. “Give me the light.”

“I want to come down, too,” Pitkin said.

“I know. But we have to do it one at a time.”

“Why?”

“You idiot. If we both jump down there, how are we going to get back out again?”

They didn’t have a rope or ladder, and Pitkin reluctantly conceded Tamás’s point. So it was just Tamás who sat down at the edge of the gap and cautiously stuck his feet and legs through the irregularly shaped hole. He hesitated for a moment.

“Hurry up. Or I’ll do it!” Pitkin said.

“Okay, okay. Just a second!”

Tamás didn’t want Pitkin to think he was chicken, so he pushed himself forward and slipped through the hole. As he began to fall, there was a sharp stab of pain in his arm.

“Ouch!” he cried out.

He landed crookedly on a heap of rubble from the collapsed ceiling, but though it jarred his bones, the sharper pain still came from his left upper arm.

“What’s wrong?” Pitkin asked from above.

“I cut myself on something,” Tamás said. He could feel the blood soaking his sleeve. Goddamnit. A ten-inch wooden splinter was embedded in his flesh, just below his armpit. He pulled it out, but it left a jagged tear. The longer he waited for the pain to die down, the harder it throbbed.

“Well, is there anything down there?” Pitkin asked impatiently, his concern for Tamás’s wellbeing already forgotten.

“Can’t see a thing, can I? Pass me the light.”

Pitkin lay down on the floor and lowered the flashlight through the hole. Tamás was just able to reach it. Luckily the ceiling in the basement was lower than in the rest of the infirmary.

It was obvious right away that they had struck gold. Everything was still there, just like he had hoped. Two hospital gurneys, a steel cabinet, tons of instruments—although he didn’t see anything that looked like a microscope. The radiators, faucets, and sinks were intact, there were books and vials and bottles on the shelves and in the cabinets, and in the corner there was a standing scale like the school nurse’s, with weights you slid back and forth until they balanced. And this was just the first room. The thought of what it might be worth almost made Tamás forget the pain in his arm. If they could get it all out of here before anyone else discovered their treasure trove, of course.

“Any weapons?” Pitkin asked.

“I don’t know.”

He opened the door to the hallway—there were still doors down here. Thick, heavy, steel doors that squeaked when he pushed them. Tamás moved quickly down the corridor, opening them one by one, shining his light into the rooms beyond. This one was obviously an operating theater, with huge lamps still hanging from the ceiling and a stainless-steel operating table in the middle. Next came a storage room full of locked cabinets. Tamás’s heart beat faster when he realized there were still unopened boxes of drugs behind the glass doors. Depending on what they were, and how they had held up, they could be worth even more than microscopes.

But it was the next room that made him stop and stare so intensely that Pitkin’s impatient yells faded completely from his consciousness.

Once it must have hung from the ceiling, but tremors or decay had loosened the fat bolts, and at some point the whole thing had come crashing down onto the cracked tile floor. The sphere had been ripped off the arm in the fall and was lying by itself, cracked and scratched, its yellow paint reminding him a little of the bobbing naval mines he had seen in movies. He cautiously stretched out his hand and touched it, very, very gently. It felt warm, he thought. Not scalding, just skin temperature, as though it were alive. He could still make out the warning label, black against yellow, despite the scratches and the concrete dust.

He took a couple of steps back. The light from his flashlight had grown noticeably dimmer. The battery must be running low. He would have to get back to the hole while he could still see anything at all. On the way he smashed open the glass door of one of the medicine cabinets, blindly snatching a few jars and boxes. Pitkin was yelling again, more audibly now that Tamás was closer to the hole.

Tamás’s mind was working at fever pitch. It was as if he could suddenly see the future so clearly that everything he would need to do fell neatly into place, almost as if he had already done it and was remembering it, rather than planning it. Yes. First we’ll have to do this. And then this. And then if I ask.…

“Did you find a grenade?” Pitkin interrupted his train of thought, less loudly now that he could see Tamás was back.

Tamás looked up though the hole. Pitkin’s face hung like a moon in the middle of the darkness, and Tamás could feel a strange, involuntary grin tugging at his own mouth, turning it as wide as a frog’s.

“No,” he said breathlessly, still seeing in his mind’s eye the cracked yellow sphere with its stark, black warning sign.

“Well then, what? What did you find?”

“It’s better than a grenade,” he said. “Much, much better.…”



APRIL




 

[image: ]ATELY, SKOU-LARSEN HAD been thinking quite a lot about his imminent death.

When he got out of bed in the mornings, he felt a certain amount of resistance as he inhaled, as if breathing was no longer something that could be taken for granted. He had to exert himself. The pains in his joints had long ago turned into a constant background noise that he barely noticed, even though it wore him out.

It was no wonder, he supposed. After all, his originally serviceable body had been in use since 1925, and some degree of decay was only to be expected. What bothered him wasn’t so much the aches and the shortness of breath in itself; it was what they signified.

He looked across the shiny, white conference table at the lawyer sitting opposite him, duly armed with professional-looking case files and what was presumably the latest in fashionable eyewear.

“I just want to be sure my wife has the support she needs once I’ve passed on,” Skou-Larsen said. That was what he had decided to call it, passing on. There was something graceful about the expression, he thought. It implied a smooth and civilized progress toward a destination, and for a moment he imagined himself aboard a tall ship, sails billowing in the breeze, flags flying, and the sunlight rippling on blue waves as the land of the living fell away behind him. He liked the image. It obscured the clinical reality of death, so he didn’t need to think about fluid in his lungs, morphine drips and failing organs, lividity, and the moribund blood slowly congealing in his shriveled veins.

The lawyer nodded. Mads Ahlegaard, his name was. Skou-Larsen had picked him because he was the son of the Ahlegaard who had always been his lawyer. But now Ahlegaard the Elder was strolling around a golf course just outside Marbella in southern Spain, and Skou-Larsen was having to make do with this younger and somewhat less confidence-inspiring version.

“I can certainly understand that, Jørgen,” Ahlegaard the Younger said, nodding again to add emphasis to his words. “But exactly what type of support do you believe your wife needs?”

Skou-Larsen felt a growing sense of frustration. He had already explained this.

“I’ve always been the one who looked after things,” he said. “All the administrative and financial transactions, and … well, a lot of other things, too. I want Claus … that is, our son … to play that role in the future.” The future. There. That was also a tidy, optimistic way of referring to it. The future—after the worms had had their way with him and moved on to their next feast.

“Yes, I’m sure he’ll be a great support for her.”

Skou-Larsen felt the muscles in his jaw and around his eyes tighten. The young man on the other side of the table simply refused to understand, sitting there in his shirtsleeves, with his jacket draped over the back of his chair like some high-school student. How old could he be? Not more than thirty-five, surely. Otherwise he would have learned by now that not everyone appreciates being addressed by their first name, in that overly familiar manner.

“But what if she doesn’t ask him? What if she just … does something? She has no business experience, and I don’t think she’s a very good judge of character. She’s a lot more fragile than people imagine. Couldn’t we … take precautions?” Skou-Larsen asked.

“Such as?”

“If my son had power-of-attorney, for example. Then he would be in charge of her finances and everything to do with the house.”

“Jørgen, your wife is an adult, with the right to make her own decisions. Besides, the house is in her name.”

“I know! That’s the problem!”

Ahlegaard the Younger pushed his thin, square titanium glasses higher up his nose with a tanned index finger. “On the contrary,” he said. “This will make things so much easier for her tax-wise. Estate duties are no joke.”

“That’s as may be. But it also made it all too easy for her to borrow six hundred thousand kroner from the bank, and then blow it all on some Costa del Con-Artist project that I’m sure never existed outside the brochure’s glossy pictures. Can’t you understand I’m worried about her?”

“Jørgen, I think you should discuss it with her. Maybe you and Claus should do it together. Formally, the house is hers, and she can do whatever she wants with it. Legally and ethically, there is no document I can set up for you that will change that. Unless she’s in favor of the power-of-attorney idea?”

“She is not,” Skou-Larsen said. He had tried, but he just couldn’t get through to her.

“No? Well, then.…”

The meeting was over. That was clear from the way Ahlegaard gathered up his papers. Skou-Larsen remained seated for another few seconds, but all that did was draw Junior around to his side of the table to shake hands.

“Shall I ask Lotte to call you a cab?” he asked.

“No thank you. I have my own car.”

“Really? Such a pain finding a parking spot around here, isn’t it?”

Skou-Larsen slowly stood up. “So, you’re saying that you won’t help me?” he asked glumly.

“We’re always here to help. Just call me if there’s anything we can do, and we’ll set up a meeting.”

AN APRIL SHOWER had just been and gone when Skou-Larsen left the downtown offices of his unhelpful lawyer. In the park across the street, sodden forsythia branches were drooping over the gravel footpaths, and the narrow tires on passing bicycles hissed wetly on the bike path.

As his lawyer had predicted, he had indeed had a hard time finding a parking spot close to the firm’s offices, and Skou-Larsen was quite out of breath by the time he made it back to the parking garage on Adelgade where he had eventually managed to park his beloved Opel Rekord. Perhaps that was why he didn’t notice the black Citroën.

“Hey, watch out!”

He felt someone grab his shoulder, causing him to teeter backward and fall. Lying on the asphalt, he saw a car tire, shiny from the rain, pass within centimeters of his face. Grit from the wet road struck his cheek like hail.

“Are you okay?”

The car was gone. Skou-Larsen found himself staring up at a sweaty young man in a tight-fitting neon-green racing jersey and bike shorts, unable to answer his rescuer’s question.

“Do you want me to call an ambulance?”

He shook his head mutely. No, no ambulance. “I’ll just go home,” he finally managed to say. Helle was waiting for him, and he didn’t want her to worry.

He got up, thanked the neon-colored bike messenger, found his car keys, safely reached his Opel, and sat down in the driver’s seat. Nothing had happened, he told himself, and then he repeated it to be on the safe side. Nothing whatsoever had happened.

But as he drove, he couldn’t stop thinking about what might have happened. Not bit by bit, dragging out over months and maybe years, but now, in a single, raw instant, splat against the asphalt like a blood-filled mosquito on a windshield.

One could pass away like that, too.


 

[image: ]OD, I WISH she had done it properly,” Magnus said. “Finished him right off, the evil bastard.”

Nina glanced over at Magnus. His smile seemed forced and his morbid humor as awkward as his large body. He looked tired, she thought. Tired and wan, completely lacking his usual aura of a corn-blond Viking crusader off to fight dragons, infidels, and bureaucrats.

“Check out the judge’s hands,” he hissed. “They look like they were made from Play-Doh. What a waste of space. Fucking paper-pushers. Fuck the fucking system.” The last of the air inside him leaked out in an ill-tempered snort, and the flimsy chair groaned ominously under his weight as he slumped against the backrest, staring up at the ceiling in resignation.

Courtrooms had that effect on him, Nina knew. This wasn’t the first time she had seen her boss despair at Denmark’s foremost representatives of the “system.” Dueling with red tape and lawyers always wore him out.

Her own rage was different. It stayed bottled up, lurking somewhere near her diaphragm.

It was 1:24 P.M.

Natasha had been sitting in the same position for more than an hour now, her elbows resting lightly on the edge of the table, a distant look in her dry, blue eyes. She looked vague and unfocused, her interest sharpening only briefly when the Russian interpreter broke into the proceedings to translate the stream of Danish phrases. The young Ukrainian woman had been in custody for almost seven months now. Her daughter, Rina, had been sent back to the Danish Red Cross Center at Furesø, more commonly known as the Coal-House Camp, to creep along the walls like a ghost among the other more boisterous children.

Sunlight flickered brightly through the courtroom’s high windows, tiny motes of dust swirling in the warm columns of light. The prosecutor was about to make her closing argument. She was a small, energetic woman in her mid-forties, impeccably dressed in a dark-blue skirt, matching suit jacket, blouse, with a slender gold chain around her neck and matte, skin-colored nylons.

Nina focused on the plaster ceiling while the prosecutor slowly painted her way through the indictment and evidence. As if that were necessary. As if everyone in the courtroom didn’t already know exactly what would happen.

“The defendant, Natasha Dimitrenko, walked into a hunting supply shop on Nordre Frihavnsgade.…”

Restlessness was starting to spread through Nina’s body. It lurked like a strange bubbling tension just below her skin, forcing her to stretch, slowly and silently like a cat. The Russian interpreter sitting next to Natasha droned on, slowly, in a monotone, below the shrillness of the prosecutor’s voice.

“… and bought a Sterkh-1, which is a twenty-four-centimeter-long traditional Russian hunting knife specially designed to efficiently gut and skin an animal.…”

Nina turned and tried to look into Natasha’s eyes below the wispy bangs.

“… and it was with this knife that the defendant stabbed her fiancé, Michael Anders Vestergaard, four times in his arm, shoulder, and neck.”

Nina and everyone else at the Coal-House Camp knew that the man was a sadistic pig whose abuse had left Natasha with vaginal lacerations so extensive that Magnus had had to suture them. Even so, Natasha had gone back to him, choosing to put up with the abuse and the humiliation because he was the only thing standing between her and deportation back to Ukraine.

Nina had testified on Monday, as had Magnus, who had had the unenviable task of patching up Natasha at the clinic the previous summer after what the prosecutor chose to describe as “consensual sex with elements of dominance.” Magnus had described Natasha’s injuries in nauseating detail, while the prosecutor flipped distractedly through the medical records, doodling in the margins.

And, yes, Natasha had actually consented—or at least tolerated it. No, she hadn’t reported anything to the police. Not even her suspicions that the man was starting to take an interest in Rina. When she caught him slipping a finger into Rina’s light-blue Minnie Mouse underpants, she bought a knife instead. Natasha had called Nina, but not until afterward.

It was a foregone conclusion, and everyone knew exactly what was going to happen. Initially Natasha would be sentenced for assault with intent to kill. Premeditated, of course, since several hours had elapsed from the time she bought the knife to the moment it was actually lodged in Michael Vestergaard’s neck, millimeters away from killing him. She would be stuck in a Danish prison cell while her application for asylum would plod along the winding paper trails of Danish Immigration Control toward almost inevitable denial. As soon as this occurred, swift deportation would follow, and Natasha would serve the rest of her sentence in a Ukrainian jail. Meanwhile, Rina would while away months or years of her childhood in the well-intentioned but inadequate care of the asylum system, most likely in the children’s unit at the Coal-House Camp. Once her mother had been deported, Rina too would be returned to Ukraine, to wait for her mother’s release, in whatever orphanage would take her. The whole nauseating story was as predictable as the prosecutor’s monotonous account and the dry rustle of paper being turned, page by page, as the hearing wore on.

Vestergaard sat a little further back in the room, his Hugo Boss shirt open so everyone who felt like looking in his direction had an unimpeded view of the bright red scars on his neck and shoulder. His arm was around a young, dark-skinned woman—Nina guessed she was from South America. While the prosecutor spoke, Michael Vestergaard leaned against the young woman and tenderly held her chin. The woman pulled back slightly, but then looked at him and smiled as he ran his thumb over her lower lip, smearing a little of her lipstick over her chin.

He had stopped taking an interest in the proceedings long ago.

Magnus followed Nina’s gaze.

“God, I wish she’d finished him off,” he hissed.

RAGE WAS STILL running through her like a faint, pulsating current under her skin as Nina turned into the parking lot in front of the gates of the Coal-House Camp. Her shift was long since over, but this task just couldn’t be left to anyone else.

She sat in her car for a second, listening to her own forced breathing. The April sun made the air shimmer above the black shingles on the roof of the children’s unit. A couple of teenage girls lay on the lawn in front of the entrance, stretching their gangly legs in the sunlight as they casually flipped through a glossy magazine. Nina knew one of the girls was from Ethiopia. She hadn’t seen the other one before, but judging by her almost bluish-white legs, she was probably yet another Eastern European dreaming of richer pastures in the West. They were unaccompanied minors. At the moment the Coal-House Camp had about fifty of them housed here in the former barracks. This was where Rina had been staying while Natasha was in custody. There had been talk of putting her into care elsewhere, but Magnus had kicked up such a fuss that he ended up getting his way.

“I mean, honestly,” he had fumed. “The girl has been dragged halfway across Europe, then spends several months with that sick bastard. We’re the only people she knows in Denmark. She’s damn well staying here.”

Nina found Rina in her room. The seven-year-old girl was sitting on a brand-new, red IKEA sofa surrounded by a handful of half-dressed Barbie dolls with hopelessly tangled hair. She was holding an old, broken mobile phone, punching its buttons with intense concentration.

I just have to get this over with, Nina thought, trying to catch Rina’s attention.

“Hey, Rina. I saw your mom today.”

Rina’s nails were bitten down to the pink, fleshy tips, and her fingers kept rhythmically pressing the phone buttons as if she were working on an especially long text message. Nina cautiously laid her hand over Rina’s.

“It worked out the way we thought it would, Rina. Your mother’s going to be in jail in Denmark for a while. After that you’ll both be going back to Ukraine.”

Nina had been thinking she would make the Ukraine part of it into something good and hopeful—freedom and the future waiting on the other side of Natasha’s prison sentence. But at the moment she couldn’t think of a single word that would make the Ukraine sound like anything other than what she imagined it would be for Natasha and Rina: a bleak, poverty-stricken no-man’s-land.

Natasha had never told Nina why she came to Denmark with her daughter, and Nina hadn’t asked. She could have been fleeing anything from poverty or political harassment to the mafia or prostitution. Natasha had her reasons, and it would take more than an upbeat voice to convince Rina that Ukraine was the upside to this story. The girl sat motionless, her head lowered. Only her hands, still clutching the phone, quivered slightly.

“I know it’s tough, Rina.”

Nina scooted a little closer. She wanted to pick the girl up and carry her out to the car, bring her home to her apartment in Østerbro, and take care of her until.… Well, yes, until when? Even if she mustered all her energy, Nina would be able to solve only a fraction of the girl’s problems right now. Her mother was gone, and nothing in the world could change that. Natasha’s sentence was five years, totally incomprehensible to a seven-year-old girl. And if her mother wound up in a Ukrainian jail, the time Rina spent in the children’s unit at the Coal-House Camp might end up being the nicest part of her childhood.

Nina pushed the thought to the back of her mind. If it got to that point, they would have to think of something. Rina wasn’t going to languish in a Ukrainian orphanage as long as Nina could prevent it. She cautiously tucked a long, soft lock of Rina’s hair behind the girl’s ear. Her blue eyes were wide open but seemed strangely dull and vacant. As if the girl wasn’t seeing anything outside her own mind.

“You’re going to live here at the center, Rina. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

The girl didn’t respond.

“You’ll live here and go to school here, just like you have been doing. Ingrid and the other adults here will take care of you and make sure you get to visit your Mom.” Ingrid was the tough, middle-aged ex-teacher who ran the care program for the camp’s underage residents. “But I’ll be here, too. I’ll come almost every day, I promise.”

Now Rina finally nodded, but Nina had trouble deciding if that was because she understood what Nina was saying or if she just wanted to be done with this conversation. The girl pulled back on the sofa, reached for one of the Barbie dolls, and started dressing the doll with her clumsy fingers.

“Okay,” Rina said. “That’s okay.”

THERE WASN’T MUCH going on in the camp this late in the afternoon. Most of the full-time staff were on their way home and would soon abandon the Coal-House Camp’s six hundred resident souls to their own personal darkness. A small group of men and women were queuing outside Admin, waiting to pick up meal vouchers for dinner, and from the family units on the other side of the former parade ground came the quiet hum of voices and the muffled cries of children. While the days at the camp were strangely stagnant and sleepy, the nights were filled with a wary restlessness. Dinner was served at 6 P.M., and after that the doors to the office were locked. The employees returned to civilization. Only a few nighttime guards remained to patrol the hallways and make sure the Pakistanis, Indians, and Iraqis didn’t kill each other overnight. The few single women hid, and families with children withdrew to their rooms behind locked doors with their TVs on loud enough to drown out the drunken cries of young men and their neighbors’ incessant haranguing and bickering.

In the afternoon, people waited for night.

Nina looked at her watch. 4:04 P.M. She just had time to stop by the clinic. She asked the carer on duty to be a little extra attentive to Rina, knowing full well that the other children housed in the children’s unit weren’t in much better shape. Then she quickly walked across the grounds and up the flagstone path to Ellen’s Place, the old, brick wing that housed the clinic and infirmary.

From the state of the waiting room, it was painfully clear that her and Magnus’s absence during the week-long trial had left gaps in the clinic’s defenses against chaos. Marie and Berit, the secretary and the other nurse, were both capable people, but running things on their own was an uphill job. Clearing away magazines, candy wrappers, and other debris came a poor second to registering complaints, monitoring sore throats and distressed mental states, and generally stemming the incoming tide of would-be patients, many of whom still had to leave dissatisfied because “the Doctor”—Magnus—wasn’t there to see them.

The door to the clinic itself was locked, so both Berit and Marie must have left already. There was a yellow Post-it note on the doorframe, written in a hurried, nearly illegible scrawl that didn’t seem to belong to either of them. Nina peered at the jumbled letters. It would seem that the family in Room 42 had asked for a doctor or a nurse to stop by.

She checked her watch again. 4:07 P.M. She had promised to buy Anton new soccer shoes on the way home. But if she scrapped any idea of catching up on her paperwork today, she could just fit in this one visit. She remembered Room 42 quite clearly. The family had arrived from Iran three months ago—the mother was a doctor herself, but at the Coal-House Camp that meant nothing. The past was erased, along with any pretense at skill, confidence, and independence. Nina had seen it happen many times before. Eventually, people could barely tie their own shoelaces.

The door to Room 42 was already ajar when she got there. A loud game show was flickering from the farthest corner of the dark room. Two pre-teens were glued to the screen, but the mother was sitting on the edge of the family’s bed, stroking her husband’s forehead. She looked up with a worried frown when she saw Nina standing in the doorway.

“Headache again,” she said, pointing at her husband who was lying down with his eyes closed, panting dramatically. “I think maybe meningitis.”

Nina pulled a chair over next to the husband and placed a hand on his forehead. Still no fever. The man’s wife had also summoned her the week before. That time she thought it was a brain tumor, but Magnus had said it was more likely a migraine.

Nina shook her head and cautiously took the woman’s hand. “It’s nothing serious. Please, don’t worry.”

The woman shook her head skeptically.

“Do you have the pills the doctor gave you? Did you take them?” Nina asked.

“Yes,” the man mumbled despondently. “I take them.”

Nina sat there for a bit. She could get a new job, she thought suddenly. A job that didn’t make her feel the way she felt right now. Mortal fear. That was what was wrong with him. Chronic anxiety that was turning into permanent state of panic. How could she be expected to treat that with a few platitudes and a couple of aspirins? It was wrong. No, it was more than wrong—it was reprehensible.

Nina forced a reassuring smile. “See you tomorrow, okay? Don’t worry. Everything is just fine.”

The woman didn’t respond, and Nina knew perfectly well why not. Her husband probably didn’t have meningitis, but apart from that, nothing was fine, or even remotely okay. While Nina went to buy soccer shoes for her son, night would soon be falling over the Coal-House Camp.

Nina tilted her head in a nod and shut the door a little too firmly behind her as she left.


 

[image: ]HEN THEY ASKED to be driven to Tavaszmezö Street in Budapest’s Eighth District, the cab driver locked all the doors. Sándor could clearly hear the click, and he noticed the look the driver flashed him in the rearview mirror—questioning, sizing him up. Good thing Lujza was with him. In spite of her penchant for weird shawls and flea-market finds—Boho chic, she called it—there was a down-to-earth, Hungarian middle-class respectability in her mousy-haired genes and sit-up-straight manners. For his part, even though he tied a perfect knot in his tie, polished his shoes, and ironed his shirts immaculately, somehow there would always be a question mark hanging over him: the doubt that he saw in the cab driver’s eyes.

“Good thing you’re here,” he said aloud. But on the other hand, if it hadn’t been for her, he wouldn’t be sitting here. He never took cabs.

She looked at him in surprise—probably hadn’t even noticed the doors being locked and the driver’s suspicious looks.

“Why?” she asked.

He gave up without explaining. “It’s just nice,” he said.

She smiled, taking that as another compliment. “You’re sweet,” she said, kissing him on the cheek.

They had been to a baptism—Lujza’s elder sister’s little boy, her parents’ first grandchild.

It was also the first time Sándor officially met the Szabó family. His nerves were still on edge, although it now felt more like fatigue than the tense stiffness he had experienced on the way there. He wanted to ask Lujza if it had gone okay, but he already knew the answer. It hadn’t. Everyone had been pleasant enough, even friendly. Mr. Szabó had greeted him with a firm handshake and had chatted with him about his studies, about his upcoming exams and about what specialty he was going to choose—Lujza’s father was a lawyer himself and had given criminal law an enthusiastic plug. Mrs. Szabó had been far too preoccupied with her small, screaming, tulle-bundled heir to pay much attention to him, but she had given him an absent-minded smile when he was introduced to her. There was nothing wrong with the way he had been received; it was more his own performance he was dissatisfied with. He had felt his facial muscles freeze, fossilizing with every passing hour. And as so often happened when he felt that way, his voice dropped to a scarcely audible mumble, forcing his conversation partner to lean in and say, “Sorry …?” every other sentence.

He hadn’t made a good impression. And he didn’t understand how Lujza could sit there next to him, seemingly happy and content, and kiss him on the cheek.

They pulled onto Szív Street and suddenly had to slow down. A crowd of pedestrians was crossing without looking, as though normal traffic rules didn’t apply. The driver edged the cab forward through the crowd and tried to pull out onto Andrássy Avenue, but that proved impossible. The entrance to the wide boulevard was blocked by a handful of police officers and a temporary barricade, and there were people everywhere, both in the road and on the sidewalks. When the driver tried to back up, it was too late. The crowd had closed around the cab like a fist. The driver opened his door a little and got halfway out.

“Hey,” he called out to the closest officer manning the barricade. “What’s going on?”

The officer glanced over his shoulder. When he noticed the taxi sign on the cab’s roof, he raised his hand in a sort of semicollegial greeting between two professionals. “A demonstration,” the officer yelled back. “We’ll open up for traffic once it’s passed.”

The cab driver sank back into his seat again, shut his door, and re-locked it. “Sorry,” he said. “We have to wait.”

He rolled the windows down, just enough to let some air into the cab and then turned off the engine. “No point in wasting gas,” he said. “We’re not going anywhere for a bit.”

Through the open windows, Sándor could now hear the sound of drums and rhythmic chants. He couldn’t help speculating on how much the fare would be. Even though the engine was off, the meter was still running.

“Maybe we should just walk the rest of the way?” he suggested. “Or take the subway?”

“I’m wearing heels,” Lujza objected.

The sound of the drums got louder; the demonstration was approaching. It was coming down Andrássy Avenue from Heroes’ Square, he reckoned. He couldn’t see much from inside the cab, but now he could hear what they were yelling.

“Save Hungary now! Save Hungary now!”

Involuntarily, Sándor slid down a couple centimeters in his seat. Jobbik. It had to be Jobbik, taking to the streets again to protest the Jews, Communists, and Romas “ruining our proud nation.”

“Them,” said Lujza, pursing her lips as though she had found something disgusting on the bottom of her shoe. “God spare us from any more racist, goose-stepping idiots.”

The driver turned in his seat and gave Lujza the same suspicious look he had given Sándor at the beginning of the ride.

“Jobbik aren’t racists,” he said. “They’re just for Hungary.”

Oh no, Sándor thought. Please don’t make an issue of it.

It was a doomed hope. Lujza straightened herself up in her seat and stared daggers at the driver, 128 pounds of indignant humanism versus 260 pounds of overweight-but-muscular nationalism.

“And what kind of Hungary would that be?” she asked. “A Hungary clinically scrubbed of all diversity? A Hungary where you can be arrested just because your skin is a different color? A Hungary where it’s totally okay for Romas to have a life expectancy that’s fifteen years shorter than the rest of the population?”

“If they want to live longer, they can quit drinking themselves to death,” the driver said. “And spreading diseases to the rest of us.”

“Where do you get that rubbish from? HIR TV?”

“Well, someone has to tell the truth if the government’s not going to,” the driver said. “I’d like to see you try driving a taxi in Budapest at night—the whole place is controlled by Gypsy gangs. They’ll stab you if you so much as blink. They’re worse than animals.”

Lujza yanked a handful of ten thousand forint bills out of her purse and tossed them on the seat. “Here,” she said. “We’re getting out right now!”

The driver obviously agreed. The power locks clicked pointedly open.

“Bitch,” he snarled. “Get out of my cab, and take your dirty Gypsy dog with you.”

Lujza flung the door open and jumped out. Sándor remained paralyzed for a few seconds, his skin tingling as though the driver’s words had struck him physically. His throat had closed up, and in any case, he couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Come on, Sándor,” snapped Lujza.

He fumbled his door open and climbed out into the middle of the street, into a throng of people pushing their way toward the police barricade.

“But your shoes,” he managed to say. “Your heels.…”

“I’d rather walk the whole way to Tavaszmezö in my bare feet,” Lujza hissed. And then she burst into tears. He had to inch his way through the crowd around the now re-locked cab to reach her. He just wanted to get away—away from the yelling and drumming and red-and-white striped banners that were approaching. The shouts rumbled over their heads, from the demonstrators as well as from the scratchy loudspeaker mounted on a car in the demonstration:

“Save Hungary now! Save Hungary now!”

Lujza was obviously planning to follow through on her threat. She was standing on one leg, pulling her high-heeled shoe off her other foot. She looked so small and vulnerable in her sleeveless, cream-colored summer dress. Her white silk shawl had slipped down over one shoulder, and her neck looked strangely exposed because she was wearing her long, light-brown hair up with a couple of white silk flowers in honor of the day’s festivities. Sándor wanted to stop her. He couldn’t bear the thought of her small, naked feet among all the stomping, trampling boots and shoes. She had no idea how dangerous this was, and her fearlessness frightened him.

“Goddamn fascists!” she said, tears streaming down her lightly powdered cheeks. “It’s unbearable that there are so many of them.” She leaned on him as she angrily tugged off her second shoe.

“Put them back on,” he begged. “What if you step on a piece of glass?”

She seemed not to hear him.

“Narrow-minded idiots who get their so-called information from nationalist TV propaganda. How can we let them march in our streets wearing their silly uniforms? Haven’t we learned anything?”

“Shhh,” he hushed her instinctively.

“You’re shushing me?” She shot him an indignant look.

“You never know.…” he began, and then stopped himself. It would only serve to enrage her even further.

“Are you scared?” she asked. “Are you scared of them?”

Well, yes, he was.

“He called you a dirty Gypsy.” She pointed angrily at the cab driver, who luckily had stayed in his cab, entrenched behind the green Mercedes doors. “Just because you have dark hair! You don’t even look like a Roma.”

He just mumbled, “No.”

“Well, you can’t let them get away with that kind of thing.”

“No,” he mumbled, hoping his lack of opposition would end the discussion.

Suddenly the crowd stumbled in unison—a wave of people falling, people trying not to fall, and people who just wanted to get out of the way. Sándor pulled Lujza in against him, struggling to keep them both upright. They were pushed back against the cab, and that was probably the only thing that saved them from falling. One of the barricades had tipped over, and there was some sort of scuffle up ahead between the police in their neon-green vests and black helmets and a small group of young people trying to get onto Andrássy Avenue. They looked like disaffected teenagers with punk hair, hooded jackets, and torn and saggy pants that revealed too much of their underwear. They were carrying a banner that said, “NO RACISM. FUCK FACISM.” Inside the O and the U, big round holes had been cut through the material.

Sándor could suddenly see the actual demonstration through the gap caused by the commotion. Long, straight lines of marching men and women dressed in white shirts, black pants and black vests, with red-and-white striped bandanas around their necks and garrison caps with red-and-white emblems on them. They looked oddly like folk dancers, harmlessly candy-striped and chubby-cheeked—not emaciated skinhead fanatics with brass knuckles and eyes brimming with hate.

“They look so damn normal,” said Lujza, now standing so close to him that he could feel the warmth of her breath against his neck. “So orderly and law-abiding. But those Árpád stripes and double crosses.… Who do they think they’re kidding? Why don’t they just wear swastikas or arrow crosses and be done with it?”

“That’s not just Jobbik,” he said, with a fresh spurt of foreboding. “That’s Magyar Gárda, and they train with weapons.”

Maybe a little of his fear had rubbed off on Lujza. Her outraged aplomb subsided somewhat, and she stood there next to him, letting herself be held.

“Let’s go home,” she said, finally.

IT TOOK THEM almost an hour and a half. The subway station at Kodály Körönd was closed, presumably for fear the protestors would vandalize its beautiful, historic interior. They had to fight their way through the crowd down to Oktogon and take a tram from there to Rákóczi Square. Lujza put her high heels back on and was quiet and withdrawn the whole way. She didn’t say anything as they walked the last stretch, away from the wide József Boulevard and into the narrower streets of the Eighth District. The afternoon sun burned white against the cracked sidewalk slabs. A Roma family was arranged in their stiffest Sunday best on the stairs in front of Józsefváros Church on Horváth Mihály Street, ready to be photographed.

“Look,” he said. “They just had a baptism, too.”

She nodded but didn’t perk up noticeably. Not even when he suggested coffee and poppy-seed cake from the bakery on the corner.

“I’m tired,” she said. “I just want to go home.”

Lujza lived with three other students in an apartment on Tavaszmezö Street. He knew that didn’t exactly thrill Mr. and Mrs. Szabó, who would have preferred to keep her at home a little longer in the somewhat more upmarket Second District where she had grown up. “But Lujza does what Lujza wants to do,” Papa Szabó had said, resigned.

She didn’t invite Sándor up, and he didn’t push. But after he kissed her on the cheek and was about to leave, she suddenly asked: “Don’t you ever get mad?”

“About what?”

“Them—those idiots—Magyar Gárda and all those other uniformed jerks.”

“Of course. I can’t stand extremists either.”

But he could tell that wasn’t enough. She felt betrayed. He had let her down, in a test that was far more important than making a good impression on her family.

She unlocked the front door to her building and disappeared into the dark foyer.

“See you later,” he called loudly as the door closed behind her. But as he stood there outside the dilapidated townhouse, in his best suit and his neatly polished shoes, he had the disorienting sensation that she was slipping away from him, that the world was about to change, and not for the better.
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[image: ]AY HIT BUDAPEST like a sledgehammer. You could practically see the pavement and the brickwork cracking under the oppressive heat. Sándor ran a finger under the collar of his shirt, trying to unstick the damp fabric from his back. He dropped the second-hand briefcase containing his most recent exam notes onto the top step, balancing it between his feet as he fished around in his pockets for his house keys. Then he discovered that a key was unnecessary because the door was already ajar. Home sweet home, he thought. Disgruntled, he pushed the sagging door open.

Szigony Residence Hall had a nice new sign, but that was the only new thing about the place. The university had taken over a couple of the old properties on Szigony Street, but since the demolition gangs were more or less waiting in the wings, no one saw any reason to waste money on maintenance and repairs. Some blocks had already fallen to the bulldozers, and soon this last, crumbling corner would also be part of the Corvin-Szigony project. Palatial office buildings, educational institutions, luxury condominiums, and exclusive shopping centers would rise from the ruins of what most Budapesti considered a “Gypsy slum.” Unless the recession puts a stop to the whole thing, Sándor thought glumly as he tried to get the front door to close again. He had to lift it up a little and then give a sharp jerk.… There! He heard the click.

“Waste of energy,” called Ferenc as he came clomping down the stairs. He lived on the same floor as Sándor and was studying music. “I’m going out. You want to try to shut the door behind me?” It was tricky to shut the door from the inside but near impossible from the outside; most people gave up without even trying.

“Okay,” Sándor said.

Ferenc bounded down the last worn steps at an uneven canter. His hair stuck out wildly in all directions, and he was wearing his beloved double-breasted British blazer despite the summer heat. He had once confided in Sándor that women said it made him look like Hugh Grant.

“We’re going out for a few beers at the Gödör,” Ferenc said. “Why don’t you join us?”

Sándor shook his head. “I’ve got to study,” he said.

“That’s what you always say. Come on, call Lujza. Don’t you think that poor girl would like to get out a bit?”

Sándor could feel a numbness at the corners of his mouth. Novocaine-like. He had seen Lujza just four times since the baptism, and none of those dates had been particularly successful. He felt like he was under attack. She wanted to talk politics and human rights and fascism the whole time. It was suddenly terribly important for her to know what he thought, what he felt, where he stood. Was she afraid he was some kind of closet fascist? Up until the infamous baptism, they used to hold hands and kiss and chat and make love; now every date was like a damn debate. The mere thought of it made Sándor feel clumsy and uncommunicative.

“International law is hell,” he said, because he had to say something. “I’ve only got a few more days to prepare, and it’ll be a bloodbath if I don’t know my stuff.”

“Sándor, for crying out loud,” Ferenc groaned. “You always know your stuff.”

“Yeah, because I cram. It’s called self-discipline.”

“Okay, okay. But your dedication isn’t much fun for the rest of us.…”

Sándor held the door for Ferenc and repeated his door-closing ritual—lift and jerk, and wait for the click.

Then he just stood there.

Come on, he told himself. Go upstairs and study.

It was dark in the high-ceilinged stairwell. One of the windows facing the street was boarded up with sheets of plywood. The other still had most of its colorful stained-glass panes. At one time this had been a beautiful, classic Budapest property, built and decorated by the same craftsmen and artisan metalworkers who had created the mansions in the Palace District by the National Museum. The building had been in a state of disrepair for ages, but in recent years the pace of its decline had picked up as if the building was trying to beat the bulldozers to it. Like a man committing suicide to avoid being murdered, Sándor thought. The plasterwork was peeling off in sheets, and it reeked of dampness, brick dust, and dry rot. The rooms still had four-meter ceilings, but the electricity came and went, the water pipes were corroded and smelled like sewage, and after four months of empty promises and sheets of black plastic, he had ultimately given up and had repaired the window in his room himself.

He thought back to the yelling, stomping Magyar Gárda crowd who wanted to “save Hungary” and the newspapers and TV channels that were full of stories about hard times and unemployment and the risk of national bankruptcy. At the university, everyone was talking nervously about what would happen if the government stopped paying salaries and grants. Soon, there might be no such thing as free education. Or free medical assistance. Or pensions.

Everything is falling apart, he thought. We’ve struck an iceberg, and now we’re sinking.

Couldn’t this all have waited just a year or two? He was so close. Soon he would have his bachelor’s degree. If things went to hell then, he might still be able to land a job with a law firm. Perhaps come back for his master’s later or get it through one of the private schools. With a salary, he would be able to move. At least out of the Eighth District, to a place where the buildings weren’t falling apart and people didn’t mistake him for a filthy Gypsy all the time. “Just because you have dark hair,” as Lujza had put it.

He trudged up the stairs, making sure to stay close to the wall where the steps were most solid.

A teenage Roma boy was standing there, leaning against Sándor’s door—long, black hair and a macho attitude, skinny hips and tight jeans, dusty boots and an I-dare-you grin that was wide enough to reveal that he was missing one of his canines.

“Hey, czigány,” the stranger said, and it was only when the boy actually grabbed his shoulders and slapped his back several times that Sándor realized it was his brother.

ON THE DAY of the white vans, Sándor had been eight years old. There had been four vans. One was an ambulance, the second a kind of minivan, and the last two were police cars. But all of them were white.

The vans followed the switchbacks in the road, zigzagging their way down the hillside to the bottom of the valley where the village was. Reddish-yellow dust swirled up around them.

“Look,” Tibor said, scratching his nose with his index finger. “Someone’s coming.”

Sándor gave his fishing line a little tug, but it was depressingly clear that there was nothing on the other end besides the hook he had fashioned out of bent wire.

“What do you think they want?” he asked.

“Don’t know,” Tibor said. “Want to find out?”

Sándor nodded. It wasn’t often that strange cars came to Galbeno. He and Tibor left their fishing poles behind, hopped over the creek, and sprinted down the path that led back to the village.

“We can always come back later,” Tibor said. “Maybe the fish will bite when we’re not looking.”

They weren’t the only ones who were curious. People were craning their necks from the shelter of their porches, and the crowd of men in front of Baba’s house stood up slowly and haphazardly and set down their guitars. Attila, who had been harnessing his gaunt, brown horse to the firewood cart, passed the reins to his oldest son and disappeared into the house. Shortly after, he was back with a couple of empty sacks, which he tossed onto the cart, and gave the horse a slap on the flank that sent it off at a bumpy, reluctant trot down the wheel ruts toward the woods.

The vans bumped their way across the dusty square in front of the school and the local council office and continued a short distance down the village street before they stopped.

“That’s your house,” Tibor said. “What are they doing there? Your stepfather isn’t back, is he?”

“No,” Sándor whispered. For the first time he felt a ripple in his stomach that wasn’t curiosity or anticipation. His stepfather, Elvis, was in the district jail in Szeged and wouldn’t be home for at least another six months. That couldn’t be why the police cars were here. Unless he had escaped?

“Maybe we ought to stay put?” Tibor suggested.

Sándor shook his head. “It’s only me now,” he said. “When my stepdad is away, there’s only me to look after Mama and the girls.”

“And your little brother.”

“Yeah, him, too.” Sándor’s feelings for his one-year-old baby brother weren’t exclusively tender. It had been less obvious with the girls, but his stepfather had been unable to able to hide his excitement at finally having a “real” son. At his baptism they had let the stubby-fingered baby touch one instrument after the other, carefully watching for signs of excitement and familiarity, and when Grandpa Viktor had finally proclaimed that “the boy would be a great violinist like his father,” his stepfather had been bursting with pride.

No one had made that kind of fuss over Sándor.

But now his stepfather was gone, and four white vans were parked outside the house. Sándor could see Grandma Éva telling off two of the men who had got out of the cars. She had positioned herself in the doorway and was trying to fill it completely even though she wasn’t quite five feet tall, and the two men towered over her like giants.

Then more men climbed out of the cars, and Sándor couldn’t see his grandmother anymore. They rolled a gurney out of the back of the ambulance and into the house. Sándor accelerated, sprinting the last few yards down the street. By now there were so many people, the men from the cars and villagers too, that he had to push and squeeze his way through.

His mother was lying on the gurney. The gurney was being rolled back to the ambulance.

For a second, Sándor stood stock still, his heart hammering against his ribs. “Mama,” he said.

Even though he didn’t say it very loudly, she heard him. In spite of the noise and the angry voices, in spite of the engine noise from the vans, whose motors hadn’t been turned off even though they were parked.

“Sándorka,” she said. “My treasure. Come here.”

He ducked under the arm of a man in a gray EMT uniform and made it all the way over to the ambulance and the scratched aluminum gurney. He thought his mother looked the way she usually did. Yes, she had been sick, but why was it suddenly so bad that she had to go to the hospital?

When his other grandmother, Grandma Vanda, whom his oldest sister had been named after … when she had gone to the hospital, she hadn’t come back. She died.

Sándor couldn’t say a word. He couldn’t even make himself ask. He just walked over to her so she could grab hold of his hand.

“Watch out,” the ambulance attendant said. “We’re lifting the gurney now. Don’t get your fingers pinched.”

His mother had to let go of him again.

“It won’t be for very long,” she said. “Then I’ll be home again. You’ll take care of the girls and Tamás until I get back, right? Along with Grandma Éva.”

Then the doors closed, and the ambulance started driving away. The other cars stayed. And it quickly became apparent that the gadje hadn’t come only for his mother.

IT WAS SO wrong to see Tamás standing here, outside Sándor’s room, in the middle of a life that had nothing to do with him. Grown up, or almost—he still had a gangly teenager’s body, and there was a softness to his features that didn’t seem as tough-guy as the rest of him. Couldn’t he at least get his hair cut? Did he have to look so … so Gypsy? If anyone saw him, they would assume he was here to steal something.

“Come in,” Sándor said reluctantly. It was preferable to him hanging around in the hallway.

Tamás turned a slow circle in the middle of the room, checking it out. The proportions were a little odd because a dividing wall had been put up in what had originally been one large, well-lit room. Now Sándor and his neighbor each had half a window and a greater familiarity with each other’s bodily noises than they would have liked, since the dividing wall was pretty much just painted plywood. But apart from that.…

“This is nice,” Tamás said. “You’ve got a lot of books, though.”

“That’s because I’m a student.”

“Right. And which class did you get these for?” Tamás grinned broadly, pointing to a shelf full of well-worn paperbacks. He pulled one of them down, and Sándor instinctively reached out a hand to stop him.

“Morgan Kane,” Tamás read. “The Devil’s Marshal.”

“Don’t damage it,” Sándor said. “They’re really hard to come by these days.”

He couldn’t explain his fascination with the lonely, hard-hitting US Marshal. He was well aware that Westerns were not exactly what Lujza would call “literature,” and he pretended he only ever read them to improve his English. But the books consumed him, and he had followed the entire course of Kane’s life, from vulnerable, orphaned sixteen-year-old to aging, disillusioned killer. Or almost the entire course—there were eighty-three books in the series, and he only had eighty-one of them. He was missing The Gallows Express and Harder than Steel.

“Where’s your computer? You have one, don’t you?” Tamás asked, tossing The Devil’s Marshal onto the bed. Sándor picked it up and returned it to its place on the shelf.

“Why do you ask?”

“Come on now, phrala. Are you my brother, or what?”

Phrala. He had heard people call each other that on the street in the Eighth District, their voices gently mocking, evoking a sense of community that he wasn’t a part of. Hey, brother. Hey, Gypsy. No one called out to him, though. They could tell he didn’t belong.

Take care of the girls and Tamás. But he had only been eight years old. What did she expect?

“What do you want?”

“There’s just something I want to find out. Online, I mean. You have Internet access, right?”

“Yeah,” Sándor admitted, reluctantly.

SÁNDOR HAD TO log him onto the university network with his own username and password, but otherwise Tamás needed no help. He clearly didn’t want Sándor looking over his shoulder.

“What are you searching for?”

Tamás glanced at him briefly. “None of your business.”

“Um, hello? That’s my computer you’re using, right?”

“Okay, okay. It’s a girl. Happy?”

There was a fidgety energy in Tamás’s compact body, excitement or anticipation of some kind. It worried Sándor and made him a little envious. He had never been young the way Tamás was young right now—there had always been so many rules for him to follow, so many unforeseeable consequences if he stepped out of line.

“You can’t sit here and surf porn, just so you know.”

“I’m not! It’s not like that. I’m just going to chat with her a little.”

“Is she Roma?” Sándor blurted out. Knee-jerk reaction, as if that were the most important thing. It would certainly be the first question his mother or grandmother would ask, he thought.

“No, she’s a gadji.”

“What does Mom have to say about that?”

Tamás straightened up and turned around. “Well, it’s really more what Grandma would say. If they knew, but they don’t.”

Tamás’s hands flew over the keyboard. But Sándor noticed that one of them was flying more slowly than the other.

“What happened to your hand?”

Tamás turned it over and studied it for a second, almost as if he hadn’t realized anything was wrong with it until now. The skin was peeling off in big flakes, like a freshly boiled new potato, and the surface underneath the old, dead layer of skin was strangely reddish brown.

“I burned myself,” Tamás said.

“On what?”

Tamás flipped his hand back over. “A motor,” he said. “Now get lost. I can handle this myself. Don’t you have to study or something?”

Sándor did, but it was impossible to concentrate with Tamás in the room. He was a foreign body, and a fidgety one at that. He rolled around on Sándor’s old office chair and drummed his fingers on the worn desktop, humming or whistling softly but constantly. Twice he pulled a mobile phone out of his pocket and spoke into it in a low voice, but it didn’t sound like he was talking to his new conquest.

“You have a mobile phone,” Sándor said, half as a question. Maybe that meant money wasn’t quite as tight as the last time he had been home.

Tamás simply said, “Yes.”

“Does Mama have one, too?”

“No.”

It was quiet for a bit. Then Tamás said, vaguely apologetically, “Here. I’ll write the number down for you. Give me yours, then she can call you, too.”

Sándor gave Tamás his number, even though the idea that his mother could now call him at any time made him feel strangely uneasy. Going back to Galbeno for a few days a year when he thought he could cope with it was one thing. Being … available like this, whenever his Roma family felt like it … that was entirely different.

Added to that, there was the other increasingly urgent problem.

He needed to pee.

His computer was hands-down the most expensive thing Sándor owned. Scrimping to buy the Toshiba had been a struggle, even though it was secondhand and far from state-of-the-art. There was no bathroom on Sándor’s floor. He had to go down two flights of stairs and partway down the hallway. But he didn’t trust Tamás enough to leave him here, even though right now he seemed completely focused on typing and had just hissed a soft, triumphant “Yes!” which might mean his chat romance was paying off.

In the end Sándor didn’t really have a choice. He set down his Roman law compendium and got up off the bed.

“Don’t touch my stuff,” he said. “And if you wreck my computer, I’ll rip your nuts off.”

That was the kind of thing he could never say to other people. To all his Hungarian friends and acquaintances who had no idea that he was half Roma. But Tamás just grinned.

“That would take bigger hands than yours, phrala.”

SÁNDOR HURRIED. BUT of course the lavatory was occupied, and it wasn’t until he had knocked on the door twice that one of his downstairs neighbors came out.

“Yeah, yeah! Give a guy a chance to pull up his trousers.”

“Sorry.”

He locked the door, pulled down his fly and relieved his sorely tested bladder. Someone had tried to improve the smell in the room with a pale-green air freshener hanging off one side of the toilet bowl, but as far as Sándor could tell, it just added an odd chemical sweetness to the considerable stench of sewage and urine.

He was too anxious to take the time to wash his hands properly, just quickly stuck them under the tap and dried them on his trousers instead of the damp, red towel hanging next to the sink.

When he got back, Tamás was gone. Luckily the computer was still there, unharmed, still on and logged in. He pulled the window open and looked down at the street. His brother’s slender yet compact form was heading toward Prater Street.

“Hey!” Sándor yelled.

Tamás turned and danced a couple of steps backward.

“Thanks for letting me use your computer!” he yelled back at Sándor. “See you, czigány.”

Then he turned the corner, and Sándor couldn’t see him anymore.

SÁNDOR TURNED OFF the computer. Now that Tamás was gone, he suddenly wished he had asked more questions about how things were going and what kind of girl Tamás was so terribly in love with that he would travel for five hours on three different buses just for a chance to chat online with her. Surely there was a computer somewhere closer? Didn’t they have Internet cafés in Miskolc?

Maybe the girl lived in Budapest. Maybe that’s why Tamás was suddenly in such a hurry to leave.

Or maybe there was another reason. Sándor suddenly noticed that one of his desk drawers was ajar. It hit him like a punch to the stomach, because even though he had been afraid that Tamás would make a mess or knock something over or pour soda on his computer, at no point had he been afraid that his little brother would take something that was his. You didn’t steal from your own people.

And his wallet was still there. It was his passport that was gone.


 

[image: ]NSIDE THE SURVEILLANCE van, the smell of nervous sweat and coffee-induced flatulence had grown intense over the past couple of hours. Søren leaned forward, and then back, in an attempt to focus on the screen. Recently his optician had begun to mutter something about “bifocals.”

“Any chance of a better picture?” he asked.

“Not while he’s moving,” the technician said. “It’s not exactly broad daylight out there.”

The image was jumping and shaking as the man outside made his way across the abandoned railway yard. Søren’s eyes wandered over to one of the other screens, the one that gave him a bird’s eye view of the area. They had two men stationed on the roof of the closest residential building on Rovsingsgade. The beat-up blue Scania refrigeration truck that was the object of the whole operation was parked more or less in the middle of the derelict triangle of no-man’s land between Rovsingsgade and the old railway junction tracks. A little farther away, on the other side of the strip of straggling allotment gardens, a train rattled past in a flicker of lit windows. Darkness had given way to half-light. Luckily, a mass of leaden clouds delayed true dawn a little, but it was still light enough for the inhabitants of the refrigeration truck to spot Berndt if he wasn’t careful.

But he was. Currently the little camera mounted on his headset was showing nothing except close-ups of stiff, yellow grass and nettle stalks from last year.

“Come on, come on.…” mumbled a voice on the far side of the technician—Mikael Nielsen, an intense young man with a very high IQ, one of the new people Søren had personally helped recruit to counterterrorism from the surveillance force. With his crew-cut and ruddy complexion, he could be mistaken for the head of one of the more violent soccer fan clubs, and he gave off a vibe that made people reluctant to share a taxi with him. He had been part of Søren’s group for a year and a half now, but Søren wasn’t sure he would last. Yes, he had a sharp mind and a head filled with astonishing facts, but there was a restlessness in him that he struggled to control during moments like this, when all they could do was wait. And wait. And wait some more. Caution took time.

Suddenly the camera advanced with a bump. They could hear Berndt’s breathing; it was very loud in the stuffy, oxygen-depleted atmosphere inside the van. The image got significantly darker.

“He’s under the truck now,” Gitte Nymand said, practically into Søren’s ear. She was standing behind him and had leaned forward so she could follow the action more closely. He couldn’t help noticing the feminine scent of freshly washed hair and deodorant. Hopefully the contrast with his own sixteen-hours-on-the-body shirt wasn’t too jarring.

Suddenly an image popped up on a screen that had so far been dark. It cut in and out and bounced and pixilated before resolving into something Søren didn’t need glasses to make out.

The bare interior of the truck’s cargo compartment. Spotlights from primitive work lamps fell stark and cold on a single, exposed silhouette on a chair. The man’s hands were cuffed behind his back, and a black plastic package had been strapped to his bare chest with wide strips of metallic duct tape.

“Yes!” Gitte hissed softly, and Søren didn’t begrudge her the small triumphant outburst. She had been right. She was the one who had gotten their captured activist to reveal his knowledge of the local area—surprisingly extensive knowledge, considering the man was a foreigner. She and Mikael had spotted the refrigeration truck and discovered that its registered owner had never heard of it. She had been in counterterrorism for only four months, and her self-confidence would undoubtedly benefit from a victory like this one.

“Contact on-site command,” Søren told Mikael. “Tell him we have visual confirmation and that they have explosives on the hostage. We need to stop traffic on Rovsingsgade before we go in.”

There were other more shadowy forms moving inside the Scania truck’s cargo hold. Four of them, it looked like. Two were holding a video camera and debating quietly in English why it wasn’t working.

“It’s the batteries.” The speaker was a woman, but the balaclavas and the shapeless bulletproof vests made it hard to discern much else.

“I just recharged them!” protested another, a youngish man by the sound of it.

“I can’t believe that Berndt got us visuals,” Gitte said. “I thought we’d be lucky to have sound. How did he do it?”

“The ventilation system,” Mikael Nielsen said absentmindedly, jabbing at his fancy new digital radio with an irritated thumb. “Come on!”

Finally he got a connection. He spoke quietly and moved over to the farthest end of the van so as to disrupt the surveillance as little as possible, and Søren refocused his attention once more on events in the refrigeration truck.

Two of the four kidnappers were holding automatic rifles; it was hard to see exactly what make, but there was something about the outline that reminded Søren of the Danish army’s old Heckler & Kochs. Presumably the two with the video camera at least had handguns, even though he couldn’t see them. But the explosives were by far the most critical factor in this situation.

All things considered, the hostage was remarkably calm. He was sitting quietly in the chair, watching his executioners with impassive equanimity. The spotlight bounced off his clean-shaven head and created sharp shadows below his chin and in the hollows beneath his collarbones. The mild shivers that made his naked shoulders tremble every few seconds seemed to be only a reaction to the cold.

Suddenly Søren felt Mikael’s hand on his shoulder.

“It’s not working,” he said. “I can’t get through to command. This crappy new system keeps transferring me to 911 instead.”

Shit. Søren didn’t say it out loud, that would only make the situation worse. He also suppressed the urge to snatch Mikael’s radio in order to see if it made any difference that an inspector pushed the buttons. Sometimes you could get people to do what you wanted by pulling rank; technology couldn’t care less.

“See if you can get him on his mobile,” he said. “But be careful what you say. We aren’t the only ones who can eavesdrop on the mobile network.”

Mikael nodded, chewing the nicotine gum that kept him smoke-free in tense situations so vigorously that the muscles in his intimidating jaw bulged under his skin. “I’ll try.”

But a few seconds later he swore again. “He has turned it off.”

That was per regulation, actually. Søren’s own mobile was also off so it wouldn’t jeopardize the operation.

“Okay,” he said. “Input?”

“The clock is ticking,” Mikael said. “At some point they’ll notice that Blue 1 is missing or that Blue 4 is failing to check in.” Blue 1 was the code name for the activist they had captured and interrogated; Blue 4 the guard that Berndt’s unit had taken out.

“Can we still get in touch with our own lot?” Søren said.

“Yes. It’s just the rest of the emergency services that have fallen off the map.”

“Brave new digital world,” Søren muttered.

“I think we should go in,” Mikael said. “While we still have the element of surprise. Seize them before they can push the button.”

“And if it goes wrong? You don’t know how powerful those explosives are,” Søren pointed out. “They’re only about twenty to thirty meters away from the traffic on Rovsingsgade.”

“And they could easily have a lookout outside—someone we haven’t spotted,” Gitte said.

“Well, if they do, then why didn’t he spot Berndt?” Mikael objected.

“Because Berndt is Berndt.”

“But it’s every bit as dangerous to wait. They could kill the hostage at any time. With or without the explosives.”

“No,” Gitte said. “Because they haven’t made the recording yet.”

Mikael emitted a sound of frustration, half wheeze, half sigh.

“Terrorism is called terrorism because the goal is fear,” Gitte said. “Isn’t that what you’re always preaching, boss?”

“Yes.” Søren permitted himself the hint of a smile. Killing a man, however important, in a refrigeration truck in Copenhagen certainly wouldn’t be the ultimate goal of any terrorist group. They would want the whole world to watch while they did it. To have the recording played on as many TV screens as possible, thus getting attention, instilling fear, and changing people’s behavior. Without a video recording, there was precious little point to the act as far as the terrorists were concerned. They might even suffer the affront of having another group claim responsibility.

Suddenly Gitte sat up in her chair. She was a tall woman, as tall as most men and had the shoulders of an Olympic swim star. When Gitte straightened up, people noticed.

“What is it?”

“The traffic,” she said, pointing to the screen that gave them the aerial overview. “It’s stopped.”

She was right. The sparse a-little-past-six-in-the-morning trickle of cars had completely dried up. Rovsingsgade was deserted.

“Shit.” This time Søren did say it out loud. What the hell was going on here? Who was the idiot that had blocked off the road without checking with them first? And how long would it take before the group in there realized it? Seconds, maybe, if they really did have another lookout outside the truck. “Now!” he said into the earpiece in Berndt’s ear. “We’re going in now!”

LIGHTS, COLD, MOVEMENT. The still-faint daylight felt like a birth shock after the dark incubator of the surveillance van. He hit the asphalt running, crossed the first parking lot, and jumped over the low beech hedge into the next. The refrigeration truck wasn’t his goal; Berndt and the strike team would take care of that, and Søren had no intention whatsoever of getting in the way of people trained for that sort of thing. His goal was a man with a radio, standing on the roof of the four-story residential building their bird’s eye view was coming from, a radio that could hopefully communicate with the rest of the emergency services, so he could find out what the hell was going on. He burst through the back door—considerately taped so the latch couldn’t click into the strike plate—and sprinted up the smooth terrazzo stairs. First floor, second floor, third floor … past the fourth and up the last narrow service stairwell to the roof. There was an uncomfortable burn in his knee where he had had surgery on his cruciate ligament, and his lungs were on overtime. But he had enough breath left to snarl “Give me that radio!” at a startled young officer, uniformed police. In his own earpiece he could hear static and breathing and short, terse statements, but no shots. Thank God, no shots yet.

He snatched the radio—or “terminal” as they were supposed to call them now—out of the officer’s hand and stood frozen for a second, staring at the unfamiliar keys. Then information he knew, but which had yet to become second nature, coalesced, and he entered the sequence that was supposed to put him in touch with on-site command.

At that moment a hard, flat bang resonated—both inside and outside his earpiece. In three quick steps, Søren moved over to the half wall that ran around the edge of the roof, and now for the first time in the cool, sharp reality of morning, he had the same bird’s eye view of the area that he had had earlier on the screen in the surveillance van. The back end of the refrigeration truck was hanging open and a diffuse cloud of grayish-white smoke was wafting out over the railway yard.

“Berndt?” he said quietly into his microphone headset.

Twenty-eight seconds passed. Søren counted them. Then Berndt’s voice responded with the unnatural intimacy that came with in-ear receivers:

“It’s okay. We’re in, and we have control.”

BY THE TIME Søren made it down to the refrigeration truck, they had the handcuffs off the hostage and a blanket around his shoulders. Apparently Gitte was the one charged with the thankless task of removing the flat, black object that was attached to his chest. The man made a face as she tried to tug the wide tape off.

“Do we have any rubbing alcohol?” Søren asked. “That’ll make it come off a little easier.”

“Never mind,” said the former hostage. “Just get it over with.”

His naked torso was too muscular for him to be completely believable in the role of a captured head of state, and although Søren could see him flexing his fingers in a pumping rhythm to get the blood flowing to his hands again, he didn’t otherwise look like a man who had been bound and helpless for more than four hours. Torben Wahl—deputy director of PET’s counterterrorism section and Søren’s immediate supervisor—was not a man who was easily rattled.

“How did it go?” he asked.

“Not that great,” Søren admitted. “The intelligence side of things went okay, and Berndt and the SWAT team went in like they were supposed to. However, liaising with the rest of the emergency services was a total failure. Someone had better get a handle on that before the summit, because if this had been the real deal.…”

“Well, that’s why we drill,” Torben said, but he didn’t look happy.

DESPITE THE SHOWER, a fresh shirt, and four hours of sleep with the curtains drawn, the effects of the training exercise were still lingering in his body as Søren parked in front of PET’s headquarters in suburban Søborg late that afternoon. He yawned on his way up the stairs. He could have used a couple more hours of downtime, but he had to check in to see what had turned up on his desk while he had been off playing cops and robbers in Rovsingsgade. His mood was not improved when he was forced to skirt around several young men in yellow T-shirts struggling with a giant, cube-shaped monstrosity and a plastic drum of drinking water that were apparently destined for the little niche in front of the lavatories farther down the hallway.

A water cooler. He had seen machines identical to this popping up throughout the building. They might keep the water cold, but they also gave off a constant irritating hum. Personally, he managed just fine with water from the tap in the men’s room, but in recent years the younger people, especially the women, had insisted on the phthalate-saturated energy wasters. Now it appeared that their bit of the corridor would have one, too. Of all the frivolous, useless fads—and he could reel off quite a few without even trying—water coolers ranked among the very worst, on par with the spider catchers he had recently seen in Kvickly, followed closely by patio heaters and ceiling fans. But apparently this was what the younger people wanted these days. Søren sighed. “The younger people?” When had he begun to call them that? Of course the majority of the eighty men and women who worked in the Danish Security and Intelligence Service’s counterterrorism branch were younger than him, but still—“the younger people”? He was going to have to stop using that expression. It made him sound like a world-weary old fart. Especially when he was also ranting about newfangled water coolers.

Søren ducked into the little kitchenette at the end of the hall and selected a mug from the cupboard. The coffee left in the machine was jet black and tasted like charcoal; it had probably been sitting there since lunch. A few other people from the group had also drifted in even though they weren’t on duty again until the next morning. He could hear someone typing and quiet laughter coming from the large, open-plan office. Gitte Nymand was leaning over Mikael Nielsen’s shoulder and pointing to something or other on the screen in front of them. She had a small wrinkle of concentration on her brow, but she was smiling, and her voice bubbled with excitement. Søren allowed himself to stand there for a moment longer than was strictly necessary, enjoying the view. Gitte wasn’t beautiful in the traditional sense. Her short-cropped hair framed a face that was just as distinctive as her gold-medalist swimmer’s shoulders and muscular legs. Wide cheekbones, strong jaw, bushy eyebrows that were astonishingly dark despite her standard Scandinavian blonde hair and blue-green eyes. But what rendered her one of his best personnel finds of late was the calm, natural authority she radiated, even though she was only in her late twenties. Also, she got along well with Mikael, who could be a little prickly to work with. Søren seemed to remember they had been at the police academy together. It did something to the cadets’ relationships, those months of standing side by side in riot gear, in yet another interminable attempt to clear Christiania’s cannabis market.

“Hi, Boss.”

They had noticed him. Gitte straightened up and looked at him inquisitively, which gave him a brief and very irritating sense of being in the way. As if they were just waiting politely for their aging boss to clear off so they could once again immerse themselves in the details of their report on the training exercise. You could see the easy intimacy between them in the way they moved—Mikael, leaning back casually in his chair, Gitte with her hand still on his shoulder. Søren felt a ridiculous pang of jealousy. When had he last felt that kind of camaraderie with any of his colleagues? When had he last worked side by side with someone who had also seen him drunk? None of his supervisors ever leaned over his shoulder with bright eyes and eager voices, that was for sure.

“Hi,” Søren grunted in response.

He raised his hand halfheartedly and continued into his own office, set the charred coffee down on the desk, and turned on his computer. He stared at the dark screen as the machine slowly whirred through its security protocol. His own face was reflected back at him dimly behind the blinking gray lines of text, looking rather more geriatric than usual. It was the lack of sleep, he told himself firmly, as if attempting to banish the specter of age by willpower alone. Normally, all he saw was himself—broad forehead, receding hairline, and the narrow, hooked nose which, along with his black hair, had earned him the nickname “Kemosabe” at the police academy. As far as he knew no one called him that anymore. Admittedly, the black hair had grayed a bit since then, and his promotion to inspector had probably put the kibosh on that type of linguistic creativity.

At least he was in good shape. He worked out in the gym in the basement every Monday and Wednesday morning before heading for his desk, and he ran two or three times a week, usually ten kilometers or more, and even though he didn’t time himself, he knew he was still creditably fast. The physical that stopped any number of aspiring cadets every year because of excessive cigarettes and chronic puppy fat would still be no hindrance to him. No, there was nothing wrong with his physique, and he didn’t feel old. But to everyone else, to the “younger people,” he had already crossed the line into old-man territory. The most ambitious exercise program in the world couldn’t change that.

Ding.

The computer had finally plodded its way through the startup process and automatically opened the most recently updated daily report. Leaning forward a little, Søren scrolled down the screen. It appeared that some wiretap equipment had been deployed the previous night without any hitches. He hadn’t expected otherwise. The man they were supposed to be watching had gone to the derelict farmhouse he owned in Sweden. His mobile phone signal hadn’t budged for three days, so everything indicated that he was standing thigh-deep in some river, happily catching salmon, while the tech boys were sneaking into his downtown apartment here in Copenhagen. At any rate, they had accomplished what they were supposed to. Aside from that, all seemed quiet on the home front. A couple of messages had come in from Hungary, Belgium, and Turkey. They had all been vetted by Communication, and none of them were priority matters. The Hungarian message had been tagged “Attn. Kirkegaard,” though, so something in there must require his personal attention.

He printed the e-mail. He still preferred to read on paper—possibly another sign of age, he admitted grudgingly, but years of poring over typed reports had left him in the habit of doing his thinking with a pencil in his hand. It seemed a little late to change those spots.

He quickly circled the most important points of the mail. His colleagues from the Hungarian intelligence service, NBH, had a couple of websites under observation because they suspected these sites of trading in the arms, ammunition, and other military “surplus products” that poured over Eastern European borders in a steady stream. A neat flow chart showed that web traffic from a number of relatively legitimate forums and sites was being directed to a more hardcore inner circle of dedicated arms sites that in turn led to the object of primary interest to Hungarian Intelligence: the apparently innocent-looking hospitalequip.org, which served, according to the NBH, as a coded hub of exchange for customers looking to buy or sell arms, chemicals, and other dangerous substances.

Brave new World Wide Web. There were times when Søren felt sure there had to be a devil somewhere, gleefully contemplating the effects of his latest attack on humanity. In the past, people with shady, bizarre, or downright disgusting interests had had a much harder time locating each other. These days, even the most loathsome proclivities could find affirmation from likeminded nutters via the Internet, easily and more or less anonymously. And no matter what they wanted, it was out there—stolen antiquities, endangered species, illegal World War II souvenirs, pornography in all shapes and forms, weird drugs, and, yes, also arms, explosives, and dangerous chemicals.

“Fresh coffee, my liege?” asked Gitte, who was on her way to the kitchenette, and Søren nodded gratefully as he typed hospitalequip.org into his browser window. The page appeared, bland, pale green, a simple layout with a menu bar completely devoid of any graphic interest or stylish Flash animations. There were currently five chat rooms open. The discussion in one of them was apparently about “aggressive treatments for infections,” while another was simply about “equipment.” He could see which users were online—or, at least, he could see the pithy little aliases they were hiding behind. In the last three chat rooms, Søren couldn’t tell what the topic of conversation was or who was participating. When he tried hitting the Enter Chat button, he was asked to enter his PIN. He typed in four random numbers, and a few seconds later an automated message popped up: access denied. Please contact moderator.

He gave up trying to gain access. This was NBH’s ball game, and they hadn’t asked him to play. Besides, he could easily guess what was hiding behind the access codes—hospitalequip.org was by no means unique. Like other similar websites, it functioned as a marketplace where buyers and sellers could find each other and make that first contact. They announced what they had for sale or what they were interested in buying, anonymously of course, and then the hospitalequip people took care of the rest. NBH believed they were marketing their own stolen goods this way as well as earning a hefty sum by steering customers into interest-specific chat rooms that were set up and taken down so fast that it was hard for the intelligence service to keep up. The money flow was also hard to follow—the hospitalequip people made creative use of gold-based Internet currencies like e-bullion and e-gold.

What was interesting from a Danish perspective was that a group of Danes appeared to have been poking around on the site. At least one of them had made a connection and then subsequently dropped out of the chat to continue the discussion more discretely via mobile phone. The trail petered out at that point because the telephone number obtainable from the chat records had only been used briefly, presumably to exchange more secure numbers that the NBH had not been able to trace.

The Hungarian end of the contact was an IP address associated with the university in Budapest. The Hungarian colleague who had written the e-mail, a man by the name of Károly Gábor, reported that in addition to hospitalequip.org the Hungarian user had also visited a number of other suspicious pages, including the Islamic hizbuttahrir.org. Thus, NBH were hereby giving due notification, according to instructions, etc., etc., etc.…

Søren sighed softly. The flag-burning and the riots might have subsided, but the Mohammed cartoons and Denmark’s participation in Iraq and Afghanistan were still making the country a target. In the old days, e-mails like this would have slumbered gently in archives unless there were further alerts in the matter. Now they had to follow up on every single Islamist whisper that had Denmark’s name in it. Especially now that the Summit was so close. His thoughts went to the morning’s partially botched training exercise, and he suppressed a wave of irritation. The damned Summit was moving Copenhagen even further up the list of attractive targets, whether you were an Islamist terrorist, a swastika-waving neo-Nazi, or just an attention-seeking grassroots organization with a spare bucket of red paint.

It made him tired. The hatred that flowed in wide, black rivers across the Internet, venting itself at Danes, Muslims, Gypsies, gays, Jews, liberals, conservatives, women—at every conceivable and inconceivable minority, in Denmark and the rest of the world … it was more than just stupidity. It was evil. He wasn’t a religious person, and he usually resisted such simplistic terms, but when he read what people wrote online on a regular basis about “stupid bitches” and “sheep fuckers” and “horny homos” who, according to vox populi, all deserved to be hanged or burned or mutilated, that was the only word he could think of: evil.

“Gitte!”

She had tiptoed into his office, set the coffee down, and was already on her way out again.

“Could you forward this to the techies right away?”

Gitte took the printout of the email and quickly scanned through it.

“These three,” Gitte said, pointing at the first three addresses with a long, slender finger. “I think I can guess who they are without any help from the IT department.” She smelled of apples and lemons now, Søren thought fleetingly, with a faint pang of emptiness somewhere in his abdomen.

“Yes,” he said quickly. “It looks like our very own bunch of flag-waving White Pride idiots are at it again. These others, on the other hand, could be just about anyone. This one is probably the most significant.” He circled the Danish IP address that had been in touch with what he quietly thought of as “the Islamist whisper.” “But we ought to get them all checked out. Ask them to send us a list as soon as possible.”

Gitte nodded briskly and left, and Søren turned back to the flickering pale-green screen on his desk. Despite Denmark’s restrictive gun laws, it really wasn’t all that difficult to get hold of an ordinary hand weapon if you knew where to go. Gun-shopping in Hungary seemed a bit extreme, what with all the delivery problems and border crossings it entailed, so maybe the buyer was looking for something a little more exotic. Søren scrolled down through the bare-bones layout one last time. “Buy now, good stuff, new needles, from Russia with love.”

In my next life, he thought, I want to do something else. Something that actually permits the existence of love.
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Nina jumped back a few steps, swearing, but it was too late.

The aerator from the kitchen faucet had come off. It shot down into the dirty pan soaking in the sink, and a cascade of greasy dishwater sprayed indiscriminately across the wall, the counter, the floor, and Nina’s T-shirt and jeans. She turned the water off and gave the little piece of thoroughly corroded metal that should have been replaced a long time ago a dirty look. Now the kitchen floor was awash with water and dust bunnies, and on the counter, the parade of salad bowls, plates, cutlery, and cups remained unstacked and unwashed. Nina felt her already bad mood descend into a thoroughly foul temper. It wasn’t really the water on the kitchen floor and the unappetizing onion skins and carrot peelings at the bottom of the sink, although none of that helped. It was Morten. Morten and the damn duffel bags in the bedroom.

Morten was packing.

He had done it many times before. He was a geologist and had been the resident “mud logger” at one of the North Sea oil rigs for years. Recently he had been promoted to project manager, which did mean fewer days at sea, but he still had to go on a regular basis, and every single time, Nina had the same aching anxiety in the pit of her stomach when he started packing. She missed him when he was gone, and once the door had closed behind him, Ida’s hostile, brooding silence would hang over the apartment like a sort of teenage curse. It wasn’t that Nina had much trouble from Ida while Morten was away. She went to her friends’ houses most nights, but she also dutifully picked up Anton and did the grocery shopping a couple times a week. On the face of it, a fourteen-year-old marvel of daughterly obedience. But Nina knew she did those things only because Morten had asked her to do them and because doing them quietly was one more way of avoiding conversation. If Ida did deign to join them for dinner, her complete lack of expression squashed any attempt at small talk. Ida seemed barely able to tolerate Nina’s presence, and Nina asking her to pass the potatoes was obviously a major imposition.

Nina would almost have preferred the arguments they used to have, and she felt sorry for Anton, who fidgeted in his chair as he tried to lighten the atmosphere with jokes and quotes from his favorite show on Cartoon Network. He did sometimes manage to wring smiles out of Ida or Nina, but God, he had to work at it.

Nina got out a cloth and mopped up the water from the kitchen floor while she tried to concentrate on the seven o’clock news. The police didn’t have enough manpower for the Copenhagen Summit, and the far right was up in arms again because some new Islamic cultural center was building “what amounted to minarets,” according to the professionally outraged spokesman for the party. As he went on about the importance of “upholding Danish values,” Nina’s ability to concentrate plummeted abruptly. She dried her hands, turned her back on the rest of the mess, and went into the bedroom.

He was almost done.

Socks, underwear, T-shirts, and a variety of electronic gear were laid out in small, separate mounds on the double bed, so that all he had to do was dump them into the waiting bags. He had done it so many times that he could now pack for a two-week absence in under half an hour.

“Have you seen my iPod?”

Nina shook her head. Morten put his arms around her and pulled her to him so her shoulders pressed against his chest. He was so tall that his chin rested naturally on top of her head, and it gave her a feeling of being tugged inside a big, friendly fur coat. He bent to give her a fleeting kiss on the back of her neck before he let her go and once again directed his attention to the piles on the bed.

“I lent it to Anton, so it could be anywhere.”

Nina nodded. Anton scattered things throughout the apartment—and everywhere else, too—pretty much at random. In many ways it was like living with an eight-year-old Alzheimer’s patient. Or maybe just with an eight-year-old, Nina corrected herself.

Morten began the process of transferring the piles into the duffel bags. He was working quickly and methodically now. He put his phone, train pass, and wallet in his jacket pocket, and that was pretty much it.

Nina felt the dull ache of longing already. It was her fault he had had to take this inconvenient job in the first place. It was all he had been able to get at short notice, and it would take time for him to work his way up from being an itinerant mud logger to a more family-friendly Copenhagen-based job. She hated it, and Morten probably did, too, although he was far too polite to complain about it to her face. Working on the rigs was a cross he had chosen to bear, like he bore everything else life had asked of him, or more accurately, everything else that Nina had put him through. Shaken, not stirred. James Bond-style.

“When are you leaving, Dad?”

Ida was standing in the bedroom doorway with an open book in her hand. She was reading The Lord of the Rings and had been discussing it with Morten as if she had personally invented the universe, or at least been the one to discover the books. The film version had, of course, been part of her classmates’ stable diet since they were Anton’s age.

Ida would say things like, “I’m not sure about Tolkien’s view of women,” and Morten would listen to her and answer her without batting an eyelid, never letting on that she had seized on the stalest of topics in one of the most endlessly debated books in the galaxy. James Bond teaching Literature. Nina was profoundly envious.

“I’m off in a minute,” Morten said, casting a quick glance at his watch, “but call me on the train, and we can say goodnight.”

Ida smiled, and planted a quick kiss on her father’s cheek. She was wearing scent of some kind, Nina realized. Something sweet and a little too heavy.

“Keep your fingers crossed for my hockey match,” she said. Then she waved and vanished back into her bedroom without even giving Nina a glance. The sound of muffled music seeped out into the hallway and on into their bedroom, and Nina knew she wouldn’t be seeing any more of Ida tonight.

Morten didn’t seem to have noticed any of this. He was leaning toward her so she could feel the warmth from his body.

“We still have our deal, right?” he asked softly.

Nina nodded. Their deal. Their Big, Important Deal. No underground work for the Network while Morten was away. She hoped no one from the ever-changing flock of illegal immigrants that Peter from the Network took under his wing would break an arm or a leg or come down with symptoms of appendicitis in the next fortnight.

“Of course,” she said.

“And remember.…” Morten whispered, pulling Nina in tight against him and kissing her mischievously on the nose. Feeling patronized, Nina wrapped her arms around his neck and stood with her nose right up against his throat.

“Remember you’re driving the girls to roller hockey on Wednesday. It’s our turn.”

Nina nodded quickly. Roller hockey was one of the few of Ida’s activities Nina was still allowed to attend. Maybe more out of necessity than desire on Ida’s part, but Nina had to take what she could get. Morten gently maneuvered his way out of her arms and went to say goodbye to Anton.

NINA STOOD THERE for a moment in the hallway, listening to his light, energetic steps descending the stairs. Then she turned around and went back to the kitchen. Ida had turned up her music, and a significant amount of bass penetrated the wall, reaching Nina and the chaotic kitchen table that still hadn’t been cleared. Anton had brushed his teeth and was in bed in his room with a comic book and his bedside light on, and Nina suddenly felt utterly miserable. Alone.

Two weeks, she thought, glancing at the calendar. Come on. The world won’t fall apart in two weeks.


 

[image: ]ÁNDOR HAD HIS half of the window wide open, but it didn’t seem to do much good. There was hardly any draft, just lots of construction dust and street noise. He had taken off his shirt and trousers and was sitting on his bed in just his underwear, studying. Sweat trickled down his chest from his armpits, and the paper stuck damply to his fingers every time he turned a page.

He had left his door ajar to admit at least a trickle of cross ventilation; to Ferenc, that was obviously an invitation.

“When’s your big exam?” Ferenc asked.

“Thursday.” Sándor was hit by a surge of nerves at the mere thought. But he had it under control, he told himself. He knew his stuff. He just needed to take another look at—

His thoughts were interrupted when Ferenc suddenly grabbed hold of him. “Good. We of the Sándor Liberation Committee have officially nominated you the best-prepared student in the history of this university. And we’ve also decided that it’s high time we intervene to prevent your body’s ability to metabolize alcohol from atrophying completely. Put some clothes on, pal.”

Sándor found himself standing in the middle of his room, still wearing only his underwear and desperately clutching Blackstone’s International Law.

“Knock it off, Ferenc. I can’t—”

“I’m afraid the Committee’s decision cannot be appealed. Please don’t force us to resort to violence.”

Ferenc wasn’t alone. Out in the hallway stood Henk, a Dutch exchange student who was studying music like Ferenc, and Mihály, who was in Sándor’s class. And also Lujza.

Ferenc threw Sándor’s trousers in his face.

“Here. Hop to it, or you’re going as you are.”

Sándor’s whole body was stiff with passive resistance. It’s just for fun, he told himself, relax. But he couldn’t force the appropriate you-guys-are-crazy grin onto his face, and his lack of response gradually caused the others’ broad smiles to fade.

“Come on, Sándor,” Ferenc said.

He finally “hopped to it,” as Ferenc put it. He could move again. He set Blackstone on his desk and then balanced awkwardly on one foot while he tried to stuff his other foot into his chinos.

“You guys are crazy,” Sándor grumbled, and their smiles returned.

Ferenc patted him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit,” he said in the fake British accent he was cultivating because it went so well with his Hugh Grant style. Lujza smiled at Sándor, candidly and warmly like in the old days before the baptism.

I can always get up extra early tomorrow, Sándor promised himself. After all, he was better prepped than anyone else he knew.

WHEN THEY GOT downstairs, there was a police car parked across the street from them. Two officers were just getting out.

Sándor was trying to close the defective front door without much luck. The others stopped to wait for him.

“Just leave it,” Ferenc said. “In five minutes someone else will come out, and then it’ll be wide open again.”

Sándor gave up. When he turned around, the two police officers were a few meters away. The older one, a muscular man whose light-blue uniform shirt had big sweat stains under his arms, checked a printout he had in his hand.

“Does a Sándor Horváth live here?” he asked.

Sándor froze. The other four also suddenly went still, their laughter faded, their faces stiffened.

“What seems to be the problem, officer?” Ferenc asked politely.

“That’s him,” the other officer said, pointing at Sándor.

“Turn around,” the first one said sharply. “Hands up against the wall. Now!”

When Sándor didn’t move, remaining rigid and mute, they grabbed his arm, spun him around, pushed him up against the wall, and kicked at his ankles until he was leaning against the sun-baked bricks at an angle. If he moved his hands, he would fall over. They frisked him quickly and matter-of-factly.

“What are you doing?” Lujza yelled at them. “Let him go! What is it you think he did?”

“None of your business, little lady,” the one with the sweat stains replied.

“You can’t just.…” Lujza yelled. “Stop!”

Sándor couldn’t see her. He couldn’t see anything except a couple of square meters of crumbling sidewalk and the drop of sweat that was trickling down his nose.

“Sándor,” Mihály said suddenly. “You ask them. If you ask, they have to answer. The detainee must be informed of the charges and all that.”

But Sándor couldn’t say a thing. His tongue was just a lump of flesh, his jaw was so tight he might as well have had lockjaw. The officers cuffed his wrists with plastic cable ties and bundled him across the street and into their squad car. He didn’t put up any resistance.

“Sándor!” Of course it was Lujza who was yelling. “We’ll file a complaint. Don’t let them do this to you. There must be someone we can complain to.…”

“Call 1-475-7100,” the older of the two officers said placidly. “It’s toll-free.”

ONCE WHEN HIS stepfather Elvis went to record a CD with a band called Chavale, Sándor had been allowed to tag along. That was back when they were playing enough gigs to actually earn a little money, and his stepfather still believed firmly in his Big Break, as he called it. It was also before Tamás was born, so his stepfather would sometimes take him places without referring to him as “Valeria’s kid from before we got married.” Sándor could still remember the feeling of sitting quiet as a mouse on a chair that could spin around, but squeaked when you did it, so you couldn’t. He could remember the men’s concentration and laughter, the smell of their cigarettes, the multitude of buttons on the mixing board, and the pane of glass between the studio and the recording equipment.

The memory popped into his head now because the room they put him in reminded him of that studio. The gray, insulated walls, the pane of glass facing the hallway, and then of course the fact that they were recording everything he said.

“Where were you born, Sándor?” said the man who had introduced himself only as Gábor.

“Galbeno. It’s a village near Miskolc.”

“And your parents?”

Did he mean who were they or where were they born? Sándor’s brain felt as thick as porridge.

“My father was born in Miskolc.”

“Name?”

“Gusztáv Horváth. He’s dead now.” Gusztáv Horváth had keeled over in front of twenty-seven dumbstruck physics students at the Béla Uitz School on a warm day in September almost three years ago.

“And your mother?”

There was that stiffness in his jaws again, as if all his chewing muscles were in spasms. He was having a hard time opening his mouth, and every last bit of spit had evaporated. He didn’t dare lie. This was the NBH. Nemzetbiztonsági Hivatal, Hungary’s National Security Service. These days, they might have a fancy home page and a press secretary and even several ombudsmen who were supposed to keep tabs on things and ensure openness and protect the legal rights of the individual, but they were still the NBH.

“Ágnes Horváth.”

The man whose name might be Gábor sat quietly, calmly, and expectantly, and the silence somehow forced Sándor to add the correction. “Or … well, she’s my stepmother.”

Gábor didn’t reveal in any way whether he was satisfied or dissatisfied with the response. He was still waiting. A man in his late forties with light, amber-colored eyes and graying, short-cropped dark hair. Shirt and tie. Strong, rounded shoulders, neck slightly too thick. His broad, calm face was almost gentle, and it wasn’t physical violence that Sándor feared. This was not a man who would push people’s heads into water-logged plastic bags.

“My biological mother’s name is Valeria Rézmüves.” The words tumbled out of his mouth one by one, oddly disjointed. It sound like one of those computerized phone voices, he thought. You have. Selected. Zero four. Zero eight. Nineteen. Eight five.

“Gypsy?”

“Yes.”

Rézmüves was a typical Roma name, so it didn’t take any secret archives or supernatural abilities to guess that. Still, Sándor felt exposed. Poorer by one secret.

There’s no reason for people to know about that, Ágnes always said. You’re mine now. That other thing—we don’t talk about that. Do you understand?

He wasn’t even nine yet, but he had already learned that silence was the only reasonably safe response, so he didn’t say anything. And she had just nodded, as if that was precisely what she wanted from him. A child who could keep his mouth shut.

Gábor stood up.

“Excuse me a moment,” he said politely. “We’ll continue in a little while.”

And then he left.

Sándor sat there on the gray, plastic chair with his elbows resting on the table. It was warm in the room, but not as hot as in his overheated room in the Eighth District. The temperature in here was not governed by such variables as sunlight and outside air. It was warm because a dial had been set to make it so.

Sándor felt strangely weightless. An astronaut with a severed lifeline, floating above the Earth. He could see it, could see life down there, knew there were people laughing, talking, working, making love, taking baths, arguing, living normal lives. He knew they were there, but he couldn’t reach them. Just a few hours before he had believed he could be like them, but now he knew that would never happen.

He still hadn’t asked them why he was here. Hadn’t said a word that wasn’t in response to their questions. He knew that wasn’t normal. That if it had been Lujza sitting here, or Ferenc, or Mihály, they would have protested, kicked up a fuss, demanded lawyers and explanations. He also knew that if he wanted to seem like a normal person, he should do the same.

But he couldn’t.

WELL OVER HALF an hour passed before Gábor came back. He had a piece of paper with him that he placed on the table in front of Sándor.

“Does this mean anything to you?” he asked.


It was a list of URLs. Some were Hungarian, others were various dot-com sites: unitednuclear.com, fegyver.net, attila.forum.hu, hospitalequip.org. He didn’t recognize any of them.

“No,” he said.

“That’s strange,” Gábor said. “Because we can tell from your computer that you’ve visited all of them and spent rather a long time at each.”

It took one long, freezing cold instant. Then the realization hit him like a bomb blast. Tamás. Tamás must have done it, that night when he was pretending there was a girl he was desperate to contact. Sándor looked down at the list again. United Nuclear? Fegyver.net? That must be some kind of gun site. Attila Forum sounded like one of those right-wing extremist pages Lujza would get so worked up over. But hospitalequip.org? What on earth was the connection there? And why had Tamás come all the way from Galbeno to Budapest to mess around with stuff like that?

“I … I don’t really remember,” Sándor said desperately. “I’ve been studying for exams lately. I use the web when I’m studying.” It sounded pathetic and evasive, even to his own ears.

“I see. And which class are you trying to contact Hizb ut-Tahrir for?”

“What?”

“You also spent a fair amount of time on hizbuttahrir.org.”

“Oh … that.…” It stopped him in his tracks.

He knew that Hizb ut-Tahrir was an Islamic organization. But a connection between them and Tamás? They were hardly in the same galaxy, ideologically speaking. He wasn’t even sure Tamás had an ideology, aside from a certain penchant for life’s pleasures. Hedonism. Isn’t that what it was called?

Gábor leaned in as if he were confiding something, in a way that also made Sándor’s torso instinctively tip forward a couple of degrees.

“Sándor, listen up. I’m not one of those idiots who believe that the Jews and the Gypsies have teamed up to destroy Hungary. And yet I have to wonder a little when a bright, young law student with a Gypsy mother starts researching right-wing nationalist and Islamist websites at the same time. That seems a little odd. And when that same bright young man suddenly becomes extremely interested in weapons and other potentially destructive items … well, a couple of alarm bells start going off, you know? But I’m sure we just don’t understand. There must be an obvious, natural explanation. So, would you please be so kind as to set my mind at ease?”

Alarm bells going off? Sándor struggled to understand what kind of threat this NBH man was obviously envisioning. Jews, Gypsies, right-wing extremists, and Islamists? Only slowly did it dawn on Sándor that what Gábor really wanted to know was if Sándor was planning some kind of attack on Jobbik or Magyar Gárda, possibly as part of a Zionist conspiracy that might also hit an Islamic target. An armed defense or maybe even an armed attack.

He might as well have asked Sándor to explain his relationship with the little green men on Mars.

“It’s research,” Sándor flailed helplessly. “For a term paper.”

And so it continued. Occasionally interrupted by lavatory breaks, polite offers of sandwiches and coffee, and a so-called “rest” when he lay on a thin mattress on a concrete floor in a basement room and stared up into the ventilation duct that was humming and flapping above him. No one hit him or humiliated him; in this respect, perhaps he was lucky that this was the NBH and not some random police station in Budapest’s suburbs. But the intervals were brief, and then the questions started again.

When it became clear that they were planning on holding him overnight, he tried to tell them about his exam.

“We can legally hold you for up to seventy-two hours” was all Gábor said.

“How? Only under special circumstances. If the detainee is apprehended in the act of committing an offense.…”

“… or if the detainee’s identity cannot be determined with certainty,” Gábor said. “I used to be a law student, too, way back when.”

“Identity? But there’s no question about my identity!”

“Isn’t there? The only record of your birth we can find is as Sándor Rézmüves. As far as I can tell, you’ve been living under a false name for more than fifteen years, and the passport you were issued under the name of Horváth … you don’t even know where it is.”

“It … was stolen.”

“If your passport is stolen or lost, you’re supposed to report that to the authorities. You appear not to have done that. Believe me, it could easily take us seventy-two hours to establish who you really are.”

If you find out, please tell me.

That thought bubbled up from his subconscious along with a crystal clear memory that for some reason always came back to him in black and white. The headmaster’s office at the orphanage. White stripes of light between the blinds. The dusty, dark-brown scent of books and stacks of papers, mixed with the strongly perfumed cleaner they used to wash the linoleum floors.

“Your father has come for you, Sándor.”

But the man standing there in the stripy light wasn’t Sándor’s stepfather, Elvis. It was a man he had never seen before.

Sándor didn’t say anything. You couldn’t contradict the headmaster, he had learned that very quickly. But there must have been some mistake.

“Hi, Sándor,” the man said, holding out his hand for an oddly adult handshake. “You’re coming home with me now.”

Then Sándor finally understood who the man was. His Hungarian father, his gadjo father, the man whose fault it was that he wasn’t his stepfather Elvis’s son, but just Valeria’s-kid-from-before-we-got-married. And he also understood the rest—this man could take him, and he wouldn’t need to stay at the orphanage anymore.

“If you would just sign here, Mr. Horváth,” the headmaster said.

“What about Tamás and the girls?” Sándor blurted out. “Aren’t they coming?”

Mr. Horváth squatted down in front of Sándor, so that Sándor actually had to look down a little to look him in the eye.

“No, Sándor,” he said in the tone that Grandma Éva used whenever she had to explain that something or other wasn’t possible because his mother was sick. “They’re not my children, but you are.”

And so Sándor had gone with the man, out of the office, down the dark, wide staircase, and out into the parking lot in front of the main building where a little blue car was parked. He crawled into the back seat when he was asked to and let Mr. Horváth buckle his seatbelt with a click. Then Mr. Horváth got into the front seat, started the car, and smiled at him in the rearview mirror.

“We’ll get to know each other after a little while,” he said.

Sándor didn’t say anything. He just sat there quietly as the car rolled down the drive and turned onto the paved road, leaving Tamás, Feliszia, and Vanda behind in the cold, gray buildings on the other side of the fence.

THE NBH INTERROGATED Sándor for three to four hours at a stretch, three to four times a day, for a little over forty-eight hours. He didn’t tell them about Tamás. How could he?


 

[image: ]E HAVE A problem.”

Christian from IT had gone to the trouble of coming up to Søren’s second floor office from the ground floor. Usually he just telephoned. He was standing in the doorway with a piece of paper that looked very small in his large hands.

“All right,” Søren said, rolling his chair back from his desk and flipping a hand in an attempt to seem encouraging. “Tell me about it.”

He liked Christian, but he needed to read at least two hundred more pages to prepare for the training exercise evaluation later that day, and he was meeting with a couple of visiting American police officers very shortly. Why was it that IT problems never seemed to fall into the solved-in-ten-minutes category?

Christian moved a little further into the office. He was a tall man, in his mid-forties, with wrists as thick as tree trunks and a solid barrel chest. He had been in IT for as long as Søren could remember, and he had recently taken over responsibility for most of their Internet surveillance.

“We’ve started tracing the IP addresses you sent down to us yesterday,” Christian said, placing the piece of paper in front of Søren. “Three of them are familiar faces from the right-wing extremist scene, and they don’t seem to have gone in too deeply. They were probably just drooling over the specifications for an M-79 or something. I’ve done a report on it that I’ll send up later.”

Søren nodded. All of this was what he had expected.

“Two of the IP addresses that visited the alleged hospital equipment page look like normal search errors. In other words, people got there by accident and left again as soon as they saw the trashy layout. The third, the one you underlined … well, that one is a little more problematic.”

“And?” Søren glanced at his watch. He was supposed to meet the American delegation in ten minutes.

“Well,” Christian said and cleared his throat. “The IP address belongs to a technical college in northwest district and may have been used by any number of the school’s students, faculty members, and so forth. Luckily the search was in the evening and during exams week, so there weren’t that many people on campus at the time. A couple of teachers and four students, who were all identified from the school’s surveillance cameras. We asked all of them for permission to download the contents of their laptops, but one of the students is refusing to give us access to his PC.”

Søren rolled his chair back up to his desk and looked at the piece of paper in front of him. Khalid Hosseini, aged nineteen, living in Mjølnerparken. Christian had bolded the name, address, and civil registration number.

“And what’s your impression?”

Christian shrugged. “He seems pretty normal. Young, short hair, saggy pants, and T-shirt. Not your average religious fanatic, if that’s what you mean. But he was clearly shitting himself when we asked to see his computer, and he wouldn’t hand it over.”

Søren stood up and grabbed his meeting papers off the desk.

“Get a court order, then. I want a look at that computer.”

Christian nodded, but remained next to the desk as if he were waiting for something more.

“I have to go now,” Søren said, trying to hide the irritation that was starting to well up inside him. If the man had more to say, why didn’t he just up and say it? Surely Christian could see that he was on his way out the door.

“There’s a time issue,” Christian said. “We’re stretched to the limit right now in terms of manpower. We have three men off on the SINe course. Iben is down for the count with some virus, Martin is still on sick-leave with stress, and then there’s the Summit and … well.…”

Søren paused in the doorway. The problem was real, he knew that. Over the summer all of the civil defense and emergency services were supposed to switch their communication over to a common, coordinated digital communication system. Secure Information Net, or SINe for short. This way, it was hoped, they wouldn’t be fumbling with outdated analog radios at the Summit. The switch was the main reason for the ill-fated training exercise. IT, in particular, were overworked and under pressure. Too many superiors were pestering Christian and his colleagues right now, and Søren was only one of them.

“Any idea what our young friend was doing on the site?”

“No. I mean, he was there for a while, and we can tell that he searched for ‘radiation therapy’ and ‘cancer treatment.’ ”

“That could mean anything, given the content of the site.”

“Yes. And the telephone numbers he used for the subsequent contact didn’t give us anything either. Top-up disposables, probably dumped the minute he had used them. Possibly stolen in the first place. At any rate, they’re not in service anymore.”

“Okay.” Søren drummed his fingers against the doorframe, then made up his mind. “How is this for a compromise? Get the computer off him ASAP, before he dumps it or makes some kind of switch. After that … if you get me the full report sometime next week, I’ll get off your back. I’ll talk to the young man tomorrow. See what he has to say for himself and put the fear of God in him while I’m at it.”

“Um … maybe two weeks from now?” Christian’s pleading face looked almost comical.

“Yes, okay.” Søren nodded. So far, they were still just following up on the famous Islamist whisper. Pushing Christian past the point of collapse would get him nowhere.

Young men—and yes, some of them were Muslims—did routinely develop an unhealthy interest in recipes for explosives or suicide videos. The Service had had good results from nipping that kind of thing in the bud—often a little chat with the PET had a remarkable cooling effect on the hot-headed juvenile compulsion to fantasize about death, destruction, and things that go boom. It had been quite a while since he had personally done one of these wake-up calls, but right now that was the simplest solution. Most of his own people had been clocking overtime since the middle of March, and there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that he would be able to pass it off to some other department. The ops teams were almost as run-down as IT, and most of Søren’s colleagues were fighting tooth and nail to protect their own interests.

“Khalid Hosseini.” Søren repeated the name to himself as he hurried off to the meeting room on the third floor. It was pretty damn ballsy to say no to the PET when your name was Khalid. Ballsy—and a little alarming.


 

[image: ]KOU-LARSEN HAD RESUMED his old habit of walking around the lake a couple times a week. It was a good, long walk that took him almost an hour these days. Back when they still had a dog he recalled being able to do it in half an hour, but then it had been almost fifteen years since Molly, last in a long series of fox terriers of that name, had died.

Helle was on her knees in the garden weeding among the perennials. She had recently acquired a pair of lined trousers with foam pads built into the knees so she didn’t have to lug her weeding mat around the garden with her, although perhaps “garden” was too generous a word to describe their approximately 800-square-meter plot. The tough, dark-green fabric made her rear end look plumper than it actually was.

“I’m going now,” he said.

She didn’t reply right away. Instead she exclaimed in disgust and jumped up, quite nimbly considering her sixty-two years.

“They’re here already!” she hissed.

“Who?” he asked, confused.

“The Spanish slugs!” She marched across the lawn to the shed on the property boundary abutting the neighbor’s. Highly illegal nowadays, and during his time in the Buildings and Safety Department of the local municipality, he had helped to reject several planning applications for just that sort of thing. This shed, however, had probably been here as long as the house, or, in other words, since 1948.

She came out of the shed a few moments later, now armed with a dandelion knife, with which she proceeded to dispatch the offending gastropod by cleaving the gleaming brown body in two.

“I need you to get me some more slug bait,” she said. “Preferably today.”

“Why the hurry? It’s just one slug.”

She straightened up and used her wrist to push the hair out of her face. Her floral gardening gloves were dark from dirt and plant sap.

“It’s an invasive species,” she said with ruthless intensity in her blue eyes. “They don’t have any natural predators here, and a sexually mature slug can lay up to four hundred eggs in one season. You have to keep them at bay.”

“Yes, yes, all right. I’ll drive over to the garden center when I get back.”

“Where are you going?”

“Just around the lake.”

“Take your phone.”

He grunted. He didn’t like the little metallic thingamajig. He struggled to read the numbers on the tiny buttons, and he had never grown completely confident in its use. But she was right, it would be wise to bring it. What if he fell and broke his hip? What if he had a heart attack out there on the lake path, and he keeled over into the reeds where no one would see him? Though whether he would be able to use this masterpiece of communication technology in that case was another matter.

He went inside, retrieved the phone from the drawer, and stuck it in the pocket of his dark-gray windbreaker.

“Okay, I’m going,” he called out to the garden.

“Remember dinner is at five-thirty today,” she called back.

Was it Wednesday again already? It must be. That was the night she had choir practice. Otherwise they always ate at 6 P.M.

IT WAS WINDY down by the lake, and he was glad for he wore his windbreaker. After a warm week when everything had blossomed all at once, it had gotten chilly again, and he had grown more sensitive to the cold with age. What with the dog walkers and the exercise fanatics there was a constant traffic on the lakefront path, and he stared at the joggers with envy as they pumped away with their muscular shorts-clad legs and carried on easy, smiling conversations with each other to demonstrate that they weren’t winded by such a trifling little trot. Just you wait, he thought, just you wait. Someday you, too, will drag yourself out of bed gasping for breath, wondering whether you can make it to the bathroom by yourself.

He had barely reached the lake park when the symptoms started. The ache in his hip—he knew that one, he could get used to that one. But also a stabbing pain in his chest, like a stitch in his side, only worse. One foot in the grave, he thought, and was once again overwhelmed by frustration that he couldn’t get that snotty-nosed puppy of a lawyer to understand that someone had to look after Helle.

She had just turned twenty-two when they got married; he had been forty-six. They had met each other at the Town Hall, where she worked as the mayor’s secretary, a job she dispatched with a cool efficiency that made her seem mature and professional compared to most of the girls in the typing pool. Yes, that’s what they used to call them, “the girls.” Without any of the artificial political correctness one had to employ these days. This was back in the ’70s when fringe purses and hot pants were starting to sneak into even the stuffiest of local government offices, but Helle stuck to classic pencil skirts, pearl necklaces, and cardigans with a Chanel-like elegance that always made him think of Grace Kelly. But it wasn’t until he discovered that her father picked her up every evening because she didn’t dare walk home alone … it wasn’t until then that he realized the depth of the vulnerability she kept hidden beneath her professional façade. It touched him deeply, and it was for this reason that he began to cautiously suggest that he would be glad to drive her home any day her father found it inconvenient.

Occasionally, he had wondered, of course. A twenty-four-year age difference was quite a gap, objectively speaking, even in those days, but it didn’t feel that way.

“My father is seventeen years older than my mother,” she had said. “And they had me late. I’m used to older people.” There had been no mocking glint in her eye, he recalled. As time went by, he discovered that she meant exactly what she said—she was more comfortable with his generation than with her own. Protest movements, bra burning, and mind-altering substances were absolutely not her thing. Young people scared her.

A man in his forties thinks only fleetingly about what will happen to his life partner when he is no longer around. His foresight then had been sorely lacking. Now he could hardly think of anything else. The savings, the house, her widow’s pension would surely suffice if she refrained from stupid spending, but that was exactly what he could not count on. Costa del Castle-in-Spain. How could she do something like that without even talking to him about it? Over half a million kroner gone just like that. She might as well have flushed it down the toilet.

He stopped and clutched his chest. Yet another runner trotted past him, this time not one of the fit and well-trained casual lot, but a panting middle-aged jogger whose stomach was bouncing out of step with the rest of him in its own syncopated rhythm. The man’s face was lobster red, and in his tortured expression, Skou-Larsen could see the fear of death shining, so he thought, with preternatural brightness.

When I turned fifty, no one expected me to buy a pair of trainers and start pounding around on park paths, Skou-Larsen thought, remembering the Georg Jensen designed cigar cutter his staff had given him to mark the occasion.

He decided his walk had been long enough. It was cold, and he wanted to go home.

He walked down Lundedalsvej instead of the parallel Ellemosevej because he couldn’t help himself. It was unwise, particularly now when he wasn’t feeling well. Also, he would be forced to lie to Helle if she asked, and she would ask, he was convinced of that.

The short access road still hadn’t been paved. They had put down a bit of preliminary gravel, deeply rutted now from the passage of trucks and heavy machinery. The fence around the construction site formed a slipshod zigzag shape, tilting on gray concrete foundation blocks, and a man with a yellow hardhat and neon yellow vest was just closing the gate behind the last truck of the day. Skou-Larsen raised a polite hand in the kind of greeting you give someone when you don’t actually want to shake their hand.

“How are things going?” he asked.

The man was pulling a thick chain through the gate. He half-turned and looked suspiciously over his shoulder, but when he spotted Skou-Larsen, he visibly relaxed. He obviously didn’t consider older gentlemen in windbreakers and tweed caps to be threatening.

“How’s what going?” he asked, not particularly courteously, Skou-Larsen thought.

“The construction. Are you making progress?” I’ve inspected hundreds of building sites in my life, Skou-Larsen thought, taking a steely, authoritative stance.

The man furrowed his brow and may have been having trouble deciding what to make of Skou-Larsen. After all, there was an outside chance that this senior citizen was not just a meddlesome nursing home candidate, but actually had some kind of influence in the chain of command above him.

“Pretty good,” he finally responded. “Of course we’re a little behind. And although we have a guard dog now, we’ve had trouble with vandalism at the site a couple of times. Not everyone likes this.” He pointed his thumb at the big sign bearing a few lines of text in Arabic script and below that in somewhat smaller type, AL-KABIR ISLAMIC CULTURAL CENTER.

“Well, I suppose not,” Skou-Larsen said in a neutral voice. “But do you still think you will be able to finish the building this summer?”

“We don’t exactly have a choice,” the man said with a wry smile. “Some Imam is coming from London to bless the whole thing for its grand opening, and obviously we can’t just rearrange his whole schedule.”

“Ah, yes. Well then, good luck with the project.”

The man nodded and then snapped a heavy padlock into place on the chain.

“Have a good day,” he said and jumped into a red station wagon with yellow plates.

Why doesn’t anyone ever say goodbye anymore? Skou-Larsen thought.

He stood there for a bit peering through the fence. Nominally, it was a remodel, but apart from the foundation, there wasn’t much left of the old factory building. White walls with arched windows had supplanted weathered concrete, and the old corrugated fiber cement roof was being replaced with shiny, glazed green roofing tiles. Farther back, behind the entrance hall, two slender towers rose on either side of a domed roof, still hidden under thick, red tarpaulins. The sign may have said Cultural Center, but the architecture clearly indicated that this was to be a proper mosque.

It was beginning to drizzle. He had to get home before it picked up; a cold could be the death of him at this point. That’s how his old bridge partner Søndergaard had died. A runny nose, a couple of sneezes, and then suddenly it was the flu, pneumonia, a death certificate, and cremation. It hadn’t even been Legionnaire’s disease or anything else exotic, just a completely run-of-the-mill virus. And the man had been three years younger than him.

He gave the pseudo-minarets one last frustrated glance. If it had been twenty-five years earlier, the building permit for the project might have been his to give or withhold. But twenty-five years earlier, nothing like this would ever have been proposed.

If only the minarets were not so damnably tall. They were actually visible from the backyard of his home on Elmehøjvej.

He reached his own front door at quarter past five. Through the open kitchen door, he could hear the sound of sizzling margarine, and there was a pleasant smell of dinner in the making. He hung his windbreaker and cap up on the hook by the door, took off his shoes, and stuck his feet into the sheepskin-lined slippers Helle had given him for Christmas.

“What are we having?” he asked with a cheerfulness he didn’t feel.

“Rissoles.” Helle had a sharp, worried wrinkle on her forehead, like an inverted figure of 1, and he sensed the tension in her. Maybe she was afraid she would be late for choir practice, even small everyday appointments often caused her a considerable amount of anxiety. She stuck the spatula under a rissole and flipped it rapidly. “Did you walk past it?”

“No,” he lied. “Why should I?”

“Remember you promised to get me the slug bait.”

“I’ll do that after we eat. The garden center is open until seven. If it can’t wait until tomorrow, that is.”

“I can’t,” she said, flipping the next rissole. “We need to finish them off before they have a chance to reproduce.”
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The teachers had known about it since that morning, but Nina only found out about it when she came to spend her lunch break with Rina, a habit she had fallen into since the trial.

“She ate breakfast and grabbed her schoolbag, like all the other kids,” Rikke said defensively. “But she never showed up in the classroom. The teachers have been out looking for her most of the day.”

Nina looked at her watch. It was 1:45 P.M., and there was a chilly wind blowing over the Coal-House Camp. It took a certain amount of determination for a seven-year-old to stay out so long on her own, but that was still what she chose to believe for the time being—that Rina had left the camp alone and of her own free will. It was not completely unthinkable that Natasha’s former fiancé had taken her, but Nina couldn’t quite believe it. She pictured Michael Anders Vestergaard as he had appeared in court. Freshly ironed shirt, expensive cologne, and a broad, self-satisfied grin. He was a sadistic bastard, no doubt about that, but he went in for risk-free crimes. Women on the margins of society and possibly also their children; victims he could control without winding up behind bars with all those nasty Hells Angels thugs. For the moment, Rina was too big a risk for him now.

“We contacted the police,” said Rikke, the carer. “They asked if there were any family members she might be with.”

“They know damn well her mother’s in jail,” Nina said, pulling out her car keys. “Rina doesn’t have anyone else.”

“Well, you know how it is. They don’t have unlimited resources.”

Yes, Nina knew that quite well. Children ran away from asylum centers every single week, and it was true that some of them turned up with family members somewhere or other in the constantly migrating population that flowed back and forth across Europe’s borders. But Rina wasn’t that kind of child.

“She’ll probably come back on her own,” Rikke said, giving her best stab at a smile.

Nina couldn’t even muster a response. Rina had been gone for almost six hours, and in Nina’s opinion contacting the police now was too little, too late. Rina was seven. The world was a dangerous place for kids like her. This wasn’t something that could wait until some duty officer could be persuaded to find the resources.

Magnus had apparently had the same thought, because when she returned to the clinic he was already ready to go, jacket and phone in his hand.

“I’ll search the shrubbery behind the school grounds. Are you taking the car?”

Nina nodded, hastily typing a text message to Ida. Delayed. Take 300 kroner from the kitchen envelope and call a cab. I’ll be there as soon as I can. It was roller hockey Wednesday.

“I took her to see Natasha last week,” Nina said. “I think she made a note of the route. I’ll try driving in that direction, anyway.”

“It’s is a long way for a seven-year-old,” Magnus said. The district prison where Natasha was serving her sentence was on the other side of the city, nearly thirty kilometers away.

“Yes,” said Nina. “But if you were Rina, where else would you go?”

THE GIRLS WERE almost half an hour into their match by the time Nina found her way to the asphalt rink in one of the southern suburbs. They were playing outdoors today and had been lucky with the weather. The rink was dry and clean, and the air was cool. Nina settled next to the coach on the spectator side of the graffiti-covered boards, and looked around for her daughter. She caught sight of Ida’s helmet, black and decorated with pink skulls. Ida had been playing on the Pink Ladies team for almost two years now and was small and lightning-fast and impressive to watch, out there in the thick of the action. Most of the girls Ida’s age were taller and heavier, but that did not appear to bother her. Not even if it cost her bruises and countless scrapes.

Ida was playing the attack now. She crossed in front of a player from the other team and stole the ball with a couple of rapid jerks of her stick, then raced toward the goal at full speed, cannoning the ball into the net with an explosive and totally clean shot. She only just managed to evade the goal’s metal bars and slammed into the boards with a hollow thud instead.

Nina had seen that kind of move before and knew it was part of the game, but it still seemed to her that Ida was playing even more offensively than she usually did. She glanced over at the coach, who nodded briefly at her and then turned back to look at the rink again.

Ida was on her way back to her half of the rink with her stick raised in a short victory celebration. Her hair shone wetly under the edge of her helmet; her face was clenched in concentration. Nina followed her with her eyes and felt a joyous tug in her chest at the sight of Ida surrounded by all the others.

Another face-off.

Ida was ready at the front of her own field, and as soon as the ball was in play, she hammered her stick between the legs of the other team’s forwards. The sticks scraped and struck the asphalt until Ida finally got the ball free and continued, running amok in a new attack on their goal. She almost seemed to be alone on the court. The other players set out after her in a halfhearted job until she again hammered the ball in behind the goalie. This time she didn’t manage to slow down properly; she stumbled, took a couple of quick tap-dancing steps in her rollerblades, and smashed onto the asphalt with her stomach, chest, and hands in a brutal smack. She lay there doubled over in front of the goal without making a sound, and the coach swore and hastily leapt over the sideboards.

“Goddamn it! No one was even on her.”

Nina followed. She tried to ignore that distinctive jolt it caused because it was Ida. Of course nothing serious had happened to her. Of course not. She squatted down next to Ida in front of the goal. She probably just got the wind knocked out of her, Nina thought, her wrists and hands ought to be pretty well protected by her equipment. She cautiously touched her daughter’s shoulder.

“Try to stretch out a little,” she said. “It’ll help.”

Ida glared at her angrily.

“You keep out of this,” she said, rolling away from Nina with a stubborn groan. “What the hell are you even doing here?”

The other Pink Ladies were there now. Anna and the new one, Josefine. They helped Ida to her feet, shooting awkward glances at Nina.

“We thought you couldn’t make it,” Anna said in a tone that Nina couldn’t quite interpret. “It took forever to find a cab. And with all our equipment.…”

“Look, I’m really sorry, but.…”

With a jerk, Ida turned her back and skated slowly back toward her team’s goal. Nina was left to deliver her apology to Anna and the empty space where Ida had been.

THEY HADN’T FOUND Rina until 3:45 P.M. The owner of an allotment garden in Gladsaxe called after seeing the girl sitting for more than twenty minutes, curled up next to the fence along the highway, her school bag still on her back. That was how far she had been sure of which way to go, Nina thought. At the Ring 3 overpass, she must have become discouraged. Rina cried when Nina came to get her, but apart from being generally exhausted from a day without food or water, there was nothing wrong with her. Nothing more than usual, as Magnus flatly remarked. He had volunteered to watch Rina for the rest of the afternoon, and Nina had driven off to the hockey rink as if her life depended on it, or at least as fast as rush-hour traffic would permit on the congested roads. Shit, shit, shit.

The girls won by a landslide, but Ida painstakingly avoided meeting her eyes as she rolled off the rink and started taking off her gear. Nina wasn’t even permitted to pack it up for her.

“My mom will be here soon,” Anna said, talking to Ida. “We don’t really have time for a shower.”

Ida was still struggling with her shin guards, but Nina didn’t need any help interpreting what was going on. Ida had arranged for another ride home.

“But it would be easier for you to ride with me since I’m here,” Nina said.

Ida turned her head and looked at her.

“No thanks,” she said and at first attempted an icy, arrogant stare. Then the corners of her mouth began to wobble and she looked away quickly.

“We were late for the match. Do you have any idea how embarrassing that was? For all three of us? They almost didn’t let us play.”

Nina quickly glanced at Anna. She wished that Anna would give them a little space, but Anna stayed where she was. She was obviously uncomfortable, but she stayed put.

“Come on now.” Nina hoisted up Ida’s equipment and jacket. “I need to have a look at those bruises anyway, once we get home.”

“No.”

Ida yanked her jacket out of Nina’s hands.

“You’re a shitty mother. You know that? Just a shitty mother. I’m spending the night at Anna’s.”

NINA WATCHED THEM go with annoyance.

Ida was bent over a little as she walked, as if she were still in pain, with Anna and Josefine attending her like silent, slightly awkward squires. Anna’s mom turned and gave a single wave before they drove out of the parking lot.

Nina hoisted Ida’s equipment bag and tossed it into the backseat. She had heard from certain optimistic and bubbly colleagues that there was a life beyond the teenage years. She would, in other words, survive this. And so would Ida.
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Søren gave the young man waiting for him at the café table a surprised look. Khalid had suggested the their meeting place, Café Offside, himself—a little sports bar awash with nicotine, crammed in next to Nørrebro Station, and clearly one of Copenhagen’s few remaining smokers’ sanctuaries. Also sufficiently Khalid Hosseini’s home turf that he was the one to order the drinks. Søren decided to ignore this slightly provocative act and nodded briefly.

“Yes, please. A club soda.”

Khalid, who had occupied the innermost corner of the booth, deftly got up and zigzagged his way through the busy café’s crowd of standing patrons, laid a bill on the bar counter, and returned shortly afterward with a club soda in one hand. He slipped back into his seat and smiled at Søren with his eyebrows raised. A perfect saint, Søren thought sarcastically, wondering for a moment whether he should have turned up unannounced at Khalid’s home address instead, just to catch him off balance. These young men were never quite so cocky when they had their gloomy father sitting next to them on the sofa. On the other hand, the family could also have been an extremely disruptive element, and Khalid had three younger siblings and a mother, who would presumably either lament reproachfully or dart back and forth with tea and sticky cakes that were far too sweet. Søren leaned back in the flimsy café chair and tried to maintain eye contact with his young host.

He was nineteen. Long-limbed, skinny, and smooth-shaven if you ignored a pair of neatly trimmed sideburns. He was wearing a tight, orange shirt that appeared to be fairly expensive. The same was true of the dark, high-end jeans and white sneakers.

It took a while, but finally he met Søren’s eyes.

“What was it you wanted to talk to me about?”

Søren didn’t answer. He waited, slowly pouring his club soda into the glass and watched out of the corner of his eye as the young man’s façade began to crumble. Young people weren’t used to lulls in a conversation, and certainly not to long periods of silence. Khalid’s eyes darted away from Søren’s club soda before moving back to the cola he had sitting in front of himself on the table. He took a swig and was then inspired to fish his cigarettes from his black backpack under the table. His fingers trembled slightly as he pulled the cigarette out of the packet, then he half-heartedly held out the pack to Søren, but stopped midway through the gesture and let it drop down onto the table between them instead, in a sort of clumsy invitation.

“Feel free to.…”

Søren impassively watched Khalid.

“I mean, if you want to smoke.…”

Khalid tried his host’s smile one last time, but it stiffened before it made it all the way up to his eyes, and instead he lit his cigarette with an uneasy glance toward the door. As if he were considering his escape options.

This was all good.

Søren took a deep breath and calmly leaned in further over the table.

“We need your computer, Khalid. And our tech people are having a little trouble understanding your explanation as to why we can’t see it. So I’d just like to hear it one more time.”

“I didn’t give them any explanation. It’s my computer. That’s why.”

Khalid stuck his chin out in defiance and stared at Søren. A bright lad, Søren guessed. It wasn’t so much what he had said so far, but Søren thought he could see it in his eyes, in the effortless way he had moved, and the reasonably civilized behavior he was exhibiting in the circumstances. That kind of thing required self-control and a certain mental capacity.

“Are you a Muslim, Khalid?”

“What business is that of yours?”

Søren gave a smile of acquiescence.

“I just want to know a little more about you. It’s a straightforward question.”

Khalid blew a narrow column of smoke out of his nose and for the first time turned to look directly into Søren’s eyes with every indication of contempt.

“Look at me, man. What do you think?” Khalid challenged.

“Practicing?”

Khalid shrugged, fell back in the booth, and inhaled another batch of smoke into his lungs.

“Is that what this is about? Religion? Do you think I’m a fucking terrorist or something?” His shoulders sank a bit, and he smiled sardonically as he held his hands out to Søren. “Hey, I love all Danes, man. I love Denmark. I’m totally harmless. Me tame Muslim.”

He said that last line coldly, with a sneer and an exaggerated accent. He was more indignant than insecure right now, and Søren wasn’t sure how to interpret that. If Khalid was up to something dangerous, shouldn’t he be feeling scared?

Khalid turned restlessly in his seat, eyeing him expectantly with a mix of contempt and physical discomfort.

“You can’t look at my computer, because you guys are fucking racists. I don’t give a damn what you’re looking for. You’re coming after me because you think I’m a towelhead. Don’t you think I know how it works? There were other people at school that night. But you pick on me because I’m Arab.” Khalid’s voice cracked several times from anger. “I’ve heard about all the crap you people get up to with the CIA. Sending innocent people to torture prisons in Egypt and wherever.”

Søren shook his head slowly.

“We just want to talk to you about what you were doing on those arms sites you visited. Maybe you were just window shopping for a nice piece to put under your pillow. We’re the PET. We don’t care about trifles like that. If you have a good explanation, I just want to hear it.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Khalid got up, stumbled a little over his black backpack before he pulled it out from under the table, and started edging his way out from behind the table. Søren could feel his control of the conversation slipping through his fingers.

“Khalid!” Søren calmly placed a firm hand on the young man’s shoulder. “A little more cooperation would be a smart move right now. For your own sake as well as ours.”

Khalid stopped and directed a furious, icy look at Søren.

“Leave me alone. You can’t have it.”

Søren slowly removed his phone from his pocket and browsed through the menus. There it was. A text message from Christian, sent just ten minutes ago.

“We picked up your computer as soon as you left the apartment. Your mother even invited my colleagues in for tea while they took a look at your room.”

Khalid stood there, swaying in the wind like a tree in a storm.

“What do you mean? It’s my computer. You can’t just take it. It’s mine. I’m studying for an exam.…”

Søren stepped past him and started to leave.

“You’ll be hearing from us as soon as we’ve looked at it. It may take a little while.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. Khalid stood frozen with one hand on the flimsy café table, as if he needed support. His black backpack hung heavy and motionless from his other hand.

OUTSIDE IN THE twilit street, Søren dialed a familiar number as an elevated train thundered by overhead. His first impression of Khalid was mixed. The boy could scream and shout all he wanted about racism and rights violations, but that didn’t change the fact that he was hiding something. Søren had no doubt about that.

“Yes?”

Christian sounded grumpy and rushed on the other end of the line. From the background noise, Søren guessed he was still stuck in traffic somewhere on his way back to base.

“Did you get what you needed?”

“Yes, frightened mother, angry father, cute kids, and one laptop that at least looks like the one on the security footage. Everything went as expected.”

“Check it out as soon as possible,” Søren said. He glanced around before unlocking his car and slipping into the driver’s seat, an old paranoid habit from his own days of working in the surveillance service.

“Yeah, get in line.” Christian’s grumpiness was uncharacteristic, but it was after all almost 9:30 at night, and he had two young children at home. Søren recalled seeing the family photos in Christian’s ground-floor office.

“Just one more thing, Christian, then I’ll let you go for the day. Khalid. You put a trace on that mobile of his, right? I want to see who he talks to tonight.”


 

[image: ]HEY RELEASED SÁNDOR four hours before his exam. He stood on Falk Miksa Street in the morning sun, outside the vast concrete beehive that was the headquarters of the NBH, and it felt like the sidewalk was swaying beneath his feet. He had been wearing the same clothes for almost three days, and he knew he reeked. People in suits and business attire rushed past him, skirting around the first meandering tourists with skill and irritation. The antique stores were just opening up. Traffic slid by, shrouded in a cloud of gas fumes.

He was an island in the middle of this stream of everyday activity and normality. No, not an island, an island was big and solid. He was just a foreign body, neither a Hungarian nor a tourist. A filthy Gypsy still stinking of the sweat of the interrogation room.

Pull yourself together, he told himself. But there wasn’t much conviction to his internal voice.

He took the streetcar home. It was faster than a cab, despite the distance he had to go on foot on his wobbly rubber legs, but that wasn’t why. He would have gladly sacrificed the extra minutes and also the money if he had believed he could sit in peace in the air-conditioned back seat and be treated like a human being. A paying customer, a member of society.

He didn’t run into anyone he knew on Szigony Street. Even the bathroom was empty, and he stood there under the warm, yellowish stream of water for almost half an hour. The foam formed fleeting, white coral shapes around his feet. He lathered himself up again and rinsed, lathered and rinsed, and finally the drain couldn’t handle any more. He had to turn the water off to avoid flooding the floor.

He shaved meticulously and splashed two handfuls of aftershave lotion onto his cheeks, chin, and neck. The alcohol stung as if the bottom half of his face were one big scrape, but that didn’t matter. Then the deodorant. He lingered in front of the mirror and suddenly thought the crop of thick, black hair in his armpits and on his chest looked offensively beastlike. He quickly slathered himself with shaving cream and attacked it with the razor, clearing pale swaths through the thicket of hair, first one way, then the other, until there was only a shadowy stubble left. He cut himself twice, small stinging nicks because he was being too fast and too vigorous, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t want to look like an animal, not even under his shirt.

Then he got dressed. The suit he had worn to the baptism, a bright white shirt, a tie, black socks and shoes—despite the heat. He slicked his hair back with the expensive gel he used only rarely and looked in the mirror one more time.

You don’t even look like a Gypsy, Lujza had said. But he didn’t look like an average Hungarian, either. He looked like what he was—a mixture. Right now, his suit most of all ressembled a costume.

He thought about Tamás and the defiant confidence he radiated, from the pointy tips of his boots to his long, black hair. I don’t even have that, he thought. Not even that.

There was a slip of paper on his desk. CALL, Lujza had written in big, desperate capitals. There were also more than twenty unanswered calls on his phone, but he wasn’t up to that right now. Did she know they had released him? Otherwise she was probably on her way to the prosecutor’s office with a loaded paint gun, or at least a letter of protest and a mass of signatures she had collected.

All that would have to wait, he decided. The most important thing now was passing his exam.

THERE WAS A pervasive smell of cheroots in the high-ceilinged office. Legal texts and books in tall mahogany bookcases, the heavy green velvet curtains, the moss-green carpet, everything was impregnated with cheroot nicotine. The professor was smoking with an arrogant disdain for the university’s no-smoking rules. The office was his and had been for twenty years; any claim that it was actually public property was meaningless.

In honor of the occasion, there were a couple of folding tables and chairs for the students who were preparing for their oral presentation. The flimsy steel and plastic constructions looked completely out of place in the midst of all the sturdy mahogany, and none of the three examination victims looked like they felt particularly welcome either.

“Sándor Horváth.”

Sándor gathered his notes and got up from his own plastic chair. There was no chair for the candidate being examined. He or she stood on the floor in front of the professor’s desk, armed solely with the handful of sweaty notes compiled during the preparation period. Mihály had once said that he imagined himself pleading a case in a courtroom when he took his exam. That made standing up feel different—it was a way of gaining authority and rhetorical power, instead of a constant reminder that you were worth less than the examining professor. Sándor tried to employ this pleasant concept, but without much success.

Professor Lorincz regarded him with hostile eyes, Sándor thought. They hadn’t had much to do with each other before. Sándor was one out of maybe 150 students who had attended a series of lectures, that was all. Lorincz was about fifty, a skinny man with long hands, long fingers, and slicked-back, medium-brown hair that was almost as Hugh Grant-like as Ferenc’s, albeit a version more advanced in graying. He had a habit of holding his slender Spanish cheroot between the little finger and the ring finger of his left hand, which was apparent from the discolored condition of his skin. He was good, but intellectually arrogant, and students who faced him ignorant and unprepared received no mercy.

But you are neither, Sándor reassured himself. What was it Ferenc had called him? The best-prepared student in the history of the law school?

“Say what you have to say.”

The order was short and sudden. No greeting, no pleasantries, not even a question. Sándor was thrown completely off balance. Say what he had to say? Of the two oral exams he had witnessed while he was preparing for his own, he had gotten the impression that Lorincz style was more of a cross examination.

A vaguely condescending grimace slid over the professor’s face, as if silence was what he had expected. He raised his fountain pen and made a note on the yellow pad that lay in front of him. Sándor had the sickening sense that this was hopeless, that nothing he could say or do would alter the professor’s verdict.

The man raised an eyebrow.

A tiny, defiant spark of rage ignited somewhere within Sándor. He had worked for this. And he knew he could do it. Or, at least some of the time he knew that, when he wasn’t allowing himself to be reduced into a speechless, nervous wreck just because a man behind a desk looked at him with disdain.

He took a nervous, gasping breath and ventured into an explanation of supranational legal theory. His account was concise, well-structured, and laid out in order of priority. He put treaty law over common law, debated peremptory norms with himself, put forward hypotheses and arguments, drew conclusions. He talked and talked, and the professor didn’t interrupt him even once. He spoke for so long that he lost his sense of time, but eventually he sensed a certain restlessness among his fellow students seated behind him. Was there anything else to add? Not without moving off-topic, he decided. He repeated a couple of his main points by way of a summary, and then fell silent. Relief had already begun to spread through his body, and he was not without admiration for the arrogant, old academic behind the desk. With his seeming indifference, he had forced Sándor to give an independent presentation at a very advanced level, instead of steering him around the circus ring with questions. Sándor’s performance had been better for it, he conceded. But dear God, it had been uncomfortable in the beginning.

The professor made another note on his yellow pad.

“Fail,” he said, without looking up.

Someone behind Sándor dropped a pencil. He could hear the crisp little smack as it hit the table, followed by a clicking roll.

“Excuse me?” Sándor said, thinking he must have misheard.

The professor ripped the yellow page off the pad, folded it carefully, made another note on a grading sheet that was waiting next to him, and placed both sheets into a manila envelope. He pushed the envelope across the mahogany desk toward Sándor.

“If you have any questions, please direct them to the guidance counselor,” he said, his eyes already moving on to the next student. “Dora Kocsis.”

The girl stood up. She was deathly pale, and her skin looked clammy. Sándor could see the disbelief he himself was feeling reflected in her face. Maybe she was wondering what you had to do to pass if Sándor had failed.

“Please leave the premises,” the professor told Sándor. “Don’t forget your envelope. It contains important information about your situation.”

Sándor took the manila envelope with numb fingers.

“I don’t understand.…” he began, but he could tell from the steeliness of the arrogant face that his initial impression had been right: It didn’t matter at all what he said or did today. The outcome had been determined in advance.

It wasn’t until he reached the door that he received something that resembled an explanation. “Horváth.”

Sándor turned halfway around.

“A law degree is a weapon. The law itself is a weapon.”

Sándor still didn’t understand, not until the professor added:

“What makes you think Hungary wants to arm someone like you?”

HE DIALED LUJZA’S number and then found he couldn’t force himself to speak.

“Sándor? Is that you?”

“Yes.”

“Thank God. Are you … did they release you?”

“Yes.”

“Are you okay?”

He didn’t say anything. There was so much distance between him and those words, between her and him. Someone like you.

“Where are you?”

“Home.”

“I’m coming over. Don’t go anywhere.”

“No. I mean, no, don’t come.”

“Sándor! Why not?’

“Because … I’m not going to be here by the time you get here.” Now it was her turn to be silent. He sensed her confusion, her hurt feelings.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just have to go home for a while.”

“Now? Don’t you have your exam?”

“No.”

He hung up, because he couldn’t bear to explain. She called back again right away, but he turned off his phone.

He sat on the bed, in just his underwear again. He had hung his suit neatly on a coat hanger; even now habit took over. He unfolded the three sheets of paper that had been in the manila envelope again.

One was a copy of the official grading sheet, where after Evaluation it succinctly said Fail. The second was the sheet with the professor’s notes from the examination. It said only two things. In the name field, the professor had written Sándor Rézmüves, not Sándor Horváth. And underneath that there was just one sentence: Has nothing relevant to say.

The third sheet was an official letter from the university informing him that since he was no longer enrolled, they had to ask him to vacate his room at the Szigony Dormitory by May 15. The name Horváth was crossed out and replaced with Rézmüves. He wasn’t sure if the administration office had done that or the professor himself.

He stood up and went over to his desk. All of his books and notes were gone, and the police had also confiscated his computer, but Tamás’s mobile phone number was still sitting on the slip of paper he had tacked to his bulletin board. He turned his phone on again. He supposed he ought to be glad they had let him keep that.

Tamás answered after two rings.

“Yes?”

There was static and motor noise on the line, and Sándor had the impression Tamás was in a car or a bus. “What the hell are you up to?”

“Sándor? Relax, phrala, it’s just a bit of—”

“You little shit. I’m on my way to Galbeno. And when I find you, I’m going to wring your fucking neck.”

Tamás just laughed and hung up.

“I mean it,” Sándor said to the empty room, which was no longer his.


 

[image: ]HE BUS HAD to slow down to 20 kph to maneuver its way down the pot hole-riddled road. Eventually, there seemed to be more holes than asphalt, Sándor noted. He leaned his head against the dusty windowpane, feeling the vibrations through the glass.

The rage he had felt when he spoke to Tamás two days ago had long since evaporated. Maybe it would come back again when he saw him, but right now he couldn’t feel anything other than a thick, gray sense of failure. What the hell was he going to do when he arrived? Galbeno wasn’t “home,” even though that was what he had told Lujza. It hadn’t been home since … no, he couldn’t actually put a date on it, not even a year. He knew when he had been taken away, but he couldn’t nail down the moment when his inner compass had stopped pointing to the green house in Galbeno whenever someone asked him where he lived.

Grandpa Viktor had roared and raged that day, and the policemen from the white cars had needed to restrain both him and some of the uncles. One of them had his hands full just trying to manage Grandma Éva. Sándor had also scratched and kicked and struggled when they put him in the minibus with Vanda and Feliszia and little Tamás, but it was no use. The door closed, and there was no handle on the inside. Finally they drove away, up the same road where the ambulance had taken his mother, and through the rear window he could see Grandpa Viktor running after the vans, but he couldn’t run fast enough.

They had driven for a long time, without anything to eat or drink. There were two other children in the bus besides Sándor and his siblings, a boy and a girl. He had never seen them before; they must have been from another village. They held hands and didn’t speak. Neither did Sándor. The boy had peed in his pants, and it didn’t smell good.

Then the van drove through a gate in a fence and up the driveway to some tall, gray buildings. The door of the minibus was opened, and an adult stranger, an old bald gadjo in white clothes, pointed at Sándor and the other boy.

“Those two go to the blue wing,” he said. “The girls go over to the red wing, and the little one needs an exam at the health clinic.”

It took a second before Sándor understood that the gadjos wanted to split them up.

“No,” he said then. “I’m going to take care of them.”

“We’ll do that,” the bald gadjo said. “Now you just go over to the blue wing with Miss Erzsébet. That’s where the big boys live.”

Miss Erzsébet took his hand. She was young and pretty and also gadji, but he didn’t want to hold her hand.

“No,” he said. “I’m their brother.”

But they wouldn’t listen. A gadji lady, who was also dressed in white, had already picked Tamás up and was starting to walk away with him. Another woman had taken the girls by the hand, one on either side. Vanda’s face was swollen because she had cried the whole way, but now she was quiet. Her eyes were dark and frightened. Feliszia just looked confused. She hugged her pink stuffed rabbit, filthy as it was.

He tore himself away from the Erzsébet woman, but she grabbed him again, this time by the arm, hard. Then he bit her.

He could still remember the feeling, the tiny little hairs on her arm poking softly into his tongue, the salty taste of her skin mixed with a soapy bitterness he later learned was moisturizer. As he bit, he felt the skin break, and the saliva and blood mixed in his mouth.

So many years and he could still remember that, maybe because that was his last true act of rebellion.

You’ll take care of the girls and Tamás, right?

Mama, I was only eight.

The bus stopped at the end of the line, and he got out.

GALBENO WAS STILL Galbeno. Most of the houses had electricity now, but otherwise not much had happened in the past fifteen years. A small valley with a creek at the bottom, dusty grass and prickly shrubs, the odd fir tree that survived the quest for firewood because it was so full of resin that it would be foolhardy to toss it into the fireplace. Up on the eastern slope sat the cemetery with its crooked, white headstones, with a bigger population now than the village, which for a long time had been a dwindling cluster of houses along a road that didn’t go anywhere.

His arrival was instantly noticed by at least twenty people. An older woman who was sweeping in front of her house. Seven or eight kids in the middle of a water fight at one of the village’s three communal water pumps. Two men who were fiddling with an old, rust bucket of a car, three others who were watching and commenting. He knew they recognized him.

“Szia,” one of the men by the car called out, raising his hand in a casual greeting.

“Szia,” Sándor called back, without knowing who he was talking to. It could even be Tibor; Sándor wasn’t sure he would recognize him now. He had forgotten so much. Only a few names lingered in his mind.

He hoisted his duffel bag over his shoulder and started walking down the road toward Valeria’s green house. He hadn’t brought his suitcase or the cardboard boxes he had packed his things in because he didn’t want it to look like he was moving in. True, he had no idea where he would be living after May 15, but it wouldn’t be here; he had made his mind up about that. He might have to spend a few weeks here until he found something else, but he wasn’t moving in. Ferenc had been generous enough to store his boxes for the time being, though it meant he practically had to climb over the furniture to make it from one end of his room to the other.

Two little girls raced past him, giggling, and he knew he wouldn’t make it to the house unannounced. He could already hear their high-pitched, excited voices: “Valeria, Valeria, Sándor’s home!”

His mother appeared in the doorway. Then she came out to meet him, her arms outstretched.

“Sándorka! My darling.”

She embraced him and pulled his face down so she could kiss him warmly on both cheeks. Then she did it again, just to be sure.

“Mama.”

She was so small. It had come as a shock to him the first time he had seen her once he was a grown up—she was a tiny woman who didn’t come any higher than the middle of his chest. She was thin and more sinewy than he remembered her, her face tauter. There was something birdlike about her lightness, as if she had air in her bones where other people had marrow.

He knew women in their forties in Budapest who looked like young girls, and often behaved like that, too. That was not the case with Valeria. Her hair was still black, and she was so small that her T-shirt and jeans would fit a twelve-year-old. But no one who saw her face would mistake her for a teenager. Life had left its mark on her. There was a determination and a will to survive in her that weren’t the result of hours spent at the gym.

“Have you eaten?” she asked.

“Yes, yes.”

“When?”

He couldn’t help but smile in spite of everything that had happened.

“Mama, I ate.” An apple and a sandwich from the kiosk at the bus station, but that was plenty. His stomach couldn’t handle anything more.

“Well, then we’ll have some coffee. And you can tell me why you’ve come.”

Because naturally there had to be a reason for him to show up like this, in the middle of exams.

“Where’s Tamás?”

“Tamás? He’s not here.” Her eyes darted away as she said it, and he guessed it was because she wanted to hide something from him. Did she know what Tamás was up to?

“Mama, where is he? Do you know what kind of a mess he is in?”

She didn’t answer right away.

“Have a seat,” she said, pointing to the bench by the door. “I’ll make some coffee.”

“Mama!”

“He left, Sándorka. He has to earn money, too, doesn’t he?”

“Doing what?”

“The violin, of course. But there’s no one willing to pay around here anymore. Do you know how many men in the village have jobs?”

Sándor shook his head. How would he know that?

“Fourteen. And eight of those are just doing temporary work paid for by the council.”

He knew things were bad, but not that bad. From what he remembered from his childhood, nearly everyone had jobs most of the time. “People used to have jobs,” he said.

“Yes. When the Communists were in charge, the Roma had no trouble getting work. Now it’s just the Hungarians. And hardly anyone hires musicians these days. So Tamás is abroad now.”

“Where?”

“Germany, I think. No, wait.… Somewhere up north. I think it was Denmark.”

It would be nice to think that Tamás had only nicked his passport because he didn’t have one of his own and wanted to go to Denmark to play his violin and earn some money. But Sándor remembered the interrogation room and the questions the ever-patient Gábor had asked him, over and over again. Are you interested in weapons, Sándor? Why did you go to hizbuttahrir.org—you’re not a Muslim, are you? Where does your money actually come from, Sándor? For seventy-two hours.

NBH wasn’t in the habit of wasting their time on street musicians.

THE HOUSE’S ONLY habitable room was home to six people. Sándor’s stepfather Elvis didn’t live here anymore. He and Valeria had split up several years earlier. Both Sándor’s sisters were married now, but neither of them had actually moved out. Vanda used to have an apartment in Miskolc, but then the building was renovated, and some of the apartments combined into something larger and more “in keeping with the times,” as the property owner put it; when the tenants were due to move back in, for some reason or other there wasn’t room in the lovely, remodeled building with tiled bathrooms, renovated kitchens, and steel balconies for the three Roma families. So Vanda was living with Valeria again with her two little boys while her husband worked as a painter in Birmingham to earn money so they could get another place. Feliszia, who was seventeen now, had married a boy her own age from Galbeno, just a few months ago; he and his father were putting a roof on one of the abandoned houses on the outskirts of the village “so the young people would have somewhere to live.” Valeria quipped that at the speed those two were working; the young people would be middle-aged before they could move in. And besides, it wasn’t what Feliszia wanted. She wanted to move to Budapest or at least Miskolc, but certainly away from Galbeno.

“There’s nothing wrong with dreaming,” Valeria said as she made a bed for Sándor in the spot that was actually Tamás’s. And Feliszia noticed the hint of sarcasm in her tone right away.

“Tamás promised he would help,” she said defiantly. “He’s going to lend me the money for that hydrotherapy course, and then I can work as a carer for people with disabilities until I can afford to start my own clinic.”

Those weren’t just dreams; they were plans. Sándor looked at the determination his suddenly grown-up little sister radiated and wondered where it had come from. A year ago she had been a quiet, mild-mannered girl who was the most cautious of all the siblings.

“It’s easy for Tamás to make promises. And anyway, he doesn’t have any money,” Vanda said.

“He will. When he comes home from Denmark, he’ll have money.”

“How much does the course cost?” Sándor asked.

“Two thousand six hundred euros.”

Sándor did a quick conversion. That was more 700,000 forints. Where in the world did Tamás think he was going to get that kind of money? Certainly not from performing on street corners. Not even if he were lucky enough to get a job in a restaurant. He usually just played for tips and maybe food—if he was lucky.

“And what does Bobo say to your big plans?” Vanda asked. Bobo was Feliszia’s husband. “What does he say to a wife who wants to open her own clinic in Budapest?”

“He’d just be happy,” Feliszia said with a defiant note to her voice which revealed that she wasn’t entirely sure that was true.

“Why does Tamás think he can earn so much money in Denmark?” Sándor asked.

Valeria took the last quilt, unfolded it, shook it, and spread it out on the low built-in shelf, bench in the daytime and sleeping space at night, which ran around three of the room’s four walls.

“You shouldn’t talk about money right before bedtime,” she said in a firm voice. “And it’s bedtime now. Sándor, get out of here. Let the girls wash.”

Sándor got up. It hadn’t occurred to him that he would have to go out so his sisters could get undressed. God knows how long they had been waiting for him to leave of his own accord.

Outside it was so dark he was having trouble finding the path to the outhouse. There was a smell of wood smoke and a pig manure, as Valeria had bought a suckling pig that was being fattened up for the winter. He could hear it breathing, snuffling, and panting—presumably it was sleeping under its half roof of boards and plastic a few meters from the house.

Finally, there was the path. He made his way to the outhouse wondering how he would know when it was okay to go back in again. He felt like a bumbling idiot. When had this happened? Was it because Vanda and Feliszia were married now? Did Tamás go outside, too, to give them some privacy? Or were the rules different if you grew up together? Nothing was simple or straightforward. Maybe it would be easier for all of them if he slept in the other half of the house, even if part of the gable and some of the roof had caved in. It was summer after all. But if the wind picked up, some of the loose tiles up there could come down on his head while he slept.

The instant he opened the outhouse door, he was assaulted by yet another razor-sharp childhood memory. The darkness, the smell, the worn board with the hole in it that had been far too big for his little bottom. He had been terrified of falling in. So terrified that sometimes he would just squat down behind the chicken coop and hope no one noticed him. One time his stepfather had caught him in the act, with his pants down around his ankles. That had cost him a couple of sharp smacks.

“You’re not a goddamned animal, you filthy little brat. Only animals shit in the street!”

“Yes, but this isn’t the street.…”

The story immediately became a favorite with the whole family, told and retold with laughter and giggles, especially among the grandparents: There was the boy, squatting there with his butt hanging out, still as cocky as ever.…

Cocky. That was when you talked back to the grownups, when you were impertinent, and it was usually promptly punished. And yet there was always something ambiguous about the punishment. They didn’t spare the rod, but nevertheless there was an acceptance behind it, bordering on approval. Boys were supposed to be cocky. Calling a little boy a “pet” was an insult, on a par with calling him a “sissy” or a “Mama’s boy,” and even though disobedience could earn you a beating, too much obedience just brought you scorn.

He sat in the stinking darkness of the outhouse, no longer afraid of falling in the hole. But other than that he was by no means cocky. He had had that knocked out of him, effectively and a long time ago, and fear had eaten its way into his life. There was no defiance left in him now, no rebellion. It had been a long time since he had dared to be disobedient.

He hadn’t told Gábor and the NBH about Tamás. That was sort of rebellious, wasn’t it? Or was that just obedience to an older law? One that had been beaten, yelled, drilled, and loved into him the first eight years of his life: You stick up for your own.

He was glad he hadn’t ratted on Tamás to them. He was still furious at his brother, who had obviously acted like an asshole and a moron to boot, and the thought of the mess Tamás had landed them both in filled Sándor with a fear that was totally and utterly different in scope and extent than the everyday fear of messing up, failing, breaking written or unwritten rules, or being caught with your pants down. But in some small, overlooked, stubborn corner of his soul, he was still glad that he hadn’t told them about Tamás.

He finished and stepped out into the somewhat fresher air outside. His eyes had adjusted to the May darkness now. Here and there it was punctuated by light from the village houses’ small peephole windows combined with the bluish, white flicker of TVs. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad living here, he thought, without heat or running water or indoor toilets, if only you didn’t see how other people lived whenever you turned on the TV. But there were TVs here, in almost every house. The antennas jostled on the decrepit roofs, their bristly metal branches jutting out in all directions to catch the best possible signal.

Valeria came out with a washbasin and tossed the soapy water out onto the stinging nettles behind the house. He took that as a signal that the coast was clear again.

“Do you want me to heat up a little water for you?” she asked.

“No,” he said, because that would mean she would have to light the wood stove, and it was most certainly warm enough inside already. “I’ll just rinse off down by the pump.”

“No, do it here,” she said, passing him the basin. “You don’t wash in the middle of the street.”

That was a subtle dig, he thought, noticing the hint of a smile in one corner of her mouth. Apparently there was more than one thing people didn’t do in the middle of the street in Galbeno. He took the pink plastic basin but didn’t move. Neither did Valeria, standing less than a meter away from him. The light from the open door etched deep shadows under her cheekbones and chin and made her look older and sharper. From inside the house, he heard a sleepy little boy’s voice whining, and Vanda mumbled something reassuring in response.

“Mama, what’s going on with Tamás?” he asked quietly. Maybe she would say more now that Vanda and Feliszia weren’t listening.

“Why would anything be going on with Tamás?”

“Because the NBH is very interested in what he’s up to. Mama, they arrested me because he had borrowed my computer and used it to visit some sites on the Internet.” He faltered a bit, having no idea how much or how little Valeria might know about the Internet. It wasn’t like Galbeno was crawling with laptops. Could you even get online out here? Apparently there was some mobile coverage, but the Internet?

Valeria raised her head, and the moonlight gleamed in her eyes.

“The police,” she scoffed, sounding harsh and hostile. “They’re always after us.”

“It wasn’t just police, Mama. It was the NBH, the security service!”

“They’re still police,” she said. “Stay away from them, Sándor.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly go and ask to be arrested,” he said, unable to hold back a spark of irritation. “Mama, what I’m trying to say is that I think Tamás is mixed up in something dangerous.”

She touched his cheek with a damp, soap-scented hand.

“Well then, Sándorka,” she said in that Mama voice that went right to his gut. “You’ll just have to get him out of it. Won’t you?”
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Søren rested his paddle across the kayak in front of him and looked at his friend and boss with a certain impatience.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Islam. We’re never going to be able to get the idea, because there isn’t just one. There isn’t any one thing to understand. That’s why it’s so hopeless to work with.”

Torben ran both hands over his clean-shaven scalp. They had been paddling for almost two hours at a blistering pace, and there hadn’t been a sound between them other than the soft whistle of the paddles as they sank down into the water, leaving swirling, black holes in the smooth surface. After the last sprint, they were both breathing hard, Torben of course half a boat-length ahead of Søren. Lake Furesø spread out smooth and dark beneath their kayaks. It was evening, and utterly still. Søren’s fingers were reddened and chilled, but all the same, spring was in the air. The trees along the shore were displaying a light green mist of freshly budding leaves.

He didn’t really want to talk shop right now, but Torben was relentless as usual. Did they ever really talk about anything else? Søren suddenly had his doubts. They had been friends since they were both junior officers in the Danish police force. Torben had been just that much faster and that much smarter. He had been made deputy director of the PET’s counterterrorism branch at almost the same time that Søren had finally worked his way up to inspector. The ambiguous relationship usually worked out okay, but sometimes Søren wasn’t sure if he listened to Torben because he was his boss or because they were friends.

Torben either hadn’t noticed his lack of interest in the conversation or didn’t care. Torben whipped out his water bottle, took a couple of swigs, and proceeded undaunted.

“Now take that Imam who’s coming over for the opening of that cultural center in Emdrup. A highly educated man with honorary doctorates from several European universities. Of course we’ve had the analysts take a look at him, and apparently he’s supposed to be an advocate of Euro-Islam. In other words, a way of practicing Islam that doesn’t conflict with European values. That causes certain groups to accuse him of being too moderate or even a lapsed Muslim.…”

Søren could feel the evening chill, even in his long-sleeved hoodie. He was ready to come ashore now and was thinking, with a certain amount of longing, about warm, dry clothes and maybe even a quiet, friendly beer. But Torben hadn’t finished yet.

“But when Muslims who take an interest in Islam on a more intellectual level read his texts, the result is all over the place. They can be interpreted pretty much any way you want. Some people say he’s an advocate of the hijab, total gender separation, sharia, the lot. Other people insist the opposite is true. And do you know what I say?”

Resigned, Søren shook his head.

“I say that no matter how hard these people look, they’ll never understand what that man says or find the definitive truth about Islam. Because there isn’t one. It’s a rubberband. You can stretch it into any shape you like.”

Torben grabbed his paddle again and started slowly paddling back toward the jetty.

Søren knew Torben was more than normally frustrated. To be fair, the politicians, particularly the parties on the right, had allocated plenty of resources to fighting terrorism since 9/11, but the demands placed on the PET were also sky high, and the upcoming Summit had gobbled up most of the annual budget. The government’s decision to invest so heavily in the Copenhagen Summit certainly hadn’t made the pool of potential terrorists any smaller.

“Do they have the Emdrup business under control?” Søren asked, thinking without envy of the five-man team that had been assigned to babysit the cultural center until the opening.

“Um,” Torben grunted with a shrug. “We’ve had to cover ourselves on multiple fronts—the Muslims who think he’s too moderate, Danish right-wing extremists, plus anyone else who might want to celebrate his arrival in an undesirable fashion. And now the minister has decided he wants to attend the opening ceremony. It’s a bit of a nuthouse. But what about you? How are your own nutters coming along?”

Torben looked at him inquisitively, and again Søren had the uncomfortable sense he was meeting with his boss rather than out kayaking with a friend.

“We’re having some trouble getting things through tech. That’s the bottleneck for us at the moment. And then there’s this little Hungarian affair.…” Søren let the kayak nudge the jetty gently and held himself still for a moment, regaining his balance. Then he swung himself up onto the rough, wet boards. “The NBH picked up this student who has been searching in places he shouldn’t and has also been in touch with someone here. They think it might be some kind of arms trade, but they didn’t get anything definite out of him.”

Torben was already carrying his kayak toward the cars, but Søren could tell from his back that he was still listening. Torben was in charge of the eighty people who worked in the counterterrorism center and investigation details that literally multiplied by the hour, but he could still remember every individual case and was able to pick out the main points whenever necessary. That was what had made him such an incredibly talented intelligence officer.

Brilliant career, loving wife, three strapping sons … wasn’t that what Søren had once imagined his own life would contain, once he reached fifty? And Torben was actually a year or two younger than he was. He picked up his own kayak, feeling a heaviness weighing on his whole body as he followed Torben, barefoot on the rough wood of the jetty.

“What do we have on the Danish end?” Torben asked.

“A guy named Khalid. He wasn’t all that cooperative, so I had a chat with him, and we’ve been keeping an eye on him and anyone he talks to.”

“Aha?” A glint of interest in the deputy director’s eye. “And?”

“And not much. He chats with a classmate from secondary school who’s a sort of half-assed militant now, but not one of the ones on our black list. He has a broad assortment of acquaintances, including both Danes and immigrants, but mostly the latter. And an uncle who’s well respected in the moderate Muslim community, one of the supporters behind the Emdrup project, as it happens. We confiscated his computer and are still waiting for the IT team to find the time to take a look at it. They’re totally overworked. And so far there’s nothing about this that would justify giving it top priority.…”

“But?”

“There isn’t one.” They worked together to lift first one and then the second kayak up onto the roof rack of Torben’s Audi. Since he lived significantly closer to Lake Furesø than Søren, they usually stored the kayaks at his place.

“Come on,” Torben urged him. “What does your gut tell you?”

“Khalid is up to something. I just don’t know what it is.”

“So find out.”

“Yes. Okay.”

“Pressure him. Stress him. I mean, he already knows we’re keeping an eye on him, so there’s not much point in keeping a low profile, right?”

Søren couldn’t tell if there might be a hint of reproach in that last part.

“You think it was a mistake to confront him so early?” Søren asked as he peeled off his Dri-Fit tights. Torben used to be an advocate of the so-called “pre-emptive interviews” that were supposed to stop young people from becoming radicalized before they got in too deep. But maybe there was a new political wind blowing. After all, pre-emptive interviews didn’t lead to trials, convictions, and deportations.

“Well, it’s moot now, isn’t it?” Torben said. “You did what you thought was right. We have to take it from there. And even if it is an arms trade, that doesn’t necessarily make it grand-scale terrorism. Or terrorism at all, for that matter.”

Torben had already changed into a pair of loose jeans and a red T-shirt with a cheesy design on the front. “Sugar Daddy.” Probably from his wife, Annelise. Søren had always found Torben’s wife to be slightly vulgar.

“True. But if all he wants is a can of pepper spray, he chose a pretty suspicious place to buy it,” Søren said with a shrug. “Well, I’d better.…” He carefully avoided finishing the sentence completely. He turned his back to Torben and sat down in the car, giving a half-hearted wave out the window.

He had been on the verge of suggesting that quiet, Saturday beer. The evening skies were still full of light, and his house in Hvidovre would be just as he had left it that morning at seven o’clock, complete with dirty coffee cup, cereal bowl, toast crusts, and the utensils he had not bothered to load into the dishwasher. But Torben would probably just turn the beer into coffee at his and Annelise’s place, and Søren wasn’t in the mood for Torben’s idyllic coupledom or his three blond and almost ridiculously muscular teenage boys. Although, come to think of it, the oldest had moved out and was hardly a teenager anymore—he had just started medical school. But even so.

Torben grunted at him amicably. He was still resting his hands on the roof of his Audi, doing his stretches, as Søren pulled out of the parking lot and headed for Hvidovre.

Ah, well. There was more than one way to approach the big Five-Oh. Søren suppressed something that wasn’t quite envy and called the night shift at HQ to have them step up the surveillance on Khalid Hosseini.
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Two men climbed out of the car. They were both Roma, but it was immediately evident that there was a world of difference between them and the Galbeno men. It wasn’t just the expensive car or the black suits that Sándor instinctively thought of as “old-fashioned,” even though he couldn’t quite put his finger on why.

“Who’s that?” he asked Valeria.

“Alexisz Bolgár,” she said, her eyes trained on the older and more heavy-set of the two men.

“He isn’t from Galbeno, is he?”

“No.” Valeria’s lips grew narrower. “He comes here a couple times a month. He wants to be rom baro.”

Those two words from his childhood were not in Sándor’s active vocabulary, but now that he heard them, he remembered what they meant: the big man, the leader. He contemplated Bolgár with a certain nervous interest and was surprised when his curiosity was instantly returned.

“Mrs. Rézmüves. I hear your eldest has come home. Sándor, isn’t it?”

Bolgár spoke with a formal politeness that seemed a natural extension of his less-than-modern suit. Sándor nodded guardedly.

“How do you do?”

They shook hands, again very formally. Bolgár’s hand felt damp and fleshy, a rather unpleasant sensation. You couldn’t call him fat, but there was a fullness to him, as if there were an excess of everything—strong hands, bulky shoulders, wide jaw, big ears. Shiny black eyebrows, sideburns, and mustache, and a hairline that teetered somewhere between receding and balding.

“We should talk, Sándor,” Bolgár said. “Come visit me tomorrow.”

Sándor hesitated. He didn’t understand why Bolgár wanted to see him, but it seemed impolite to blurt out “Why should I?” Besides, it sounded more like an order than an invitation, and that troubled him.

“Mr. Bolgár.…” he began as his mind was still flipping feverishly through the catalog of suitable excuses: I won’t be here very long, I have to go back to Budapest, I promised my mother/my sister/an old friend.…

“Of course you needn’t take the bus, my friend,” Bolgár added jovially, sensing Sándor’s hesitation. “Stefan will pick you up, tomorrow at noon.”

Then he turned to one of the men in the circle in a the-discussion-is-now-over motion and started a new conversation. Sándor felt ambushed, but unable to protest. He glanced over at the BMW and was far from tempted by the prospect of a ride in its lush, cream-colored leather seats. Maybe he should go back to Budapest now, right away, so he wouldn’t even be here when Stefan came? He still had his dorm room for a couple more days. Maybe Ferenc would let him stay with him after that? He suddenly felt as if Galbeno was closing in on him and wasn’t going to let him go, pulling him down and nailing his feet to the ground so he could never escape.

Valeria stuck her hand in under his arm and managed to maneuver him out of the crowd.

“Bolgár,” she said in a tone that denoted more frustration than respect. “Uh, that man.”

“Is he really rom baro?” Sándor asked.

“I just said he wanted to be, not that he was.” Valeria waved her hand dismissively. Sándor couldn’t tell if she was waving away a troublesome insect or if the gesture were meant for Alexisz Bolgár. “He’s no big man. He’s the man with the money, and that’s not the same. But what are people supposed to do? When the house is falling apart or there’s no food? What choice do they have? Bolgár lends them money. And then suddenly he owns them.”

Sándor stopped. Valeria took another couple steps before turning around to see why he wasn’t with her anymore.

“Mama,” Sándor said cautiously. “Does he own you, too?”

Valeria’s lips were thin lines now, and her face was hard.

“He loaned Bobo the money for the roof,” she said. “And he’s the one who helped Tamás get to Denmark.”

“What does that mean?” Sándor asked. “How much do you owe him?”

But he already knew what that meant. It meant, for example, that tomorrow he would have to get into that BMW when Stefan came to pick him up.


 

[image: ]INA FOUND ANTON behind the school gym. He had taken off his sweatshirt and T-shirt, and his blond hair was sticking out in damp, sweaty spikes as he concentrated on pounding a heavy, green plastic ball against the wall. He kicked it, changed direction, kicked it again. The ball sang through the air with each well-aimed kick, and even though he had his back to her, Nina could tell right away that he was in a good mood.

She let her bag flop down on the ground and ran up to him just as he was about to whack yet another volley at the wall.

“I’ve got this one,” she yelled, and just managed to catch Anton’s grin of satisfaction before she kicked at the ball, striking it at an unfortunate angle and sending it careening past the corner of the gym out onto the playground.

“Hi, Mom.”

He was panting happily, and he cast one last wistful glance at the ball before he pulled his yellow T-shirt over his head and ran a hand through his sweaty hair. He’s getting so big, Nina thought, a warm wave of tenderness sloshing around pleasantly somewhere in her stomach. Occasionally she still had that feeling when she looked at Ida, as well, but these days it was mostly when Ida was asleep, her face resting childlike on her pillow. The rest of the time, words seemed to fall flat between them in a heavy, tangled mess, if they spoke to each other at all. The unfortunate roller hockey fiasco was just the latest example.

Things had always been more difficult with Ida, Nina thought, recalling Ida’s contorted little face in the highchair that terrible panicky day when she had dumped everything on Morten—including Ida—and had run away to foreign parts for several months. It was hard for her to explain why she had done it, even now, except that Ida had seemed so fragile, and she had become convinced that she would damage this tiny, helpless being with her own damaged life if she stayed. They had got off to a bad start, and though they had had a couple of peaceful years of something that had felt like normality with pasta necklaces, mother-and-daughter trips to the movies, and help with homework at the kitchen table, Nina had always had the sense that it was the calm before the storm. As if Ida were only waiting for a chance to relegate Nina once and for all to where she really belonged: Mom Hell. The place reserved for bad mothers, career women, alcoholics, and mentally unstable women where they might suffer for all eternity because they had dared to reproduce despite a complete absence of maternal qualifications.

They went inside the after-school club, where Anton crossed himself off the list as usual, and Nina quickly raked the contents of his locker into his backpack.

Her mobile phone rang.

Nina looked at the display and recognized the number just as she pressed the green button. Oh, hell. Peter from the Network.

It had been a while since she had last heard from him, and for once that had suited her just fine. There had been plenty of crises at the Coal-House Camp in the past few months, and after that whole business with the boy in the suitcase last year, Morten had been adamant about putting the brakes on her Network involvement. They had had the Big Important Talk—she had permission to continue her work with the Network, but on the condition that she stayed home when Morten was away on the rigs. Anything else would be “treating her own family like shit,” as Morten had so poetically expressed it, and even though their marriage was going through an unusually good patch, Nina still had the sneaking suspicion she was being forced to resit an exam in Virtues of Danish Family Life 101. She didn’t want to find out what would happen if she flunked.

“We need you in Valby. If you make it before 4 P.M. I can meet you there.”

Peter spoke with authority in his voice, as if he were Barack Obama personally shutting down Guantanamo. He hardly even waited for her to say hello.

“No go, Peter,” Nina said, noting the time automatically: 3:44 P.M. exactly. “I can’t today. Morten is away in the North Sea, and I’m literally up to my ears in my son’s leftover lunch. You have to find someone else.”

Peter was quiet for a moment on the other end of the line.

“Can’t you leave him on his own for a while? It won’t take more than an hour.”

Nina tried to quell her rising irritation. Although she had never actually said so, Peter should know by now that saying no was not an easy thing for her. She felt an unreasonable burst of resentment that he wouldn’t just accept it when she actually did decline a request.

“No, I can’t just leave him,” she hissed. “He is eight years old, for God’s sake. What’s the problem, anyway?”

“This guy from Hungary,” Peter said neutrally. “Not that old, maybe sixteen or seventeen. He just arrived and is staying with about fifty other people in this derelict garage in Valby, and he’s sick as a dog. Vomiting and diarrhea. I think it must be some kind of food poisoning, and I could really use a little help.”

Nina breathed a little easier. Peter painted the picture with irritating clarity, and of course someone should probably to try to figure out if it was food poisoning or just an ordinary case of the trots. But all things considered, it didn’t sound like anything she needed to be involved in.

“Hungary is part of the EU,” she said. “No one is going to deport him. Send him to the doctor with a stool sample, and buy some rehydration powder, cola, and lots of mineral water. He’ll be back on his feet in a couple of days,” she said quickly.

“You know damn well he won’t see a doctor,” Peter said, raising his voice a bit. “He would have to pay for it himself, and these boys aren’t exactly loaded. They’re Roma, most of them. They don’t understand a word of English, German, or French, and they’re totally paranoid about any kind of authority figure. They made me hide in the goddamn inspection pit just because someone knocked on the door. I couldn’t get through to them at all.” Peter didn’t usually swear, and it sounded almost comical when he did. Nina guessed his visit to the inspection pit had put a couple dents in his dignity. “You simply have to help,” he continued. “I have no idea what to do with them.”

“I’m sorry, Peter.” She gave Anton a quick smile, realizing that last part had eased her guilty conscience further. Even she, Save-The-World Woman, as Morten sarcastically referred to her, sometimes found the Roma hard to love. She had once stood in the middle of a crowd of Roma trying to examine a boy with a fever and a tooth abscess the size of a ping pong ball. Aman—presumably the boy’s father—had alternately begged and threatened her, and ultimately the whole crowd had stormed off in a huff, spluttering and gesticulating, dragging the sick boy with them. She had been more nervous than she usually was when she was called out at night, and the thought of fifty Roma packed into a repair shop in Valby gave her an unexpectedly uneasy feeling. They had presumably traveled up to Denmark by bus, hoping to scrape together some money over the summer through begging or trickery. It didn’t make their physical ailments any less uncomfortable, but damn it.…

“I’ll call you later,” Peter said, his voice icy. “And in the future it would be helpful if you could send me Morten’s schedule so I’ll know when we can count on you.”

Then he was gone.

Nina let her phone slip back into her jacket pocket and hoisted up Anton’s bag. Did he really need to be so bossy? But she knew Peter had trouble finding both people and funds at the moment. The Network had a limited circle of supporters, and the financial crisis hadn’t exactly helped their bottom line. Also, the new nurse Peter had found in the autumn had recently moved away from Copenhagen to settle on the West Coast with her husband and kids and a German shepherd puppy. Peter would calm down eventually. He had no other choice.


 

[image: ]ÁNDOR WAS STARING at the piece of paper Bolgár had put down on the table in front of him. It didn’t exactly look official, and he doubted the document would ever be presented to the tax authorities or any other official for that matter, but the mere fact that it had been written down gave it a certain, unarguable weight.

It was an IOU. And the amount was a staggering two million forints. Tamás! he protested silently to himself. How in the hot, stinking bowels of hell could you sign this? But that was just what he had done—Tamás Rézmüves, with big adolescent swoops to the T and the R.

“Tamás isn’t eighteen yet,” Sándor said in a sort of legal reflex. But he also knew that didn’t matter here. The IOU in front of him had nothing to do with Hungarian law.

Bolgár leaned back until his wicker chair creaked under the pressure. They were sitting on the patio at Bolgár’s house, in a village that wasn’t so terribly different from Galbeno apart from the fact that the cars were bigger and newer. Only Bolgár’s own house stood out, and then some—it must be five or six thousand square feet, Sándor thought, with a two-story central core and two lower side wings surrounding the patio. Facing the street there was a tall wrought iron fence with so many curlicues and flourishes that it made his eyes swim when he tried to look through it.

“Sándor, my friend,” Bolgár said slowly. “Your brother is a man, and this here is his signature. Do we agree on that much?”

Sándor thought about Valeria and the girls and about the money for the new roof. He nodded.

“Yes.”

Bolgár smiled.

“Good. Then we can work out the rest.” He gave a curt, brisk wave with one hand, and a teenage girl came out of the house with a tray of bottles and glasses. “It’s hot,” Bolgár said. “I’m sure you would like a beer.”

The girl set the tray down on the little wrought iron table between them with a bang. Her sullen face radiated antipathy; she obviously wasn’t thrilled to be waiting on the men.

“My daughter,” Bolgár said proudly, completely disregarding her rebellious glare. “Give your daddy a kiss, girl.”

The girl leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek without the slightest change in her facial expression. Then she disappeared back into the house. Bolgár raised his glass, and Sándor’s reflexive politeness forced him to do the same even though he actually had no desire to drink with this man. The beer was so icy-cold that he felt it all the way down his esophagus; it was almost painful.

“Why did Tamás borrow so much money?” Sándor asked.

“Business,” Bolgár said. “Your brother had an item to sell, but he had to borrow money for the trip, transportation, room and board. It all adds up, you know.”

“But … two million?” You could buy ten airplane tickets for that kind of money, Sándor thought.

“Shall we say there was … a certain element of risk. Your brother couldn’t just take the bus.”

Sándor felt a shiver in his gut that had nothing to do with the chilled beer.

“What kind of item?” Sándor asked. “And where did he get it?”

Bolgár shook his head.

“Your brother was extremely tight-lipped about the details. Still, I trusted him, which is why I invested such a large sum and put him in touch with some men in Denmark who could help him. But now I’m starting to have doubts. I haven’t heard anything, you see. From him or the Danes. And so now I’m asking myself: Who is going to pay me back my two million forints?”

Bolgár’s eyes came to rest on Sándor with a weight that made it clear it wasn’t actually a question.

“FELISZIA. CAN I ask you something?”

His little sister was standing in front of the house with her forearms immersed in an orange plastic basin, washing clothes. The front of her pink T-shirt was covered with wet splotches.

“What?” she asked.

Sándor looked around. One of Vanda’s two boys was chasing the other with a little, yellow squirt gun. Both of them were screaming with delight. Vanda was nowhere to be seen, and he couldn’t spot Valeria either. Probably just as well.

“The money Tamás thinks he’s going to earn in Denmark. I know it’s because he has something to sell. But do you know what it is?”

She shook her head. “No. He didn’t say anything about that.”

“Feliszia, it’s important. I think he’s in trouble, but I can’t help him unless I have some idea what it’s about.”

Feliszia regarded him with calm, dark eyes. She had become so beautiful, he thought. So very much alive.

“What kind of trouble?” she asked.

“Well, Bolgár for starters.” He didn’t want to bring up the NBH just now.

“That man,” she said in exactly the same tone Valeria had used. “I didn’t want Bobo to borrow the money from him. But he did it anyway.”

“Tamás borrowed two million forints.”

“Two million?” Feliszia looked startled. “But why?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

“That idiot,” she whispered. She had tears in her eyes now. “What is it?” He placed a hand on her arm awkwardly. “Feliszia, what’s wrong?”

Suddenly she wrapped her soapy arms around his neck and hugged him tight. It took Sándor so much by surprise that he just stood there like a peg doll with stiff, mechanical joints. Feliszia let him go again and looked at him with the same confusion he had seen before in both her and Vanda’s faces. He was their brother, and yet he wasn’t. The distance between them suddenly hurt; he didn’t want it to be there. He wanted to belong.

“I really want to help,” he heard himself say. “I just don’t know how.” And this time he meant it; he was no longer just trying to persuade her to talk to him.

“He was so angry,” Feliszia said. “About that business with Vanda’s apartment, about what happened in Tatárszentgyörgy.”

Sándor bit his lower lip. He remembered his own feeling of impotent shock when he heard about the tragedy in the little village forty kilometers from Budapest. Someone had set fire to a house where a Roma family was living. When the inhabitants tried to escape from the flames, they were gunned down. A father and his five-year-old son.

“Was it someone you knew?” he asked.

“No,” Feliszia said. “But it doesn’t matter. They were Roma.”

“You’re angry, too.”

“Yes, I am. So you see, I understand Tamás.”

“What do you mean?”

“He said the only thing that could save us was money. Lots of money. So we could get out of here, and no one could hurt us.”

“Feliszia, this isn’t going to save anyone. Tamás is up to his neck in it, and so are we. And everything is just getting worse.”

She shot him a furious, betrayed look, which pierced him to the soul. A little girl with a filthy pink stuffed rabbit on her lap, confused and afraid and surrounded by strangers.…

“Well, it’s not my fault,” Sándor said defensively. “I’m just trying to help.…”

She plunged her arms back into the basin so abruptly that soapy water splashed out in all directions and began to scrub at the wet clothes with quick, fierce jerks.

Then her motions slowed. She pulled up one shoulder and used it to rub a soapy smear off her cheek.

“I don’t know what he wants to sell,” she said. “And I don’t know where he got it from either. But you could try asking Pitkin.”

THE DOG WAS barking, very loudly and insistently with just a split second between each deafening woof. Its lips were pulled so far back that every single tooth was visible and most of its glistening pink-and-black mottled gums, too. Sándor remained motionless, standing in the relative safety on the other side of the ramshackle fence. It was bigger than most of the village dogs, and he rather thought a German shepherd had been added to the mix not too many generations ago.

“Hello?” he called, tentatively. “Is Pitkin home?”

Pitkin lived in “the old village,” as people in Galbeno called it, even though only three buildings there were still even marginally habitable. It was a collection of wattle and daub huts a little farther up in the hills, closer to the source of the spring, but otherwise just a little farther away from everything. No road, just a winding path. No electricity. Roofs that were patchworks of rusty metal plates, plastic, and straw. Galbeno wasn’t actually the end of the road, Sándor reflected. There was a back of beyond beyond the back of beyond.

A man came out of the house. His back was so stooped that his head with its plaid cap jutted out between his shoulders like a turtle’s. His trousers were being held up by a pair of black suspenders, and his torso was clad solely in a yellowing vest.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Sándor. My mother’s Valeria Rézmüves.”

“Valeria’s boy? How tall you’ve grown!”

Sándor shrugged. “Is Pitkin home?” he asked.

The old man nodded. “Come in,” he said. “Shut up, Brutus.”

The German shepherd mix stopped barking immediately. It wagged and danced over to the old man, who patted its head with a calloused, gnarled hand. Sándor ventured inside, closing the gate behind him by the simple expedient of looping a bit of dark-green binder twine over the top of the post.

Inside the hut itself it was so dark that at first Sándor could barely make out the details. The floor plan was the same as in Valeria’s green house. One room, a shelf for sleeping and seating along three of the walls, a wood stove, and a door. No TV here, of course, since there wasn’t any electricity. Also lacking was the cleanliness and order Valeria insisted on.

A moped was parked in the middle of the room. A blue, three-speed Kreidler Florett, Sándor noted, recollecting specifications picked up in his teenage years that he hadn’t realized he still remembered. The smell of gasoline mixed with the pungency of dirt and human body odor. The moped was definitely the cleanest thing in the room. New wasn’t quite the right word, but maybe newly purchased? There was something about the way it was polished, and probably also the fact that it was parked in the middle of the house, that suggested that the joy of ownership hadn’t lost its luster.

“Pitkin, this is Sándor,” the old man announced. “Valeria’s boy.”

A pile of blankets in the corner moved, and a large, droopy form sat up.

“Tamás?” Pitkin said. “Is Tamás home?”

“No,” Sándor said. “Not yet.”

“He’s been a little under the weather lately,” grunted the man who must be Pitkin’s grandfather. “He must have eaten something that doesn’t agree with him. But if you’ll sit with him for a bit, then I can go down to the council office.”

“Are you going, Grandpa?”

“Yes, Pitkin, but Sándor’s here now. So it’s okay if I nip out for a bit.”

You would have thought Pitkin was eight rather than eighteen, Sándor thought. How sick was he really? But then it dawned on him that it wasn’t just this momentary discomfort making Pitkin seem like a child. Feliszia had mentioned it, too; she had described him as “a little immature,” and that was no exaggeration.

“You will stay, won’t you?” the old man said, and even though his voice sounded casual, there was an intensity in his eyes that made it clear that it was a plea. “I also have to pick up a couple of things at the store.”

Dear God, Sándor thought, how long has Pitkin been sick?

“Of course I will,” Sándor promised, sitting down on the bench to demonstrate that he wasn’t about to run off. “Take your time.”

Pitkin followed his grandfather with his eyes as the old man put a jacket on over his yellowing vest—despite the heat—and straightened his cap.

“I’ll be home again soon, boy,” he said, and Sándor was a little unsure whether the boy being referred to was him or Pitkin.

“When’s Tamás coming back?” Pitkin asked once his grandfather had gone. “He said it wouldn’t take that long.”

“I don’t know, Pitkin. What was he was going to do?”

But Pitkin wasn’t that gullible. His face suddenly went blank, and he blinked a couple times.

“He was just going to earn a little money,” Pitkin said. “With his violin.”

Sándor stifled a sigh. Pitkin was clearly smart enough to lie, he thought, just not smart enough that the lie wasn’t obvious.

“That’s a nice moped,” Sándor said. “Have you just bought it?”

Pitkin’s face lit up like a sunrise.

“It’s a three-speed,” he said. “It can go seventy on a flat road.”

“That’s great. What did you have to pay for it?”

“Tamás bought it for me. He said.…” Pitkin stopped.

“What did he say, Pitkin?”

But Pitkin just shook his head.

“I wish he’d come home again,” he said. “It’s so boring here without him.”

“You’re good friends, you and him?”

Pitkin nodded so his dark hair danced.

“He’s my best friend.”

“So you would want to help him, if he needed it?”

“Of course!” Pitkin’s serious face practically radiated indignation. “He’s my friend.”

“Yes, and he’s my brother. And I really want to help him.”

“Help him with what?”

Sándor hesitated. He suddenly found it hard to lie to this big, vulnerable child-man. So he chose some words that were actually true. “Help him come home,” Sándor said. “He’s been gone too long.” Pitkin nodded. “That’s right.”

The dog came into the house. What was its name again? Brutus? Very apt. It gave Sándor a suspicious look just to let him know that it was keeping its eye on him. Then it lumbered over to Pitkin and nudged its head under Pitkin’s hand to entice him to stroke it. Pitkin scratched the dog behind the ear so it closed its eyes and moaned in pleasure.

“Do you know where exactly he was going?”

“Denmark. He said Denmark.”

Sándor knew that much already.

“What was he going to sell?”

“Just something we found,” Pitkin said.

“Where?”

“The hospital in Szikla.” Pitkin bit his lip. “He told me not to tell anyone that.”

“It’s okay, Pitkin. It’s just me.”

Suddenly the look on Pitkin’s face changed. He stood up abruptly, fumbling his way past the moped to the door. He barely made it out before the first wave of vomit splashed onto the ground.

Sándor got up instinctively without knowing what to do. Hold Pitkin’s forehead? Clean up the mess? The dog whined and bumped Pitkin with its nose, and when Sándor took a step closer, it turned its head and growled. Sándor sat down again.

Pitkin wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“It won’t stop,” Pitkin said, his voice making it clear he found this unfair. “I haven’t eaten anything at all today and still it just keeps coming.”

He sank back onto the bunk, on a pile of quilts and pillows. The dog was sniffing at the pool of vomit outside, but when Pitkin snapped his fingers, it obediently came back in and sat down next to him.

“Do you want a glass of water or anything?”

Sándor asked awkwardly.

Pitkin shook his head. “I’m tired,” he said. “I think I’m going to take a nap.”

“What was it you found?” Sándor tried one more time.

“I can’t talk now,” Pitkin grunted and lay down.

“Not even to help Tamás?”

But that appeal no longer had any effect.

“He said I couldn’t tell anyone,” Pitkin said, closing his eyes.

Sándor sat up straighter. The dog followed his every move.

“Pitkin.…”

A fake snore was all that came from Pitkin.

“You’re not really asleep.…” Sándor tried. But all he heard was more snoring, and he began to realize that he wasn’t going to get anything else out of this conversation. He got up slowly so as not to alarm the dog. Pitkin opened his eyes.

“You’re not leaving, are you?”

“Well, you’re just going to go to sleep, right?”

“But you promised my grandpa.”

The fear shone out of Pitkin’s eyes. Sándor didn’t know if he was always afraid of being alone or if it was just because he was sick. Either way, he couldn’t resist the boy’s obvious terror.

“Okay, I’ll stay for a bit,” he said.

Pitkin grunted in satisfaction and made himself more comfortable. Sándor sat quietly next to him until the old man came back.

THE NEXT MORNING Bolgár’s BMW was parked outside Valeria’s house when Sándor went out to pee. Stefan was leaning against the front door with his arms crossed. When he spotted Sándor, he straightened up and started moving.

“Mr. Bolgár wants to talk to you,” he said.

Sándor had pretty much guessed that.

“So early? Can’t it wait until I’ve had a pee?”

Apparently it couldn’t. There was a certain inevitability to the way Stefan was blocking his way.

“Now,” he said.

A few hours later Sándor was once again sitting on a bus. Not the local one this time, but an old, blue Ford Transit minibus. All seventeen seats were occupied, and the aisle between the seats was stuffed full of luggage in suitcases and plastic bags. He was the only one from Galbeno, but most of the others were from similar villages or from Miskolc’s Roma ghetto. Three women had their own section at the very back of the bus where a couple of sheets could be rigged up as a curtain at night. One of them was traveling with her little daughter, a girl of about four. The rest of the passengers were men.

Sándor was sitting on a worn, gray imitation leather seat that was already sticking to his thighs, with his feet awkwardly wedged on either side of the cardboard box of food and water that Valeria had presented him with, and his feeling of unreality grew until he was seriously considering banging his head against the window a couple of times just to check if it hurt. Outside the window Miskolc’s industrial district slid by, a gray and rusty brown landscape of fences and crumbling concrete, dented steel containers, and high smokestacks from the time when smokestacks were a symbol of progress, growth, and jobs.

Ten days ago, he thought. Ten days ago I was a law student. I was living in Budapest. I had a future.

Back then he had enjoyed the illusion that he was the master of his own life, that he could steer it in whichever direction he wanted. With a few limitations, of course, and as long as he was good and careful about not breaking the rules. Since then he had been jerked this way and that, first by Tamás, then by the NBH, the university, his professor, his mother, his family, and now most recently Bolgár.

“We’ve heard from Denmark,” Bolgár had said when Stefan deposited Sándor on the patio like the previous time. “Your brother needs you.”

“Tamás? What for?”

“Who asks why when his brother needs help? He just wants to talk to you, he says. Don’t worry, Sándor; we’ll take care of everything. At no extra charge. You’re leaving this afternoon.”

Again it wasn’t a question. Not even a demand for his consent. His compliance was taken for granted. But Bolgár might not have trusted completely in his obedience after all; as he was put on the bus, Stefan took his wallet, removed his Visa card, and gave it to the driver before handing Sándor back his money.

I’m going to Denmark, he told himself. It didn’t really make any sense. If he had been the cowboy in one of the two tattered Morgan Kane novels he had in his bag, he would have a clear mission at this point: someone who needed to be found, rescued, or avenged. Of course there would also be bad guys and trials and tribulations, and a dynamic hero who would see things through to their conclusion and emerge victorious in the end.

Sándor had a hard time seeing what his mission was. And an even harder time picturing the victorious hero.

Bolgár wanted him to help his brother. But with what? he wondered. Presumably with selling whatever the heck he and Pitkin had found, on some ultra black market to a buyer who was no doubt a criminal and possibly worse. What an outstanding start to his law career that would be.

But you don’t have a law career anymore, an icily sarcastic voice jeered in his mind. And if you don’t get Bolgár his damned two million forints, you might not have a family anymore, either. Because that was what this was about. It was never said out loud, but that was the implication. It was the reason he hadn’t refused to go, the reason he hadn’t even protested when Stefan took his credit card. Valeria and the girls. Their lives and ability to survive in the village. He didn’t even dare contemplate what consequences it might have for them if he stood up to a man like Bolgár.

He rubbed his forehead with his wrist and suddenly felt like talking to Lujza. Not to tell her where he was going or what had happened so far. Just … because. Because she was his real life, the one he had had before he became hopelessly trapped in this web of family and past and veiled threats.

He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket. If he was going to call, it made the most sense to do it while it was still a domestic call. But when he tried to turn the phone on, it shut off right away. The battery needed to be recharged.

He sat there for a while with the phone in his hand. Then he let it drop back into his pocket.

Maybe it was better this way. He had no idea what he would have said to her anyway.


 

[image: ]INA DIDN’T WANT to talk to anyone anymore.

They had called from the children’s unit that morning while Nina was leading her class for new mothers, Infant Health. That was one of the more pleasant jobs at the Coal-House Camp. Women who had just given birth had an astounding ability to shut out the rest of the world. The five women sat on the floor of the clinic’s little waiting room with their babies in front of them on soft, brightly colored baby blankets as they followed Nina attentively with their eyes.

“Put your baby on its tummy as often as possible. After each diaper change, for example.”

Nina squatted down and carefully rolled a three-month-old boy onto his stomach, and couldn’t help but smile. The boy struggled to hold his big wobbly head, but gave up after a few seconds, resting his forehead on the blanket in front of him and squawking shrilly and angrily. The women laughed. The boy’s mother, a very young woman from Sudan, stroked him soothingly over his dusting of curly hair. Then she turned him around, picked him up in a quick and secure grip, and snuggled his little body to her chest. The boy instantly stopped his screeching, but was still whimpering at the affront when the phone rang. Rikke from the children’s unit made her brief report. Rina wasn’t sleeping, wasn’t eating, and refused to talk to anyone. Including the kids she actually knew well from the family section at Unit B.

They didn’t need Nina to come back, because as Rikke said, “the positive effect of Nina’s daily visits was obviously limited.” She was actually just calling because she wanted to talk to Magnus. He was going to have to get the girl some kind of psychiatric evaluation.

“Damn and blast it,” Nina said, aware of how her loathing of the system came sneaking in. She pictured Rina, sitting in the office in the children’s unit, spinning around hesitantly on a stool in front of the camp’s child psychiatrist. He was actually pretty good, a friendly middle-aged man with a little pot belly and a pair of narrow glasses mounted on his nose. But she wouldn’t be given more than an hour of therapy a month. Which was hardly better than nothing at all.

“What she needs is her mother,” Nina said, trying to rein in her frustration. After all, it wasn’t Rikke’s fault. But still … Nina wasn’t sure she liked the tone of Rikke’s voice. Wasn’t there a touch of blame in it?

“I’m not disagreeing, Nina,” Rikke said. “But neither you nor I can give her what she needs most of all now. You’re wasting your time over here. She’s totally out of it. I need to talk to Magnus. Now.”

“He’s not here.”

“Then ask him to call when he gets in.”

Nina said an overly hasty goodbye and put the phone back down on the desk with a hard bang. The babies’ mothers were still sitting on the floor in the next room, and she could hear their soft, cooing voices, their laughter, and the babies’ little grunts of satisfaction at the attention.

She waved a quick farewell to the women and then walked rapidly down the hallway toward the exit. She needed a break. It had started raining outside. Soft, heavy drops were falling from the gray May sky and had already soaked the lawn in front of the main building. Nina stood in the doorway watching the water run in little rivulets over the paved walkway, which was lined with old cigarette butts and gum wrappers. Spring spruced up the Coal-House Camp, no question. But there was no hiding the fact that both the residents and the Danish government were basically indifferent to the place. It was ugly and uncared for. Scratched up, scuffed, worn out. Being here made people gray, no matter how much paint they sloshed on the outside and how much IKEA furniture they stuffed inside.

She took a deep breath. The scent of wet dirt and grass and asphalt and summer. She made a decision. She would bring Ida, Anton, and Morten to Viborg with her this year, to stay with her mother. The kids really ought to spend a little time with their grandmother. Nina would just have to grit her teeth and smile her way through it.

Her phone’s protracted trills interrupted her, and she just managed to get it up out of her pocket before the ringing stopped.

“Nina?”

It was Peter. She recognized his voice after a brief delay. He didn’t sound the way he usually did. “Nina, I know Morten isn’t home yet, but I was really hoping you could make an exception. I’m.…” Peter was cut short by a protracted coughing fit, followed by long, labored gasps for breath. “I’ve come down with something,” he said. “I’m sure it’s the same thing the young Roma boy has. It’s really nasty. I’m so.…”

Again a protracted rattling cough that almost made Nina hold the phone away from her until the worst of the fit had passed. She lowered her voice.

“What were you hoping I could do?”

Peter laughed hollowly into the phone.

“Nothing fancy. I’ve gathered a few supplies for that young man at the Valby garage. You know, fluids, Imodium, seasickness pills, and that rehydration powder you said he should have. What was that stuff called.…” Nina could hear Peter rustling around in some packages. “Well, it doesn’t matter.” He called off the hunt. “Now the problem is that I’m not up to driving out there to drop them off. I’ve been throwing up nonstop.”

His voice became high-pitched, almost childlike, as he said that last bit, and that made Nina hesitate with her refusal. She looked at her watch and considered her options. Anton was going to spend the night next door at Mathias’s. They had been planning that for a few weeks, so she wouldn’t need to feel guilty about defending that to Morten, and it was pretty much standard routine that Ida disappeared into her room the instant Nina walked in the door.

“I’m not driving out to Valby, Peter,” Nina said. “But I’ll come over and check on you. You shouldn’t be lying there all by yourself.” That wasn’t breaking her promise to Morten, she thought, painstakingly suppressing the sudden sense of relief she felt at not having to spend the evening ignoring Ida’s coldness.

There was silence on the other end of the line.

“Peter?”

“Thanks, Nina. That’s really nice of you.” Peter’s voice caught a little over his own unaccustomed politeness. Peter didn’t usually thank people, Nina mused. Peter usually demanded her assistance for the Network and took it for granted that she would say yes. Nina furrowed her brow and let her phone fall back into her jacket pocket. Only then did the penny drop. Peter didn’t care if she went to Valby tonight. This time he had been calling to get help for himself.

PETER’S HOUSE WAS on a long, flat street on the borderline between two of Copenhagen’s less fashionable suburbs, Vanløse and Brønshøj. She had never been there before and had to double-check the house number on the little yellow slip of paper she had sitting next to her on the passenger’s seat. The street was lined with light-green beech hedges, and behind them she caught glimpses of gardens tended with varying degrees of enthusiasm, with small, crooked fruit trees, lilacs, birches, and chestnuts. The houses looked like they were from the 1950s, originally small, but now with add-ons and remodels on all sides and of generally doubtful aesthetic merits.

Peter’s house was no exception. A small, red-brick bungalow surrounded by a lawn, a couple of bushes, and a narrow garage at the end of the driveway. Peter had his own alterations underway, Nina knew. A little annex that would connect the garage to the bungalow. He had been talking about it for several years. Being able to bring people, unseen, into the house from the garage would make some of his work for the Network easier, but of course that hadn’t been an option while he was married. No self-respecting woman would have allowed the monstrosity Nina saw being added onto the end of the house. Not even if it was going to help save the world.

The foundation had been poured for the little add-on, and a hole had been knocked through the wall. That was as far as he, or the workmen, had gotten, and a perfunctory tarpaulin now covered the opening, flapping gently in the cool May breeze. Small, shiny pools of water sat on what would be the floor of the annex someday.

The divorce had taken its toll on him, Nina thought. He never mentioned it when they saw each other. He rarely talked about himself, just the “cases” and the “clients.” But Nina felt she could see the grim contours of the divorce in the construction mess—the sagging sacks of building rubble slumped at the corner of the driveway and the windows gaping emptily out at the garden. His wife must have taken the curtains, she thought with disapproval. That was the kind of thing women did to their ex-husbands, knowing full well that the poor slobs would never get around to fixing new ones. And on top of that, Peter now obviously didn’t have anyone besides her to call when he was sick.

It took Peter a while to open the door.

He was fully dressed, but unmistakably sick. His eyes were bleary and bloodshot, his face unshaven, and his hair was sticking out every which way, sweaty and disheveled. There was no mistaking the sour smell of sweat and vomit as he stepped aside and invited her in with a sarcastic, stewardess-like gesture.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” he chimed with a wan smile.

Nina smiled back, setting her grocery bag of fresh supplies—a loaf of bread, cola, and oatmeal—on the floor in the hallway.

“How bad is it?”

Peter sighed. “Well, I think it’s a little better,” he replied evasively. “I haven’t thrown up in over an hour, but I’m just completely wasted.”

Nina nodded.

“Well, let’s look on the bright side. Did you eat or drink anything when you were at the house?”

“Oh, it’s hardly a house. It’s an old auto mechanic’s shop. But, no. I don’t think I did. A cup of tea at the most.”

“Good. Then I don’t think it’s food poisoning. It sounds more like a stomach virus. They can be ridiculously contagious.”

Peter turned around and slowly made his way into the sparsely furnished living room, where he collapsed onto a faded sofa. A bucket and mop were in position next to him, and on a low table he had a stack of hand towels, a roll of paper towels, and a pitcher of water.

“I’m really sorry I called you like that,” he said. “But at one point I just got so … scared. I damn nearly blacked out when I tried to stand up, and I really freaked that something was seriously wrong. But now I risk infecting you, too.”

Nina shook her head dismissively.

“You help so many people, Peter. If for once you need someone to cool your fevered brow for you, that’s only fair.”

She quickly gathered up the used towels and located the washing machine in the bathroom. There wasn’t much that you could say about stomach bugs that was good, but at least it usually cleared up on its own.

“Have you had any diarrhea?”

“Not yet.”

“Fever?”

Nina snapped the washing machine closed and set it on hot. Peter responded something or other from the living room, but she had to go back in to hear what he said. He was lying back with his eyes closed and a limp hand resting on his forehead.

“No, no fever,” he repeated. “But blood. There was a little blood in my vomit.”

Nina was puzzled. Blood didn’t necessarily mean anything. It could have come from some small lesion in his esophagus or pharynx. It could easily happen if the vomiting was intense. And since he was improving.…

“How long have you been sick?”

Nina looked around the room. There were two empty 1.5-liter Coke bottles on top of the TV. Peter had amassed a whole little pile of mail on the shelf over by the door without apparently having had the strength to open it.

“Since last night,” he said with an uneasy, drawn out sigh. “I was supposed to head out to Valby with fresh supplies today.”

He nodded tiredly toward a couple big bags in the corner of the living room.

“Isn’t that a lot of shopping for one person?” Nina asked, recognizing an all too familiar sense of anxiety starting to move around somewhere in her stomach.

“Yes, plus now I’ve gone and drunk all the Coke myself,” Peter said in a voice that sounded a little choked up. “But they called me again after I talked to you. More people are sick now. They were worried about the little ones. The kids. So I bought a lot. They also called while I was sick, I could see. But I just wasn’t up to answering. I was throwing up nonstop.”

Peter sounded almost ashamed now, and Nina’s mild flutter of concern picked up. What if she were mistaken? Young children could get very sick very fast, and a group of Roma in Valby wouldn’t have any idea what to do here in Denmark if something went seriously wrong. Peter was probably their only Danish contact, apart from the bloodsuckers who were no doubt charging the group an arm and a leg for “rent” and other “extras” while they were in the country.

Nina quickly glanced at her watch. It was only 7:32 P.M.

[image: ]

THE OLD GARAGE sat in a long, narrow lot between a barn-like production shed with bright-red corrugated steel walls and a low, white building with a peeling sign that filled most of its façade—Bækgaard Industrial Technology. There were no signs of life in either of the neighboring buildings, but then it was well after closing time, Nina thought. 7:57 P.M. to be precise.

She got out of the car. The breeze had picked up. Small, strong gusts seemed to be coming from all directions at once, blowing cold cascades of rain at her. You could hear the faint whoosh of cars on the old southbound highway. A solitary blackbird sang softly and melodically from its perch in a stubborn elder bush that had found a way up through the cracked slabs of concrete right where they met the boundary wall. Apart from that, the silence outside the garage was total.

Nina picked up the bags of groceries and the first aid kit she kept in the car and quickly crossed the little parking lot in front of the garage doors.

They must have seen her coming.

The door to the garage was already ajar before she had a chance to knock, and a youngish man in a worn turquoise sweater was eying her suspiciously.

From the darkness behind him now came the sounds of muffled voices, children crying, and women shushing the littlest ones in soft voices.

“I am a nurse,” said Nina in careful English, enunciating each word slowly and clearly while pointing to her first aid kit with its discrete red cross on the white background. “Peter told me to come.”

The man, joined now by a slightly older, unshaven man in baggy sweatpants and shoes flopping open at the toes, peered at her skeptically. The older one said something that made the one in turquoise shrug. Nina peered up at the cloudy gray sky as she waited for the two men to reach some sort of consensus. It was by no means clear that they had understood what she had said, and even more doubtful whether they recognized Peter’s name. A child cried weakly in short bursts somewhere in the darkness. Nina fidgeted uneasily and gave the man a stern look.

“Please, if the child is sick.…”

Again the older man said something to someone in the shop, a couple of voices replied, and after yet another uncertain glance at Nina, both the one in turquoise and the older man stepped aside and let her into the semidarkness.

At first she couldn’t see much. The only source of light in the garage was a single fluorescent tube at the very back, which cast a weak bluish gleam over the room. The rest of the light fixtures hung empty under the rafters in the ceiling.

The older of the two men blurted out some kind of warning and pushed Nina a little to the side on the way in. She had been about to step into a splintered hole in the rotten plywood boards that covered the long inspection pit, which ran from the doors in front toward the rear wall. There were mattresses and sleeping bags on either side of the pit, and the heavy odor of cigarettes and too many people in too little space had mixed with the original smell of oil and rusty iron.

There were people everywhere. At least that was how it looked once Nina’s eyes finally adjusted to the dim light. Some of them were curled up on mattresses and seemed to have gone to bed early. Others were sitting in small groups on the floor, talking and smoking. The ends of cigarettes glowed orangey-yellow among the men. And they were mostly men. Nina counted about twenty of various ages. There were a handful of women and, Nina guessed, a small number of children. It was hard to see exactly how many people were sleeping between all the sleeping bags, mattresses, and backpacks. Peter had said there were about fifty people living in the shop, the rest were probably still downtown begging, collecting bottles, selling flowers, or running shell games among the crowds on the pedestrian streets.

“Ápolónö.”

The man walked over to a skinny young woman who was sitting, holding a child in her arms, and pointed at Nina.

“Ápolónö,” he repeated. The woman looked at her. The child in her arms whimpered, writhing in spite of her constant rocking motions. She looked tired, and when Nina got closer, she could smell vomit lingering in the air.

Nina cautiously eased the child away from the woman and laid him on one of the thin, shabby mattresses next to the inspection pit. She guessed the boy was about three. His face looked like a three-year-old’s, but his body had been small and light as a feather in her arms. He had probably eaten too little and too poorly most of his life, she was guessing. The boy winced a little when she pulled his shirt up and slid her hand over the taut skin on his belly. He didn’t have a fever, but his skin felt warm and dry, and when she gently pinched his skin between her thumb and forefinger, a soft little ridge remained on his arm for a second too long.

“How long?” Nina asked, looking questioningly at the mother. The woman was surely no older than twenty-five herself but was missing two of her top teeth. She nodded as a sign that she had understood the question and held up three fingers.

“And you?”

The young woman suddenly looked embarrassed. Then she nodded and made a gesture with her hands in front of her mouth. Vomiting, Nina interpreted.

“Throw up.”

One of the young men, who had been following along nosily, now stepped in to contribute his meager English vocabulary. The woman had been sick, like her child, he explained, but it hadn’t been quite as bad. It was the kids who were really sick. They fell ill a couple of days ago. Throwing up, having nosebleeds. The man pointed meaningfully at his nose and stomach.

“Yesterday.…” The man began, his eyes lighting up as he put on a theatrical smile. “Yesterday everybody fine, happy, eating. Today everybody sick again.”

He shrugged and pointed to the little boy on the mattress. “My son. Yes. Very sick again.”

The boy on the mattress moaned slightly but continued to follow Nina with his wide, wary eyes.

Nina stood up and peered further into the room. Two heavy, yellow tarpaulins were hanging from the ceiling so they served as a makeshift curtain in the middle of the room, maybe in an attempt to make some sort of division between women and men, but right now the two tarpaulins were pulled to the side so that what little light there was could reach both sections.

She spotted a couple of doors at the back of the room and guessed one of them must be a lavatory and maybe even a shower room. They might well have had something like that in an auto repair shop. She started walking back along the edge of the inspection pit.

The men went quiet, and she could feel their hostile eyes peering at her from all sides, following her as she moved through the room. The young man who had let her in when she arrived slid up next to her, so close that his shoulder touched hers with each swaggering step he took.

“I need to wash my hands.” Nina held her hands up to illustrate. Irritated, she maneuvered herself a little farther away from him and sped up. She didn’t understand why they needed to get all macho on her right now, but it wasn’t the first time she had been forced to put up with puffed up chests and threatening gestures before she was permitted to do her job. Sometimes there was a whole pantomime to get through, complete with jutting chins, bumping chests, heated discussions, and ultimately an ostentatious granting of permission to approach their child, sister, mother, or little brother. Nina had long since realized that it rarely had anything to do with her or what she did, it was more that to certain men she provided a welcome opportunity to demonstrate their glorious manliness and the accompanying ability to defend their family. However crude it might be.

All the same, she had started sweating a little.

No one, apart from that young mother, had seemed particularly pleased to see her, and she didn’t like the way the men were starting to fill the space behind her. As if they were moving in on her. She didn’t want to turn around to see if she was right.

She opened the door and stepped into a white-tiled lavatory. There was a toilet on the back wall that was missing its seat and lid. There was also a sink with a cracked mirror and a small shelf for the soap, and in the back corner there was a shower coated in lime scale, shower head barely attached to the wall. Otherwise the room was cold and bare. Nina cast a quick glance into the toilet bowl and noted that it was actually clean despite this being the only facility for the large number of people out there in the shop. Someone had employed soap and scrubbing brush with a will.

She washed her hands slowly, making a show of it for the young father, who had hung back in the doorway. Like a watchdog behind a fence, Nina thought, and felt it again. The anxiety. Something wasn’t right. They were the ones who contacted Peter for help, but now it almost seemed like they couldn’t wait to get rid of her. The child she had seen was very obviously sick, but so far everything still indicated it was a relatively benign stomach virus.

“Please,” the young man said, now adding a smile and an urgent hand motion. “More children sick. Please look.”

He remained there while Nina carefully edged past him through the doorway back into the garage. She hesitated. Where was Peter’s sick young man? After all, he was the one the whole thing had started with. She tried to ask, still in slow, clear English.

“What about the young man? The one who was sick. Where is he?”

The young father smiled, revealing a row of teeth marred by little black flecks.

“Fine,” he said. “He fine.” He looked away, and his eyes lingered a second too long on a door to the right of the bathroom.

“Where is he?” she asked again. “In there?”

“No, he fine. Gone now.”

He exposed his teeth again in a wide smile that finally convinced Nina that he was lying. They must have the room stuffed full of stolen flat-screen TVs, she thought, which would also explain the strange mix of aggressive macho attitudes and faint, shivery nervousness that filled the room. It was possible that the sick man was still in the garage somewhere, but they clearly weren’t interested in letting her talk to him, and that was all there was to it. She would be allowed to see the children, and that was also the most important thing. They were the only reason she had come.

She nodded quickly.

“Where are they? Where are the children?”

NINA DROVE HOME at 8:52 P.M.

There was almost no traffic on Jagtvej, but the rain ran down the windshield in thin, gray rivulets and made everything inside the car fog up. The de-mister no longer worked in Nina’s old Fiat, and she had to lean forward at regular intervals to wipe the inside of the windshield with her sleeve.

There was a certain sheepish feeling lurking in the back of her mind. Like an alcoholic on the wagon who had snuck a drink after work, she thought. It had almost been okay, what she had done. Visiting Peter wasn’t strictly speaking part of her work with the Network. The fact that she had gone out to Valby afterward was harder to justify. And now she felt strangely cheated. The children she had examined had stopped vomiting. The biggest ones, who were around Anton’s age, had been sleeping peacefully on the thin mattresses, and she hadn’t even needed to wake them up to determine that they were getting better. Their color was good, they were breathing calmly and steadily, and there were no immediate signs of dehydration. The smallest ones, the three-year-old boy and two twin girls who were slightly older, had moaned a little when she pressed on their stomachs. She had instructed the mothers thoroughly on how to add sugar and salt to bottled water and make sure the children got plenty to drink, and she had left a few packets of antiemetics that could help a little with the nausea. All in all there was nothing to worry about, and maybe there never had been. She had gone there out of her usual irrational anxiety, knowing full well that Morten wouldn’t be very understanding about her breaking her promise because of a couple of half-sick kids in Valby. Nina wasn’t sure if the severity of their condition made any difference to Morten, but it mattered to her.

Nina pulled into Fejøgade and glanced up at the windows on the second floor. The living room lights were on, so Ida must have crawled out of her cave while Nina was out and was probably happily enjoying the brand-new flat screen and having the whole sofa to herself. Nina had sent her a text message that she would be home late from work. She hadn’t given a reason, and Ida hadn’t asked. Just sent a laconic “OK”—without a smiley, of course. Ida considered emoticons tween, and if she ever did use them it would never be in a text message to Nina.

Nina left the first aid kit on the back seat and slammed the car door. She had no desire to go inside. Damn it. How had they ended up like this?

She left the question unanswered in some corner of her mind as she carefully pushed open the door to the apartment. The TV or stereo was on in the living room. “Let me rot in peace,” thundered the lead singer from Alive with Worms, an iconic Copenhagen Goth-rock group. Nina recognized both the singer and the Goth style from her own distant youth and felt annoyance starting to boil in her. Why did teenagers have to be such damned clichés? Did parents really only get to choose between pop chicks who wore lip gloss that reeked of strawberry, watched Paradise Hotel on TV, and had a stack of glossy magazines on their desk, or self-pitying mini-Goths who painted the insides of their heads black, romanticized anarchy and evicted squatters, and dug around in small, obscure shops for tattered clothes and narrow-minded music that would put them in an even worse mood? The latter was perhaps marginally better than the former, but hardly original, and it was ridiculously difficult to take it seriously while it lasted.

“Hi.”

She opened the door into the living room and stood there reeling slightly at the unexpected sight.

Ida was sitting on the sofa. Nina’s guess had been right about that part of it. However, there was a young man sitting next to her, holding one of Ida’s oversized teacups in his hands. He had just been saying something to Ida, but now they both turned around to face her. The guy smiled, hurriedly placed his cup on the table, and shyly ran a hand up over his clean-shaven scalp.

How old was he? Sixteen, maybe seventeen?

Nina looked over at Ida, who stared back with a mix of defiance and embarrassment. Then she obviously decided that offense was the best defense. Her posture became professional and self-assured.

“I thought you said ‘late.’ ”

“Uh, yes,” Nina mumbled, reminding herself how easy it was for mothers to stumble and turn into clichés right alongside their teenage daughters. “It’s almost nine o’clock.”

The boy on the sofa stood up and quickly wiped the palms of his hands on his trousers, which were hanging dangerously low on his hips.

“Hello,” he said politely. “I’m Ulf.”

Nina tamely extended her hand to him, weighing her options. When it came right down to it, she really had only one, she decided.

“Hi, Ulf,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”


 

[image: ]HE BUS BROKE down a little north of Dresden, near a place called Schwartzheide. The driver managed to get the bus to limp along to the next motorway exit and partway down the ramp before the old Ford Transit conked out completely.

The driver tried without success to get everyone to stay inside. Within five minutes Sándor was the only still obediently sitting in his seat. The rest were spread out like a motley human blanket across the grassy slope, peeing, talking, stretching, and arguing. Some of them started walking toward the highway rest stop cafeteria they could see a few hundred meters away. The arguments centered on the driver, who was by turns yelling futilely at the passengers, staring probingly at the engine, and trying to reach someone on his mobile phone.

Finally Sándor got up, too. His knee hurt after having been wedged in the same position for more than twenty-four hours. He felt greasy and unkempt, and every cell in his body was screaming for coffee. His phone also really needed a charge. The cafeteria was tempting, but he didn’t have any Euros or his credit card. Or … did he? The driver’s jacket was hanging on a hook behind the driver’s seat.

He felt oddly delinquent, sticking his hand in another man’s pocket, even though the only thing he was planning to steal was something that belonged to him. He glanced out the windscreen, but no one seemed to be paying any particular attention to him. His card was in the middle of a bunch of others in a plastic pouch—he obviously wasn’t the only one whose finances the driver was “looking after.”

Sándor stuffed the pouch with the other cards back in the pocket of the unattended jacket, pulled the charger out of his bag, and exited the minibus. Outside, the morning traffic was edging its way around the broken-down bus by driving partly on the shoulder, and the mist over the road was so heavy it almost felt like rain. The cafeteria sign, a big yellow coffee cup with wisps of white steam in artistically swooping neon, shone like a lighthouse through the fog.

Sándor got in line at the checkout and splurged on a cellophane-wrapped croissant along with his coveted cup of coffee, placing both on his plastic tray. He realized a little late that he didn’t have any ID if the girl at the register didn’t automatically accept his Hungarian Visa card, but luckily she did. Given that they were right off the E55, they probably saw a little of everything here, and even at German autobahn prices, the price of his breakfast was small change to them.

He spotted a free table with—hallelujah—an available socket, and gratefully slid onto the red vinyl seat. The coffee smelled amazing. The croissant tasted like cotton.

As he sat there imagining he could feel the caffeine rushing to his deprived cells and filling them up, a text message appeared on his resurrected phone with a beep. At first he couldn’t tell who it was from, because the number was a different one from what Tamás had given him that evening on Szigony Street, and there was no sender name. WHY AREN’T YOU COMING, it said in desperate all caps. “Didn’t you see my e-mail? Help me. I’m dying!”

The last part was in Romany—“Te merav!”—and that was what made him realize the message was from Tamás. He stared at the phone’s miniature bluish-white screen. He had heard the phrase so often, in Galbeno and also in the Gypsy neighborhood in the Eighth District. Te merav, te merav. It’s so hot, I’m dying. I’m so tired, I’m dying. Give me a cup of coffee, I’m dying.… A hyperbolic expression his Hungarian stepmother would have found inappropriate, if she could’ve understood it, that is. But was this hyperbole, or did Tamás really mean it? There was a desperate quality to the rest of his message that made Sándor think this was more than merely an expression.

He tried calling the number, and it rang, but no one answered.

He hadn’t checked his e-mail in almost a week now, since he no longer had a computer. The NBH had it. He was going to have to find an Internet café somewhere if he wanted to read the e-mail Tamás had apparently sent him.

Te merav. He hoped Tamás was just being melodramatic.


 

[image: ]KOU-LARSEN WAS STANDING in his garden, looking at those damned minarets. He couldn’t believe they had been allowed to build them that tall, right next to a residential neighborhood. Someone in his old office had completely dropped the ball, he decided. The zoning laws called for low residential structures and scattered recreational areas. Not a word about prayer towers.

Maybe he could call and complain? After all, he still knew a few people at the planning office.

“Jørgen?” Helle called.

“Yes?” he replied.

“Coffee.”

He obediently slunk back in through the sliding glass doors—the trim around them needed painting again, he noted—and took his place by the coffee table. There was marble cake, but it didn’t look homemade. And Helle seemed a little absent-minded, pouring their coffee into their everyday mugs from the Arabia set.

“I talked to the lawyer,” he said. “That young Ahlegaard. He says he knows a decent law firm in Marbella if we want to sue.”

“Why would we?” she asked.

“To get the money back,” he said patiently.

“But I’m happy about the apartment.”

Skou-Larsen gave up. He couldn’t make her understand that there was no apartment and there wasn’t going to be one, at least not at the address specified in that fancy brochure she had. He poured cream into his coffee and took a sip. It tasted strange.

“What’s in the coffee?”

“Nothing,” she said.

“It doesn’t taste the way it usually does.”

“That’s because it’s decaf. And that’s fat-free milk, not cream.”

He felt oddly deceived.

“Decaf?”

“Yes, it doesn’t cause as much stomach acid.”

Lately he had been having a little bit of a burning sensation just behind his breastbone, and the doctor had said it was something called reflux. He thought that sounded like some kind of cleaning product. Reflux: cleans like a white tornado! But it turned out it was the acid in his stomach rising up and irritating his esophagus, and he had been instructed to cut back on coffee, tea, alcohol, chocolate, and orange juice. And what was that other thing? Peppermint. He never ate peppermint. Who the heck ate so much peppermint that it could be a problem? And in the bedroom they had put wooden blocks under the legs of the bed at the headboard to elevate it, so now he felt like he was constantly sliding down toward the foot of the bed.

“It doesn’t taste like real coffee,” he said, setting down his cup.

She stood up abruptly.

“Well then don’t drink it,” she snapped, disappearing into the kitchen.

He sat there for a bit, looking at the coffee table. At the meticulously arranged slices of marble cake and the bowl of currant cookies, the cream jug, which had now become a skim milk jug instead, the napkins, the cake plates. It had been wrong of him to complain about the coffee. She had only done it because she cared about his health.

So go out and apologize, he told himself. But he just couldn’t make himself do it. It wasn’t just Helle and the decaf. It was the damn minarets in the garden, the scam artist brochures on the nightstand, those darned wooden blocks that made him wake up with a sore back, and then of course the biggest injustice of them all, death.

Just when exactly had he stopped calling the shots in his own life?

Maybe he never had. Maybe free will had been an illusion the whole time, the biggest scam of them all.

He got up and went into the hallway.

“I’m going for a walk around the lake,” he called, in the direction of the kitchen door. He waited for a while to see if there would be a response. There wasn’t.
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HE DIDN’T GO down to the lake after all. He wasn’t in the mood for all those joggers. Instead he walked defiantly over to the construction site. They were pulling the tarpaulins off the domed roof now. The gate was ajar, and there was no one in the little trailer that served as a kind of guard hut by the entrance. It didn’t make much of a difference, anyway. Skou-Larsen had noticed that holes had been cut in the wire fence in two different locations on the side facing Lundedalsvej. There was a sign that said NO TRESPASSING, but he didn’t feel like he was trespassing. This building was very much his business. It was marring his view and upsetting his wife.

“Well, I’ll be damned. It’s Mr. Skou-Larsen, right?”

He turned around, feeling a little guilty in spite of the justifications he had just been reviewing in his mind. An alien in a cylindrical helmet and hazmat suit that covered his entire body stood before him.

“Ah, yes, excuse me,” the alien said, flipping off his helmet. “It’s not easy to recognize someone in this getup. We’re just removing asbestos panels from the old ceilings.”

Skou-Larsen contemplated the ruddy face and the thinning flaxen hair that came into view. Everything about the face was a little plump and round, like those cartoons of hysterically happy pigs that used to decorate the sides of butchers’ vans in the old days. As if nothing could be funnier than being strung up by your hindquarters and having your throat slit.

“Ah, yes. Hello,” he said tentatively. “It’s been a long time.”

“It certainly has. Are you still working in the planning office?”

“No. I’ve been retired for several years.”

“How time flies! I switched over to the private sector myself. Have my own company now. We specialize in asbestos removal.” The man gestured toward one of the cars haphazardly parked in the area in front of the future cultural center. Jansen Enterprises, it said, which finally jogged Skou-Larsen’s memory. Preben Jansen, he worked in maintenance and engineering. Or at least he had back when Skou-Larsen used to occasionally run into him in the course of duty.

“Congratulations,” Skou-Larsen said.

“Thanks. To what do we owe the honor?”

That was, of course, a polite way of saying, “What are you doing here?,” but then Skou-Larsen valued politeness.

“Uh, I live nearby,” he said, pointing toward Elmehøjvej. “So I’m curious to see what all this is turning into. I mean, when you’ve worked with construction and building permits your whole life.…” A thought suddenly hit him. What if they didn’t have a permit to build this high, after all? It had happened before. People sometimes thought absolution was easier than permission. Or maybe they had broken other rules—fire safety or some such, anything at all that could be used to file a complaint.… Maybe he could still find some grounds for objection that would stop the project, or at least delay it. “Do you think I could come in to see how it’s coming along? People say it’s going to be really stunning. A little multicultural gem.” Was he laying it on too thick? No, Jansen just nodded.

“The architect is brilliant. He’s done several mosques in Europe.” His round, hurray-I’m-about-to-be-slaughtered pig face was still furrowed with hesitation, but then he appeared to make a decision. “Oh, sure, why not. It’s about time for us to call it a day anyway. Just follow me, Mr. Skou-Larsen, and I’ll see if we can’t give you a little tour.”

THE OLD FACTORY building formed the flat-roofed reception area, now significantly renovated with arched windows, gleaming pine woodwork, and ornamental tiles. The cloakroom and lavatories were being installed at one end of the reception hall; at the other end was quite a plain-looking meeting room with a small kitchenette. Skou-Larsen inspected and made mental notes. They weren’t done with the ceilings yet, and there were still drop cloths and plastic covering the tile floor.

“We’re a little behind on the ceilings,” Jansen said. “They didn’t realize there was asbestos in the old panels until quite late—they hadn’t been properly registered, I guess. And that’s when we were called in.”

“Did they do an expanded workplace health hazard evaluation?” Skou-Larsen asked automatically. As soon as asbestos was involved a special workplace evaluation was mandatory.

“Hey, I thought you were retired?” Jansen said with a smile, which Skou-Larsen hurriedly returned.

“Old habits,” he said. “Sorry. Of course it’s none of my business.” But now the asbestos rules were swirling around in his head; there were so many potential oversights and minor legal violations. If a seventeen-year-old apprentice so much as walked through the site, for example.…

“I understand. But you can sleep soundly. The site manager knows his stuff, and … well, I’m not exactly an amateur, either.”

“No, of course not.…”

They walked down a long, dark passage, where the windows were still covered by black plastic sheeting, and into the dome itself.

Skou-Larsen loved buildings. Even though his job had mostly consisted of making sure they obeyed local plans and regulations, he had a love of bricks and mortar, too, of space and architecture and craftsmanship. Maybe that was why it hit him so hard.

He stood still. And remained still. For a small eternity.

The dome was the heavens. It soared above him as if stone and copper weighed nothing at all, and the mosaics on the walls glowed with the bright colors of creation itself. He tried to make himself think about emergency exits and soil pipes and ordinances, but it was no use. The light enveloped him, and his aging heart swelled in his chest so that in that moment awareness of his impending death left him.

Oh, he sighed. They have built a cathedral.

“Mr. Skou-Larsen? Is something wrong?”

He shook his head. “It’s just.…”

“Yes, it’s nice, isn’t it? Makes you envy those Muslims, huh?” Jansen grinned knowingly, with an admiration that Skou-Larsen assumed he otherwise reserved for expensive cars or the highlights of the soccer games he watched on TV. There was no sign he was having his foundation rocked.

“What are you doing here?”

The man’s voice was angry and tense, in a stressed-out way that might also be covering a certain amount of fear.

When Skou-Larsen turned around, he spotted a well-dressed older gentleman—well, twenty years younger than you are, he corrected himself—clutching a length of copper piping in one hand and a mobile phone in the other.

“Everything’s under control, Mr. Hosseini,” Jansen said quickly. “My firm is responsible for the ceilings in the entrance hall. Preben Jansen. We’ve met.”

“And him?” The suspicion had not completely left the man, but his grip on the pipe relaxed somewhat.

“This is Mr. Skou-Larsen, from the city,” Jansen said, conveniently forgetting to mention that Skou-Larsen’s tenure in that role had ceased a number of years ago. “We’re just taking a look around.”

The man set down the copper pipe and held out his hand.

“Forgive me,” he said, formally. “But the site is closed now, and we’ve had our fair share of vandalism and the like.… It puts one on one’s guard.”

“Of course,” Skou-Larsen said, clasping the outstretched hand.

“Mahmoud Hosseini. I’m the chairman of the organizing committee.”

“Jørgen Skou-Larsen,” said Skou-Larsen, and then added, because it had to be said: “You are building a beautiful place, Mr. Hosseini.”

Back home the coffee still sat untouched and a sugar-drunk housefly was crawling around on the marble cake. Helle wasn’t home. He didn’t know if he should take that as a good sign. It was hard for her to go out alone, even in the middle of the day when her anxiety was at its lowest ebb. On the other hand, it probably meant she was still mad at him about that business with the coffee. He started clearing the table, and while he was rinsing the Arabia cups before loading them into the dishwasher—she always insisted on that, as if they needed to avoid sullying the inside of the dishwasher—she came slowly up the garden path with her old Raleigh bicycle. He could just make out a grocery bag in the bike’s basket.

“Where have you been?” he asked when she walked in the front door.

“Out buying slug bait,” she said grumpily, setting a five-kilo package of Ferramol on the kitchen counter. “You keep promising, but you never actually manage to get anything done, do you?”


 

[image: ]ORVÁTH IS ON the move.”

Károly Gábor spoke excellent, but slow, English, and that gave Søren’s brain time to leave its vegetative state and come up to speed. Horváth. That was the name of the Hungarian student, the one the NBH had hauled in for questioning. He fished around in his bag, flipping through the case folders he had brought home, and found his Hungary notes. Yep. Sándor Horváth.

“Where is he?” he asked.

“Germany. His phone was activated near Dresden yesterday and again this morning in the Potsdam area.”

Søren knew that the NBH had let the young man keep his phone so they could keep track of his whereabouts if he should happen to use it again. Which he obviously had. Not exactly a hardened, professional operative, this Horváth.

Dresden and then Potsdam.

“You think he’s on his way to Denmark?”

“Could be.”

Søren looked at the sickly house plant in the pot on his kitchen windowsill without actually seeing it. Gábor had caught him right in the middle of his muesli, with a shoe on one foot and just a sock on the other. After having worked eleven days straight, he had treated himself to a calm, quiet morning and hadn’t actually been planning on going in until around noon. That might have to change now.

He thanked Gábor for the message and called Mikael Nielsen, who was keeping tabs on the surveillance of Khalid Hosseini.

“Where is he now?” Søren asked.

It took just a second too long before Mikael answered.

“Um. He’s actually sitting in Bellahøj police station.”

“He’s what? What’s he doing there?”

“He was arrested an hour ago. For assaulting and threatening an officer on duty.”

“What happened?”

“Apparently he got into an argument with one of our surveillance people. I was just about to call you. Bellahøj wants to know what they should do with him.”

KHALID HOSSEINI SAT low in the chair, with his jeans-clad legs stretched out in front of him and his hands buried in the pockets of a black bomber jacket. When he saw Søren, he leapt up like a spring being released.

“I knew it was your lot,” he hissed. “This is fucking harassment, that’s what it is. I bet it’s not even legal!”

“As far as I’ve gathered,” Søren said, “you attacked a police officer, who is now receiving treatment at the ER.”

“No!” The denial came instantly and with the force of conviction. “It’s a fucking lie, man. I didn’t even touch that guy. You should be asking him why he ran over my little brother in his fucking car!”

What? There hadn’t been anything about a traffic incident in the reports Søren had received from Bellahøj’s uniformed officers. According to them, they had gone to Mjølnerparken in response to a distress call from the officer tailing Hosseini and had found the officer holed up in his patrol car, bleeding from a laceration over one ear and surrounded by a crowd of enraged residents who were rocking the car, hitting its roof, and screaming insults in a mixture of Danish, Arabic, and Urdu. The shocked police officer had been taken to the emergency room at Bispebjerg Hospital for treatment for the cut and a possible concussion. There had been no mention of a younger brother.

Søren put a neutral look on his face and hoped his surprise wasn’t visible.

“What I would really like to hear now.…” he said, sitting down on one of the desk chairs, “… is your side of the story. What happened out there?”

His neutrality actually had a soothing effect. Khalid flopped back down in the chair again and stared at him with obvious, but controlled, aggression.

“Like you give a crap,” he said. “This is a set-up. Don’t you think I’ve figured that out? Now you’ve finally got the towelhead where you want him, right? Well, what the hell do I care? Go ahead—lock me up. No fucking cop has a right to run over my little brother!”

Søren said nothing. He just waited. He avoided Khalid’s aggressive stare, studying the domestic clutter on the borrowed desk instead, the stack of folders and loose papers, a mouse pad with the AGF soccer team’s logo and the slogan, “Stay loyal!”—the desk’s usual occupant must be from Aarhus—and a picture of a remarkably beautiful, blonde girl fondly embracing a golden retriever.

“I didn’t touch him,” Khalid finally said in a different voice. Higher, more childlike. Plaintive. “Or, well, okay, I pushed him, but what would you have done? Kasim was sitting on the pavement sobbing. He was just trying to give me my phone, for fuck’s sake. He ran after me because I forgot it, and then that fucking idiot ran him down.”

He was starting to get angry again in order to keep up his courage. Because underneath the aggression and attitude, Khalid was scared now, Søren guessed. He was nineteen years old, and this was the first time he had been arrested.

“Then what happened?” Søren asked, still completely neutral.

“Then the police came and dragged me in here.”

Something was obviously missing from that chain of events, Søren thought. But right now he sorely needed to hear what the wounded officer had to say. Khalid wasn’t going anywhere.

“I DIDN’T HIT the kid!” the police officer insisted. He was twenty-six years old, new to the surveillance unit, and his name was Markus Eberhart. He had a shaved spot on one side of his head that made his otherwise stylish haircut look sadly asymmetrical. They had managed to fix up the scalp wound with just skin glue and butterfly bandages, and according to Bispebjerg Hospital, his pupils were normally responsive and he had displayed the ability to orient himself with regard to time, place, and personal particulars. In other words, things weren’t so bad.

“What happened?” Søren asked with more or less the same neutrality he had used with Khalid.

“The boy ran out the front door without looking right or left. I slammed on the brakes. But I didn’t hit him!”

“And then what happened?”

“Then the kid plunked down on his rear end on the asphalt and started bawling his eyes out. I think he was pretty shocked.”

“And then?”

“Then the suspect and his cousin jumped out of their car and came running. I got out to try to comfort the child, but they pushed me up against the hood and were acting menacing, and then all the neighbors came running, and … then I was struck by an object.”

The officer was struggling to report this using professional terminology, but Søren noted the switch to passive voice—it started out I got out, they came running, they pushed, but then “I was struck.”

“Do you know who struck you?” Søren asked.

The officer hesitated. Then he said, “No. I can’t say with certainty. At first I thought it was the suspect, but … I think actually someone threw something. And Khalid was standing right next to me.”

“And then?”

“Then … I managed to get into the car and secure the doors. And call for backup.”

Søren could just picture it. The crying child, the irate men, the neighbors and family members crowding round. And in the middle of the whole god-awful mess, a young police officer ready to shit his pants and not without reason.

“How close were you to the front door?” Søren asked.

“I was parked almost right in front of it. Ten or twelve meters away max. I had just started the car to follow the suspect when the accident happened. Or … nearly happened. I slammed on the brakes right away, and there’s no way I was going more than ten kilometers per hour.”

“Why were you parked so close?”

“We had been told.…” The officer hesitated again; it seemed like he felt he was being tested in some way and was afraid he would give the wrong answer. “Well, it was a close-tail surveillance assignment, right? They said it didn’t matter much if we were seen. That it was more important that we didn’t lose him.”

“How long have you been working in surveillance?”

“A little over a month.”

Søren painstakingly avoided sighing. The assignment had been to put pressure on Khalid with surveillance that was fairly obvious at times. That was probably why the surveillance unit had decided to use it as a sort of training exercise for newbies. And that was why an insecure, young policeman had ended up in a situation that could have been dangerous to all involved. He could have hit the child. And he could have been seriously hurt himself.

“But the child wasn’t injured?”

“No. He was just crying because he was scared.”

“And Khalid Hosseini didn’t hit you?”

“No. It … I can’t say that he did.”

“Good. Then I think we should let this whole incident die as quiet a death as possible. Agreed?”

Markus Eberhart nodded. The gesture made him wince, and he carefully touched his head.

SØREN CALLED BELLAHØJ from the parking lot in front of emergency room entrance.

“Release him,” he told the desk officer, repeating Eberhart’s explanation. “We don’t have any actual grounds to hold him on.”

“The father and the uncle are here already” was the response. “Looking appropriately aghast and appalled. They say he’s a good boy, and that we’re hounding him for no reason.”

“Yes, I’m sure they do.” But somewhere or other north of Potsdam, Sándor Horváth was on his way to Denmark. And Søren was eager to find out what was going to happen when he met with Khalid Hosseini.

So when Khalid left Bellahøj police station a half hour later with his father and uncle, there were not any surveillance newbies tagging along. But that didn’t mean he was unobserved.


 

[image: ]INA PULLED INTO the parking lot in front of the Valby garage at 1:37 P.M. Peter’s emergency call had come in the middle of the clinic’s drop-in hours. Snotty noses and infant vaccinations. Peter was his usual grouchy self as he outlined the situation. The young man had apparently disappeared, but the children were sick again. All of them. He needed a “professional on site,” as he put it, and Magnus had just thrown up his hands in exasperated acceptance when Nina asked for permission to pop out for a couple hours.

This time it actually seemed she was welcome. The door opened before she had a chance to knock. They had been waiting for her, she could tell. The young mother with the missing front teeth was perched just inside the doorway and eagerly grabbed hold of her arm as soon as Nina crossed the threshold. The other women and a small group of men were behind her, and they followed Nina and the young mother with their eyes. Nina thought she could sense a new tension that didn’t have to do with her presence. Illnesses that didn’t go away on their own were poor people’s worst nightmare.

“Ápolónö. Jöljön be, jöljön be!”

Nina didn’t understand the words, but their meaning was clear enough. The woman pulled her into the garage so quickly that she almost tripped on the mattresses, stuffed plastic bags, and duffle bags.

The boy was lying totally motionless on a filthy foam mattress pushed up against the wall, and when she cautiously squatted down next to him, his whole body jerked. A stream of yellowish vomit welled out from under his head; he opened his eyes, looking vaguely about, and then disappeared back into a fog. The young woman emitted something between a sob and a sigh and ran to get a new cloth. She must have had to do that quite a few times, and Nina could see the fatigue and worry in her eyes when she came back and started wiping sweat and vomit off the boy’s face. She gave up on doing anything about the mattress, just pushed a clean towel in under his head.

“A fiam rosszul. A fiam rosszul van.”

She looked up at Nina with a question in her eyes, and Nina cautiously began her examination. The boy was considerably worse than a couple days ago. He still didn’t have a fever, but he was exhausted from all the vomiting, and though Nina managed to get him to sit up for a couple minutes, he kept falling asleep leaning against his mother’s shoulder. His belly wasn’t distended; his biggest problem was probably dehydration. His skin was bone dry, and he was either going to need IV fluids here—or, better still, a hospital.

Nina pulled out her phone, found Allan’s number in her address book and wedged the phone between her shoulder and cheek as she scanned the garage. The boy’s English-speaking father had taken refuge in the group of men over by the door, away from his son’s illness and his wife’s worried looks. Now she waved him over, Allan’s ring tone still chiming away in her ear.

“The other children,” she said, pointing around the garage. “Where are they?”

He pulled her further back toward the rear of the garage, where to her relief she saw the other children sitting with sleeping bags wrapped around their shoulders. Weak and pale, but clearly healthier than the boy on the mattress.

Allan finally answered his phone. “Hi, Nina.”

He sounded like he was in a relatively good mood, which was a plus. She hadn’t spoken with him since the previous August. Allan was a doctor with a practice north of Copenhagen, in fashionable Vedbær. He had also been moonlighting as part of Peter’s standing team when their “clients” had problems that required prescription medication or an emergency house call. But that was over now. He was no longer part of the Network, and the last time she had seen him he hadn’t been mincing his words when he told her to shove off and never come back.

“I need your opinion,” Nina said, trying for Peter’s crisply managerial tone of voice. “I’m standing in an old auto repair shop in Valby with a lot of very sick children. One of them in particular is dehydrated, and I can’t really figure out how bad it is. I think it’s a stomach virus of some kind, but they’ve been sick for several days now and apparently it’s mostly the children who are getting sick.”

Allan sighed.

“Tell me more. Vomiting, diarrhea, fever, blood?”

Nina summed up the situation and waited patiently while Allan chewed on a pen on the other end of the line.

“Hmm. It’s a little odd that they’re having multiple bouts of it,” he said. “Maybe it’s some kind of poisoning. Industrial waste, heavy metals, or gasoline fumes could cause those kinds of symptoms if they were exposed to them for long enough. Might also explain the pattern of recurrences. Did you ask where the kids have been playing?”

“Thanks,” she said quickly. “What else?”

“Virus, bacteria, it could be anything. Make sure you wash your hands really well and get yourself some gloves and a face mask. You know the drill. Obviously the boy’s going to need fluids, and then I think it would be good for all involved if the group left the repair shop if there’s any way to make that happen. And be careful yourself.”

Click.

He was gone before she had a chance to say a proper goodbye. Allan really didn’t want to know, and he also wanted to avoid any request for impromptu house calls. And he was right. She might have asked if he hadn’t wrapped up the conversation so quickly.

Poisoning. Nina didn’t have much experience with that kind of thing, but this was an old auto mechanic’s garage, and there could still be gasoline or other organic solvents stored on the premises. The children might have drunk or inhaled some toxic substance by accident.

She looked at the child’s father who was standing next to her expectantly. His forehead was wet with sweat.

“What did the children do yesterday? Where were they?”

“Big children work. My son here. To rest. Get stronger.”

Nina started her exploration in the room that had probably been the foreman’s office. The walls were bare with holes in them and faded areas in the paint where there used to be shelves. There were mattresses and sleeping bags here, too, maybe a couple had managed to win themselves a little privacy. Apart from that there was nothing. The same was true for the actual garage, if she ignored a pile of worn-out tires in one corner and a couple of rusty cans of paint and a container of motor oil sitting on a rickety shelf down by the far end. Nina tried to unscrew the lid off the motor oil, but it only budged reluctantly and greasy dirt and cobwebs fluttered down to the floor in clumps and flakes. It hadn’t been opened recently, and the spray cans of paint were also a nonstarter since the valves were so rusty that they couldn’t be pushed down. Nina continued toward the door next to the foreman’s office and the little kitchenette. It was still closed, but this time no one tried to prevent her from going in. She stepped into the small, dark room and turned on the fluorescent ceiling light. The window was wide open, and a couple of tattered, red curtains fluttered in the faint breeze. A bed frame with no mattress and a scratched, old laminate table were the only furniture in the room. The linoleum floor was worn to a thread, but clean, and there was the faint odor of dishwashing soap and chlorine. There was nothing to see.

Nina returned to the boy and his mother. She wanted them out of here. She didn’t need to be an expert on poisoning to know that Allan was right—it was potentially hazardous for them to stay in this place.

“Chemicals,” she said. “Poison. Dangerous for children.” She looked at the boy’s father and waved her hand at the interior of the garage. “You must go somewhere else.”

The man shook his head.

“No poison. We stay.”

He wasn’t a tall man, Nina noticed. One of his shoulders drooped a little, and like his wife, he revealed a number of cavities in his teeth when he spoke. But there was a massive dignity in his refusal. Presumably he was well aware that the garage wasn’t the healthiest place in the world for a child. He may even already have had an inkling that it might be a contributing factor, but he had to reject her suggestion out of hand simply because he had nowhere else to go. Not without risking exposure and losing everything he had gambled when he decided to bring his family to Denmark this summer—the money for the trip, the rent they had already payed for this sorry place, and god knows what other expenses he might owe to people who did not deal kindly with debtors. He had to hope the illness would pass on its own—he had no other option.

She took a deep breath and studied the boy. She would have to treat him as best she could for now and hope he improved over the next few hours. If not, she really would have to call an ambulance, no matter how much the parents protested. But she wouldn’t fight that particular battle until it was absolutely necessary.

She pulled a saline drip out of her bag and kneeled down next to the sick boy. The light wasn’t good, but thankfully his mother helped by lifting the boy up and rotating him so she had better access. Nina found the vein in the soft crook of his elbow with her fingertips and hit it on her first try.

A car door slammed in the parking lot outside.

The boy’s mother cowered, casting a furtive, pleading glance at her husband, who was on her way over to them in long strides. Without a word he swept the boy up into his arms and carried the boy and the drip bag away in rapid, sturdy steps. The boy’s mother followed, and before Nina had a chance to react, someone shoved her adamantly in the back. The man standing behind her pointed meaningfully to the middle of the garage, where a couple of the other men had quickly and silently pulled one of the worn plywood boards to the side. The father helped his wife and child down into the inspection pit while one of the others ran over to the door and disappeared out into the parking lot. Nina could hear him talking to someone outside. She could only discern the occasional English word and had no idea what the conversation was about. The man next to her pointed into the inspection pit again and tugged at her arm impatiently. Nina pulled herself free in an irritated motion. She got it. For some reason or other, she and the children were supposed to hide, presumably just the way Peter had needed to. The voices outside had moved closer now, and Nina walked over to the edge and hopped down to the bottom of the inspection pit on her own.

She stepped on something soft that moved, looked down and discovered the sick boy’s mother, who was already sitting on the sunken floor with the boy in her arms. She cradled the hand Nina had stepped on for a brief moment, then moved deeper into the pit to make room for Nina. The rest of the children from the garage followed in quick succession, and Nina tried automatically to receive the small bodies as they were lifted down to her one by one.

The board was pushed back into place with a heavy, grating sound. The darkness was absolute. Nina could hear the children breathing softly and quickly, but no one said anything. They just sat and listened to the sound of heavy footsteps and voices from the world up above.

Nina tried to calm her breathing. The whole thing had happened so quickly that she hadn’t had a chance to feel scared, but now she could feel her heart pounding fiercely. The pit she was sitting in was easily a meter and a half deep and only just wide enough that she could sit with her legs bent and her back up against the wall. The darkness around her felt dense and suffocating, and the smell of old motor oil tore at her nostrils. A small, warm body touched hers, and she pulled away, startled. But even here in the pulsing darkness, the children were still completely quiet. She got the distinct impression that they had done this before.

The boy with the drip. She had to make sure the mother understood that the infusion bag needed to be held high so the flow wouldn’t be reversed. Nina crawled noiselessly on all fours past the sitting children toward the rear of the pit. It was slow going because apparently the ever-changing inhabitants of the garage had been using the inspection pit for trash disposal for a long time, and the floor was covered in rubble, paper bags, and old plastic bottles. The darkness was dense around her, but now she could make out gray cracks of light between the plywood boards overhead, and about halfway to the back, she finally found the boy’s mother, sitting in complete silence with the child in her arms.

He was asleep. His soft breaths faltered a little each time as he breathed in, and he didn’t respond when she felt her way to the drip in his right arm. The IV tube was positioned correctly despite their rough and rapid retreat into the inspection pit, and Nina felt her way to the bag of saline which was in the woman’s lap—way too low. Nina crawled around to the other side and perched the bag on the woman’s shoulder so it was at least a little higher than the boy.

It seemed as if the mother understood what Nina was trying to do. She lifted the bag in her outstretched arm and held it there, though it must be uncomfortable for her. Everything was still being done without a sound. Above them the boards groaned whenever someone walked over them, and Nina could hear voices. There was some kind of argument, but the sound was muffled and subdued, and she couldn’t understand what was being said.

“Ápolónö.”

Nina turned in the darkness toward the whispering voice. She had heard the man who had let her into the garage call her the same thing. Ápolónö, nurse. The woman’s voice was so soft and trembling that it almost disappeared in the darkness.

“Rosszul. Sick. Why?”

The woman flitted like a black shadow just a couple of hand-widths away. She moved nearer.

“I don’t know,” Nina admitted.

She tried to sound calm and soothing. She wanted the woman to shut up. She didn’t know what would happen if they were discovered, but something told her it wouldn’t be good.

“Ápolónö!”

The woman whispered again and was now so close that Nina could feel the warmth of her breath on her cheek. A thin, boney hand grabbed her arm.

“Please, ápolónö. He die. Please. He die.”

An image from one of the Coal-House Camp’s claustrophobically small family rooms popped into Nina’s mind. Paracetamol to treat mortal fear, she thought. Paracetamol and a saline drip.

“He’ll be fine. Nothing serious.”

Nina tried to sound calm and cheerful and put a reassuring hand on the boy’s stomach. There was a multitude of reasons to fear death in the half-lit world of poverty in which these Roma lived. It was human and totally understandable. Still, Nina could feel the woman’s terror, the darkness, and the cramped space starting to close in around her. The woman’s gaunt hand rested heavily on hers and held on tight. Squeezing her fingers too hard and for too long.

Nina twisted free and pulled away, away from the warm crush of human bodies. She crawled father back into the inspection pit, over heaps of trash, a broken bottle, nuts and bolts, old newspapers, and finally found a small patch of unused floor space all the way down by the wall at the far end. Beneath her sand grated against the concrete floor, and although the fine, small grains dug into the palms of her hands, it was better here.

It had grown quiet up in the garage above them. A door slammed somewhere far away, and after a few minutes, the plywood boards were pulled aside. The light from the lone fluorescent tube fell down into the inspection pit and one by one the children were pulled up. The woman with the sick boy cast a quick glance into the darkness for Nina before she passed the boy up to his father and was herself helped up and out shortly thereafter. The men waved Nina toward the opening. “Come, ápolónö. Boss men gone. Is all OK now.”

NINA STAYED AT the garage for a few hours.

The boy improved on the saline solution and was awake long enough to eat a couple of crackers and drink half a bottle of juice. He was still pale as a corpse, and the bigger children were complaining of headaches. But all things considered Nina thought the situation was under relative control. She had even managed to clean the trash out of the inspection pit, although she had had to do most of the work herself; she had more luck getting the garage’s residents to help clean up the grounds, which she also insisted on. Maybe they didn’t want her hanging around outside too much; they obviously thought it were best if no one found out she was here.

“Don’t let the children play where the garbage is,” she said, miming and pointing. “Don’t let them put things in their mouths.” She wrote her mobile number on a piece of paper for the boy’s mother. “Call me if he is still sick tomorrow, okay? I have to go now.”

She tried to get the woman to look her in the eye, but whatever connection there might have been between the two of them earlier was gone. The boy’s parents had had a big argument about something, and ever since, the mother had just sat there with the child in her lap, whispering into his soft, dark hair, a low-pitched stream of words that seemed more complaint than comfort.

Nina stood there holding out the slip of paper for several seconds. She felt her old irritation welling up again. Why was it so hard to help these people? They were treating her as a stranger once more, someone to be eyed with mistrust. But just as she was starting to think she would have to leave the note on the ground, the woman took it after all, in a quick, snatching motion, and stuffed it in the pocket of her fleece jacket.


 

[image: ]HERE WAS A kind of Internet café on the ferry to Denmark. Or a computer, at any rate. It had been crammed into a minute glass enclosure that served as a business lounge, and Sándor sat down with the sense of being in forbidden territory. Lord knows there wasn’t much about him right now that was business class. It had taken them two days to hobble their way north through Germany—with a radiator that was being kept artificially alive by Wondarweld cylinder block sealant and frequently adding water—and that had been more than his scant travel wardrobe had been prepared for. He was wearing a pair of recycled underpants that he had been forced to wash in a gas station restroom outside of Teupitz. Under his shirt he was itching incessantly, possibly because of the hair that was growing back after the shaving binge caused by his exam nerves. At any rate, he hoped that was all it was.

He was so tired that at first he couldn’t remember the password for his webmail. Eventually he turned off his mind, hoping his fingers would remember better than his brain cells.

There was a long e-mail from Lujza. Even though he didn’t know how much time he would have before he got kicked out or the ferry docked, he couldn’t help but read it. Dearest Sándor, I don’t know what’s going on in your life, and you won’t tell me, it began. And then it continued with an in-depth description of her feelings, her confusion and powerlessness, her anger at being shut out. And worst of all: the feeling of betrayal she was left with because you haven’t let me get to know you. The conclusion was, of course, unavoidable. Lujza wasn’t the let’s-just-be-friends type, nor was she the kind who dabbled in restrained platitudes like “It’s not you, it’s me.” I don’t think I have the strength to love someone who hasn’t got the courage to be himself, she wrote. And I can’t be with you without loving you. I would have rather said this to your face, but you didn’t give me that chance. And then just: Goodbye. No affectionate greeting, no hopes for the future, no cracks in the wall of her rejection.

His whole body was trembling. He didn’t know why it came as such a shock, since he knew very well that he had done it to himself, that he was the one who had severed his ties to her and not the other way around. Suddenly he missed her scent, her hands, the heat of her body, missed her so much he felt hollow inside. Even missed the frightening feeling of being carried along when she latched onto some preposterous cause, sinking her teeth into it and shaking it half to death. But how could he go back? Even if he found Tamás now, got the money one way or another, if he made it back to Budapest again … he still wouldn’t be going back to the same life.

He scrolled down through the list of messages in his inbox until he got to one from tamas49 at a Hotmail address. The e-mail was longer than the text messages and just as desperate.

Phrala, I don’t know if you will help me. Maybe, maybe not. But you will help Mom and the girls, won’t you? It’s for them, all of this. I would do it myself if I could, but I’m sicker than a dog. I can’t stand. Having trouble seeing. Don’t respond, just come. I’ll try to hide my phone once I’m done writing this message, but if they find it and you have responded, then they might see what you write. I don’t trust them. I only trust you. Write this down and delete the message. You’ll find out the rest when you get here.

There was an address and some columns of numbers. One column was dates, he was pretty sure, but he didn’t know what to make of the second. Phone numbers, maybe? They looked a little short, only eight digits. But they must be phone numbers after all because Tamás had added underneath: Only texts, no calls. Hurry.

Someone had courteously provided a little notepad and a pen with the ferry company’s logo next to the computer. Sándor wrote down both the address and the series of numbers. He checked to make sure he had it right and then obediently deleted the e-mail. I can’t stand. Having trouble seeing. Tamás, what the hell is wrong with you? And who are “they”? Who don’t you trust?

He sat for a while staring at the pale gray computer screen. He had to find Tamás now, as quickly as possible.

“The ferry will be docking in a few moments. We kindly ask passengers to return to the car deck.…”

Sándor stuck the slip of paper in his jacket pocket and stood up.

DOWNSTAIRS IN THE car deck, the driver was standing with one foot on the bottom step of the bus, forcing Sándor to edge past him to get back on again. While he still had one foot on the briny and slippery oil-spattered deck, the man suddenly shifted forward, trapping Sándor against the door.

“Your card,” he said.

It took Sándor a second to understand what he meant. It felt like several weeks since he had stood on the highway ramp outside Schwartzheide and stolen his own Visa card from another man’s pocket. But now apparently the driver had discovered his “theft.”

“But it’s my card.”

“Did you go to the duty free shop on the ferry?”

“No.…” Sándor said, confused.

The driver stuck his hands into Sándor’s pockets, both his jacket and his trousers, frisking him like a nosy customs agent. “What are you doing?” Sándor protested.

“What do you think? If even one of us smuggles so much as a carton of cigarettes, they’ll detain the whole bus. And believe me, they’re going to check us. Thoroughly, if you catch my drift. People like us, we always get checked.”

It hadn’t occurred to Sándor that the reason the driver had confiscated their credit cards was that he had to maintain this kind of discipline. Sándor stood passively as the man patted him down, running his hands inside his waistband and then sliding them down his thighs. He just hoped they were far enough inside the bus that this humiliation wasn’t providing a moment of entertainment for all the other ferry passengers. Finally the driver loaded everything he had found—a handkerchief, wallet, comb, the slip of paper with Tamás’s numbers on it, the Morgan Kane book he was currently rereading—back into Sándor’s arms.

“OK,” he said. “But when it’s time to go back, I’m going to need your card again. Are you coming?”

Sándor nodded, stuffing his possessions back into his various pockets. Just at that moment, the bow doors began to slide open, and the driver hurried to take his seat and get his ailing bus started.

“When will we be in Copenhagen?” Sándor asked.

“In an hour and a half, if I can get this rust bucket going. If not it might be faster to walk.”

“Is Valby close to Copenhagen?” That was the name of the town in the address Tamás had given him.

“It’s in Copenhagen, dimwit. That’s where we’re going. Go get in your seat, and shut the fuck up.”
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Nina aimed a quick, precise blow at the vicious little gnat that had been hounding her for the past thirty seconds. First it had gone for the back of her neck, then it had changed tactics and tried her lips, eyes, and ears. Now it was smeared across her bare shoulder, a small disgusting streak of blood. She brushed the worst of it away and looked around at the crowd of happy people with the growing sense that she had landed on some alien planet. Class 2A’s first big overnight field trip. When Nina was a kid, that kind of thing was between the kids and the school. These days the parents were supposed to come along to “get to know each other.” And that was just one horror on a long list of social activities requiring creative costumes, fake smiles, and liters of mediocre coffee. Thank god the school year was drawing to an end; she was completely and utterly fed-up. But here they were, in one final binge of get-togetherness, in an old Boy Scout cabin near Solrød Beach, and everything was exactly the way she had pictured it. It was dark and dank and smelled of damp wood and sweaty feet. The kitchen was a grease pit, and a quick glance at the sleeping facilities revealed that, just as she had feared, everyone was supposed to sleep in one common bunkroom, which meant getting a whole lot better acquainted with the other parents than she was prepared to. The fact that she had had a pounding headache ever since she returned from Valby the previous evening did nothing to improve her mood. She had taken a cocktail of aspirin with codeine and Paracetamol that usually worked for most kinds of pain, but without much success so far. The low evening sun pierced her eyes, and invisible knives stabbed into her temples every time she turned her head toward the light.

But Anton was loving it.

He was standing over by the campfire with Benjamin poking the embers with a long stick. They had finished their twist bread long since, and Benjamin’s mother had chased them away from the flames several times. Nina had given up without even trying. Boys had been playing with campfires since before recorded history, and it was presumably part of their DNA. They poked at the coals, pushing twigs into the flickering, orangey yellow flames, sending little clouds of sparks and ash up into the blue sky at regular intervals.

Nina knew she ought to be doing something. Clearing the table, making coffee, or at least chatting with the other parents. But right now she didn’t have the strength for anything other than nursing her headache and holding it together. She missed Morten. He would have been so much in his element. Right now, he would have been laughing and talking with the other dads, and no doubt he would also have had the energy to bake a proper cake for the group instead of the hastily purchased store-bought version she had brought along. He would have loaded the car full of balls and bats and got a pickup game going on the lawn in front of the cabin. Morten was good at this kind of thing, and when he was along, he provided a peaceful refuge from all the socializing whenever she got tired of smiling.

Behind the cabin there were newly grown, knee-high stinging nettles under the beech trees. She walked a few steps farther away from the cabin, carefully bending the nettles to the side with her feet, and sat down on a large boulder with her phone in her hand.

An international number had called. Twice. Nina guessed it was the little boy’s mother out in Valby even though there was nothing on her voicemail aside from white noise and a faint murmur.

She sat with her phone in her hand and listened to the raucous drone of the kids and grownups on the other side of the building. A woman laughed shrilly, and Nina again noticed her headache, which came rolling in like a heavy wave from somewhere in the very back of her skull, moving forward toward her eyes.

She had promised to return to the garage if they needed her. The forest floor swayed very slightly as she stood up and started walking back toward Anton. Hopefully he would insist on staying.

The boys were still standing by the fire with their sticks, and Nina decided to exploit her casual acquaintance with Benjamin’s mother, a short, sympathetic looking woman who looked to be no older than thirty.

“Excuse me.” Nina attempted to smile weakly, but bravely. “I think unfortunately we’re going to have to head back home. I’m coming down with the worst headache.”

Benjamin’s mother stepped out of the little cluster of parents she had been standing in and looked at Nina with compassion.

“Oh, that’s too bad,” she said. “The boys are having such a good time. Don’t you think Anton would like to stay? I’d be happy to watch him.”

Nina smiled gratefully and glanced quickly over at Anton.

“Oh, would you? That’s so sweet of you,” she said. “I’ll just go ask him.”

“Yes, by all means.” The woman gave Nina a serious look. “But are you sure you can drive? You don’t look well.”

When Nina climbed in behind the wheel of her Fiat seven minutes later and glanced in the rearview mirror, she saw what Benjamin’s mother had meant. She was pale and her skin gleamed damply in the light refracting through the windshield, painting rainbow-colored stripes on the dashboard. She waved to Anton as she backed down the narrow drive, her skull feeling as if it was about to explode. He waved back with a cheerful grin and then took off, galloping after Benjamin into the trees. She couldn’t see him anymore as she pulled out onto the paved road. Just before getting on the highway, she stopped the car, walked all the way over to the drainage ditch and threw up the sausages, twist bread, and mediocre coffee onto the fresh green dandelions.

WHEN NINA PARKED the Fiat in front of the garage, a man was standing by the chain-link fence by the road. The sun had sunk farther in the sky and hung behind his head like a glowing halo that made it impossible for her to make out his facial features. All the same, she had the sneaking sense that he was watching her as she walked across the cracked asphalt.

A muffled bass line with a techno beat hammered at her as she opened the door into the shop. There were only a handful of men in there. The nice weather apparently meant longer workdays in the city. The few that had returned home were sitting on a set of rickety lawn chairs just inside the door and were so preoccupied with their card game that the only scrutiny she received was a scowl as she scooted around them. At the back of the room, there was a slightly overweight teenage girl in pale blue jeans that were far too tight, a bright-yellow top and ponytail leading an impromptu chorus line of younger girls. Nina saw two little girls who hadn’t been at the garage the previous evening. They must be seven or eight, she guessed, as she saw them carefully copying the teenager’s not-entirely-unrefined dance steps with dark-eyed concentration. A couple of the boys, slightly younger, were fiddling with the source of the noise, a greasy ghetto blaster that had been plugged into a socket next to the door to the kitchenette. One of them was trying to sabotage the girls’ dance with a big, impudent grin, swaying hips and holding a chocolate cookie in his right hand, but the rest of the group gathered around the ghetto blaster looked wan and limp.

The little boy was nowhere to be seen.

Nina proceeded down the length of the garage, her steps wobbly. Objects kept floating off to one side whenever she tried to focus on them. The cold, blue light from the fluorescent tube blinked irregularly as she made her way back down the rows of mattresses, rolled-up bedding, and sleeping bags. Then she spotted the boy’s mother. She was huddled up against the wall, tiny. The boy was lying next to her, and when Nina got close enough, she saw that he was awake. His eyes were big and dark in his pale face, but it reassured Nina to see that he was conscious. His mother looked like someone who hadn’t slept in days, which she probably hadn’t. She was pale and colorless in a pair of worn jeans and a pink fleece jacket that looked too warm for May. She pointed to a little phone she wore hanging around her neck and flashed her cavity-ridden teeth in something that was meant to resemble a smile.

“Ápolónö, telefonál!” she said.

Nina nodded and slid down beside the woman. The nausea, which had been lying in wait the whole way to Valby, came back when the stench of the boy’s sickbed hit her nostrils. What is this damn thing, she wondered, aware of how the question drifted around inside her aching head in an oddly aimless way. The boy’s pulse was a little too high, but that wasn’t a big deal. He could definitely use a new unit of saline, but his mother had apparently succeeded in getting him to drink some fluids. There were a couple of empty half-liter water bottles rolling around next to the mattress. Not critical, Nina thought, but the boy wasn’t healthy either. Far from it. The boy’s mother looked like she had read Nina’s thoughts.

“Kórház,” she said. “Hospital?”

Before Nina had a chance to respond, the woman stood up in a wobbly, exhausted motion and gestured to Nina to follow her outside. They walked past the men playing cards and out into the parking lot, where darkness had now settled over the industrial neighborhood. The woman continued around the corner of the garage and down the uneven concrete pavers of an overgrown walkway that led to the garage’s boarded-up office shack. A tall, untrimmed beech hedge was leaning across the path from the neighboring property, and Nina was on the verge of losing her balance as she ducked to pass underneath the branches. The pavers were wobbling. The whole world was wobbling now. The woman stopped about halfway down the path, squatted down, and separated the leaves in the hedge. Then she pulled out an old, plastic bucket that she held with just two fingers on the handle, cautiously placing it on the cobblestones between them.

The stench from the sloshing plastic bucket revealed its contents even before Nina looked into it. Vomit. The woman pointed into the bucket and looked at Nina with bare, black fear in her eyes.

“Vér,” she said. “Much sick.”

Nina held her breath and cautiously leaned over the bucket. The contents were grainy and dark, like coffee grounds.

Hematemesis. The person whose vomit this was had a seriously bleeding ulcer. It couldn’t be the boy, Nina told herself. It couldn’t. Not when he was sitting in the garage eating cookies, looking sick, but not deathly ill. It must be someone else, maybe the young man who had disappeared. Either he had consumed something that had eaten away the mucous membrane in his stomach or his stomach was totally ravaged by the effects of the disease. Hematemesis didn’t just stop on its own. It was a potentially lethal condition.

“Where did it come from? Where is he?”

The woman hesitated.

“Mulo, much sick. Gone. Now, my son same sick.” Fear pulled at the woman’s mouth.

Nina moved, as quickly as her wobbly state permitted. If the vomit had come from Peter’s “sick young man,” he was in serious trouble. But she had no idea who he was or where in the world he was, and the children had to be her first priority now.

She yanked open the door of the garage and went across to the boy on the mattress. She was still far from certain that this was the same thing the young man had been suffering from. But she couldn’t let herself run that risk any longer. The boy had to go to the hospital.

“Hospital. Now.”

Nina gave a friendly smile and went to great lengths to act calm. There was no reason to scare the wits out of the boy’s mother. On the other hand, it was important that she understood what had to be done. Nina could leave no room for doubt.

The woman glanced anxiously over at the men on the rickety lawn chairs. Then she took out a crumpled white plastic bag and started gathering up a few of the boy’s clothes. It said “Ticket to Heaven” on the bag in big, attractive, swoopy letters. Below that was a drawing of happy stick-figure boys and girls in colored shorts and dresses. The woman’s hands had started shaking.

One of the men got up. Nina could hear his footsteps approaching on the bare concrete floor but didn’t turn around. She kneeled down next to the boy and smiled at him.

“Do you want to go for a little trip?” Nina asked, picking him up. Then she nodded quickly at the woman. “Let’s go.”

She started walking toward the door, and the boy’s mother followed. He was heavier than she remembered him being, or maybe she was weaker. It felt like she was walking on pillows.

“Abbahagy. Stop.”

The man hadn’t even raised his voice, but Nina sensed the woman behind her stiffen. Now all of the men stood up and came over to block their way, arms crossed and eyes narrowed. The boy’s father took a step forward and grabbed his wife’s arm.

“Örült éu vagy?”

A shower of Hungarian words hailed down on them. The man gestured in Nina’s direction, and the woman responded quietly and fervently. Then she pulled herself free, walked over to Nina, and tried to clear a path for them through the little group of men.

“Né!”

The man jumped forward and grabbed her again, this time so hard that it was obvious it hurt. Then he looked over at Nina. “My son stay here.”

The woman protested, clearly trying to explain something to him, but still without luck. The men had begun to close in around Nina, who stood motionless with the boy locked in her arms.

“The boy is very sick. We must take him to the hospital,” she said calmly. “Please let me through.”

She expressed her desire to proceed with her face, and a very young man with a ponytail and youthful peach fuzz on his chin moved just enough to allow her to proceed toward the door. If she made it out with the boy, presumably his mother would be allowed to follow. Otherwise Nina might have to come back for her later.

With a quick yank someone spun her around, and she was now face to face with the boy’s father, who looked like a man ready to fight to the death. He was furious, and behind the fury lurked something that resembled panic. As if he were afraid of her.

The man made a grab for the boy and tried to lift him out of Nina’s arms with harsh, vigorous yanks, which caused the boy to emit an ear-splitting shriek. Nina let go of him. They couldn’t stand there each tugging on either end of the child like two dogs with a piece of meat. But it was too late. The boy’s shriek made the man yell something, first at Nina and then at the boy’s mother, who had begun to cry. Nina looked at the men’s faces, backed over to the door, grabbed the handle, and left. They let her do that.

She stood in the parking lot and took a deep breath, mouthful after mouthful of cool evening air. Her headache, which had receded slightly during the scuffle, returned as if her head were being bludgeoned.

She wasn’t physically up to taking the boy away herself and would now have to notify the authorities. There was no way around it. Nina decided to start with Magnus, who had a detailed list of contact numbers for the police and the various welfare agencies. No matter who came out here now, they were going to need police assistance if they were to have any chance of taking the boy.

Magnus’s number was in her fingers, but she didn’t manage to finish dialing it. A hard blow struck her hand. The pain in the back of her hand made her lose her grip on her phone. The phone hit the asphalt with an ominous crack, and when she spun around, she saw the young man with the ponytail standing there holding a broomstick. That was what he had hit her with. He put his heel on her phone, and there was a crunching sound as he crushed it. He raised the broomstick yet again and yelled something or other, either at her or to the men who had stayed behind in the garage.

Nina turned around and sprinted the few remaining meters to her Fiat, flung herself into the driver’s seat, and jabbed her key into the ignition. Someone tried to open the door on the passenger’s side. She couldn’t see who it was and didn’t care, either. She leaned across the passenger’s seat as best she could with the steering wheel in her way and tried to force the door closed again. Without success. Whoever was holding the handle was stronger than she was, and in the rearview mirror, she could see a bunch of angry men closing in. A rock hit her rear windshield with a dull crash. The door handle slid out of her desperate grasp, and a man slipped into the front seat next to her.

“Drive,” he said. “Please.…”

It wasn’t until then that she realized that he wasn’t one of the pursuers but appeared to be pursued like herself. His face was red and swollen. He had a busted eyebrow, dark with clotted blood. As if he had just come out of a bar fight. Yet another shower of rocks hailed down over the car.

Nina turned the key in the ignition, and the Fiat started miraculously and immediately. She backed up so fast that the men behind them had to jump to the side, then sped ahead and threw the car onto the deserted industrial road, still with one door wide open and the stowaway clinging to the seat and the handle of the glove compartment. He managed to get the door closed again before they merged into the steady evening rush hour traffic on Gammel Køge Landevej.

THE CAR’S FRONT wheels hit the curb by the sidewalk in Fejøgade with a soft bump, and Nina heard the scraping sound of the undercarriage against the concrete. She was starting to feel dizzy again, and small black spots were dancing in front of her eyes as she turned her head to look at her uninvited passenger. He was pressing a handkerchief against the gash in his eyebrow. It was already soaked with blood, and a couple of big, dark drops had seeped through the fabric, dripping onto his arm. He noticed and folded the handkerchief carefully, trying to avoid further mess on himself or the car seat. It was almost touching, Nina thought, with a glance at the Fiat’s shop-soiled upholstery. She opened the glove compartment, pulled out a roll of paper towels, and handed it to him.

“Thank you,” he said politely.

They hadn’t said anything to each other the whole drive. She hadn’t had enough breath for anything besides maneuvering them in one piece through the city traffic despite her headache, and he had just sat there, motionless and silent, as if he felt that any movement on his part would be interpreted as a threat.

He fumbled the paper towel into place over his gash and continued to sit there with the bloody handkerchief in his other hand as if he didn’t quite know what to do with it. It wasn’t until now that Nina had a chance to size him up. He was a long way from home, she thought, and young, probably somewhere in his early twenties. At first she had assumed he was Roma, but now she wasn’t sure. There was something about the way he was dressed, his mannerisms, his reserved politeness—something that somehow set him apart from the other men out there at the garage. And then of course there was also the fact that they had beaten him.… His breathing was unsteady, and he was holding his elbow awkwardly against his ribcage on one side. The split eyebrow clearly wasn’t the whole story.

“What happened?” she asked, grateful that he spoke at least a little English. “Where does it hurt?”

“My side,” he said. “I got kicked.…”

At least it wasn’t a knife or a baseball bat. Her eyes wandered up to his mouth, but there were no blood bubbles, and the blood that was there all seemed to have come from his eyebrow. A kick could easily break a rib, and a broken rib could perforate a lung. The eyebrow would have to wait; it wasn’t life threatening. Chest pain could be.

“Take your jacket off. No, wait. I’ll help you.” She didn’t want him to move his torso too much until she had an idea of what was going on with his ribs. The need to call on her professional skills once again pushed her own nausea into the background, and she was grateful for that. She turned on the overhead light to see what she was doing and pulled the now blood-splattered white shirt to the side to expose his torso. There was a round red mark along the third rib on his left side, and he inhaled sharply when she touched it. But the bone felt intact; at most it was cracked, which was still enormously uncomfortable and would make breathing an unpleasant chore for a few days, but nothing worse.

“Are you a doctor?” he asked.

“Nurse.”

A flash of eagerness and hope lit up the eye that wasn’t stuck shut with blood.

“My brother,” he said. “Have you seen him? He’s sick.…”

“How old is he?” she asked.

“Sixteen.”

“No. Then I haven’t seen him.” Was he the sick, young Roma man who had disappeared from the garage? Should she ask? But she didn’t know anything other than that he was gone and that he might not be just sick but critically ill.

The man’s shoulders sank. She cautiously moved the hand protecting his eye so she could see the gash. It was what she had been expecting, a classic boxing injury. It bled a lot, but the gash wasn’t all that long, and Nina could have fixed it up with a drop of skin glue from her first aid kit if she had had a chance to grab it when she left Valby. Now she would have to make do with the car’s first aid kit, which wasn’t ideal, but better than nothing.

“Do you know the people out there?” she asked.

“No,” he said.

He sat perfectly still while she worked, almost as if he wasn’t completely present. As if he had disappeared into himself, to some place where the pain couldn’t reach him. It gave her a jolt of discomfort because that was a reaction she was more used to seeing in exhausted or abused refugee children, but at least it made him an easy patient. She cleaned the wound with a splash of iodine and closed the gaping gash with small pieces of surgical tape. Finally she turned the rearview mirror so he could view the results. The look in his eyes became more alert, and he thanked her again, just as politely as the first time.

“You’re welcome.”

Nina forced herself to smile as she felt the nausea come roiling back up from somewhere low in her abdomen. It was that refugee child’s reaction in him that made her continue:

“Are you in trouble? Is there anything I.…”

She only made it halfway through the question. It felt as if the car were sailing across the black asphalt, like a ship in rough waters. She opened the door, but only made it halfway out before she threw up, hanging out of her seat. Warm vomit spattered her sandal, her foot, and her bare leg. When the heaving stopped, she sat there for several seconds with her eyes closed and her forehead resting against the steering wheel, gasping the cool evening air.

Then she felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up. He had gotten out of the car and come around to her side to help her out. He looked scared, she thought. Worried and scared, in a way that looked wrong for someone that young. People his age usually lived secure in their faith in their own immortality.

He supported her gently under the elbow as she awkwardly straddled the little pool of vomit next to the car. There were small bright red splotches in the grayish yellow. Blood. That put paid to any lingering doubts. She was suffering from the same thing as the children at the garage.

Nina instinctively pulled her arm back and took a step away from the young man. If this was contagious, and she was a carrier, then she had already spent too long with him in the car, not to mention with Anton and all the kids on the field trip. She wasn’t too worried about herself or Anton. A well-equipped hospital would have no trouble curing this thing, whatever it was. It was a different matter for the Roma at the garage and for her injured passenger. She had no idea where he was going and if he would have access to a hospital if he got sick.

“This is just first aid,” she told him. “Get back in. I’ll drive you to the emergency room just as soon … just give me a moment.”

“No.” He shook his head vehemently.

She stared at him and felt an intense exasperation spread like heat through her chest. What was it with these people? Why couldn’t they just do what she said?

“You need more treatment. And the children out there. They need to go to the hospital. Why won’t any of you see that?” Her voice had become hard and flat with suppressed rage. But not sufficiently suppressed, it seemed.

“I’m going now,” he said, taking a step back, as if he was backing away from a vicious dog. “Thanks for your help.”

She wanted him to wait. To at least stay long enough to get her phone number so he could call if there were problems. If he got sick. Or if he found his sick brother. But he was already walking down the sidewalk. The muscles in Nina’s legs trembled as she tried to take a couple of swaying steps after him. She didn’t even have the strength to call out. She was afraid she would throw up again if she so much as flexed a single muscle in the region of her neck. But when he got to the corner, he turned around spontaneously. He hesitated for so long she thought maybe he had changed his mind after all.

“The children,” he said then. “In Hungary, Roma children are often removed from their homes. For example if someone in the family is seriously ill or … or something. That’s why they’re afraid. That’s why they don’t dare go to the doctor here. Because the children don’t always come home again.”

He looked as if he wanted to say more, but then he turned his back on her again, lengthened his strides, and disappeared down Jagtvej. She stood perfectly still for a while, waiting for her nausea to subside.


 

[image: ]IS HEAD HURT like crazy. Sándor cautiously fingered his eyebrow, tracing the edges of the wound under the bandage, but that wasn’t where most of the pain was coming from. When the blow hit, his head had slammed back and something in his neck had dislocated, or at least that was how it felt. And the ribs on his left side ached with a steady, dull pain with every breath he took.

Traffic churned past on both sides of a narrow central strip of trees. It wasn’t very dark yet even though it was past ten, and though he felt like sitting down on the sidewalk and leaning against a wall, there were limits to how weird he could act out here in the open where everyone could see him.

It was no longer hot. There was a sharpness in the air, and a shiver ran through him when he breathed, partly because of the cold, partly because of the shock. Someone had hit him. Someone had kicked him while he was down. Someone had thrown rocks at him. There was a tumultuous, injured humiliation inside him. He felt picked on. The entire Hungarian part of his upbringing was in offended uproar—“You can’t just hit people, you know!”—while at the same time he could hear his stepfather Elvis’s sarcastic scorn when he had been stupid enough to complain that someone had pushed him at school. Crybaby. Push back!

He hadn’t found Tamás.

Even though the place was at the address Tamás had given him, Tamás wasn’t there. No one would admit having seen him. No one would say where he was. And when Sándor had kept asking, insisted … it had happened in a flash. There hadn’t been any introductory pushing or bumping chests, they had just … let him have it. Three or four quick blows and, when he fell down, a kick to the kidneys and one in the side. He wasn’t even sure which of them had hit him, after the first man, that little square guy with the mustache, the one who sounded like he came from Szeged. He was the one who had busted Sándor’s eyebrow.

As he lay doubled over on the filthy, gritty concrete floor of the repair shop, he heard the sound of breaking glass. Then they hauled him up onto his feet and pushed him up against the wall, and the Szeged man stuck something right up in his face, so close that Sándor had to squint to see that it was a broken bottle.

They’re going to slit my throat.

He had time to think that thought, disjointed and panicky and yet strangely matter-of-fact. A noise came out of his throat, a squeak that was both pain and fear. And that very instant there was a pling! from his mobile phone, an absurdly everyday sound in the midst of impending death. That didn’t stop the man with the broken bottle.

“Get lost,” he said coldly. “If we see you here again.…”

He didn’t need to say any more. The edge of the broken glass rested sharp and cold against Sándor’s cheek, and Sándor could feel his pulse throbbing in his carotid artery a few centimeters down.

“You and your mulo brother.…” one of the other men whispered. “Mamioro, scram.”

And Sándor had run away. His tail between his legs, his throat full of bile. But when he got outside, there was nowhere to go. After all, he had to find Tamás.

Mulo. He remembered that word because ghosts and evil spirits were staples of his grandmother’s bedtime stories. Mamioro? Wasn’t there a story about.…

But the memory slipped through his fingers like a fish squirming its way out of the fisherman’s grasp. And mulo was ominous enough on its own. Why were they calling his brother an evil spirit?

He shuddered and suddenly noticed that he was in his shirtsleeves, leaning up against a wall whose cool stone façade was sucking the heat out of his body with each second. His jacket. What happened to it?

Damn it. That’s right, the nurse had helped him to take it off.

He swore softly and starting walking back toward the street where she had dropped him off. It wasn’t far; it couldn’t be. A quiet side street off the noisy boulevard he was on now with three- or four-story residential buildings on both sides and some fragile, freshly planted trees in pots here and there.…

Was it here? FEJøGADE the sign said, a collection of letters that refused to make any kind of sense in his head whatsoever. And people said Hungarian was hard.…

The little, red Fiat was parked next to the curb, with a spider web shaped pattern in the rear window where the rock had hit it. He put his hands on the roof and peered in the side windows. Yes. There it was, tossed on the back seat with the first aid kit she had used when she patched him up. He grabbed the door handle, but of course the car was locked. The locking reflex was apparently so ingrained in city dwellers that it would take more than a stomach bug to defeat it.

He tried to figure out which building was hers. Surely she had parked as close as she could, but there weren’t very many free spots to choose from. He stared doubtfully at the big entry door closest to the Fiat. Was that it? He couldn’t be sure. And which floor? He stared at the row of lit buzzer buttons with neatly typed names behind Plexiglas. HANSEN, KRONBORG, H. SKOVGAARD, MALENE HVIDT & RASMUS BJERG POULSEN.… She hadn’t said what her name was. He tentatively pressed the button next to HANSEN, but there was no answer. KRONBORG turned out to be a man’s voice, speaking Danish, of course. Or so Sándor assumed anyway. He couldn’t make out a single word.

It’s just a jacket, he told himself. But he felt still further reduced. Going from a room full of possessions to a duffel bag of just the most essential things. Then the bag was gone—he hadn’t brought it from Valby. And now his Studio Coletti jacket, which with a little generosity could be mistaken for something more classic. What would it be next? For a brief nightmarish moment, he pictured himself roaming the streets of this foreign city stark naked. But he still had his wallet in his trouser pocket, his mobile phone, and the keys to the dorm room that was no longer his.

The phone. He had received a text message, hadn’t he? While he’d been pushed up against the wall with the sharp edge of the broken bottle at his throat.

The message was empty. But it had come from Tamás’s number.

He feverishly pressed “call.” How long had it been since the message had arrived? A half hour? More? Less? He had no idea. He just had to desperately hope his brother was still by the phone.

“Yes?”

“Tamás. Where are you?”

“Who is this?”

Only when the voice began speaking English did he realize it wasn’t Tamás.

“Could I please speak to Tamás?” he tried.

“Who may I say is calling?” said the man on the phone, very correctly, but in some accent that Sándor couldn’t identify. Maybe that was what it sounded like when Danes spoke English.

“I’m his brother.”

“Oh, good. He’s been asking for you. He can’t come to the phone right now, but he really wants to talk to you. Where are you?”

The alarm bells started going off in the back of Sándor’s mind. I don’t trust them. I only trust you.

“In Copenhagen,” he said vaguely. “Where’s Tamás now?”

“He’s here with us. He’s sleeping right now. He’s been very sick, and he’s not doing so well. But I know he’ll be really happy to see you when he wakes up. Where are you? We’ll just come pick you up. It’s no problem.”

I don’t trust you either, Sándor thought. But I don’t have any choice.

“It says FEJøGADE on the sign,” he said and spelled it out for them.
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Leaving the boy and the other children at the garage was no longer an option. She wanted to get them all over to Bispebjerg Hospital and have them checked out, but her powers of persuasion had been woefully insufficient, and she had a serious bruise on the back of her hand to remind her of that fact. It would take both the social welfare authorities and the police to get the children out of there. What this would mean for their parents was no longer a concern she could afford to be influenced by.

She called Magnus’s mobile, her fingers feeling like oversized gummy bears. He sounded like his usual calm, overworked self when he answered. It was 10:10 P.M., but he was still at the Coal-House Camp waiting for the medical transport he had just ordered for one of the camp’s elderly residents. Of course Valby wouldn’t shock him either.

“You could call one of the pediatricians at Rigshospitalet,” he said. “They have details of all the agencies you’ll need. They are the ones who pick up the pieces when little kids get beaten by mom and dad. They know what they’re doing.”

Nina sighed. Damnit, this wasn’t the same thing at all. Magnus was quiet on the other end of the line.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Nina had no idea how he did it, but Magnus had something like a sixth sense when it came to illness. As if he could hear it, even over the phone, even when the call was routed via satellites.

“I’m not one hundred percent,” she admitted, sitting down on the edge of the sofa.

Someone said something to Magnus in the background. The medical transport team must have finally arrived, and Nina waited, supporting herself with her hand on the coffee table, while Magnus directed them down the hallway. Then he was back on the line.

“Right,” Magnus said. “Here’s what we’ll do. You come out here now. Take a taxi. We’ve got to have a look at you, too.”

Nina smiled weakly at the phone.

“I’ve got to get the boy to a hospital first.”

Magnus snorted. “Now you listen to me. I’ll take care of the Valby kids, but only if you come out here. Now. Besides …” Magnus exhaled heavily into the phone, and Nina guessed he was on his way over to the clinic. “… the faster we run some tests on you, the faster we’ll figure out what’s going on with those children. It can be difficult to get the social welfare authorities off their backsides, so it could easily take a few hours before anything happens in that department. You’re sick. Let’s start with you. I’m sure you’re suffering from the same thing.”

“You’re just saying that to get me to do what you want,” she said. “So I’ll quit being a nuisance.”

His warm, rural Swedish laugh resonated into her telephone ear.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But I’m right, aren’t I?”

SHE DIDN’T TAKE a cab. She wasn’t completely helpless, even though it was surprisingly hard to turn the key in the ignition.

Her fingers trembled, and to her intense irritation after two fruitless attempts she was forced to rest her hands on her thighs, take a deep breath, and try again. This time the motor started. Fucking hell. Nina swore softly in a mix of relief and frustration. She sat still for a moment, trying to get control of her body before she put the car in gear and backed out onto the road. So far, so good. She cast a quick glance in the rearview mirror just before she turned onto Jagtvej and caught a glimpse of a lanky, girlish figure on a clunky old lady’s bicycle. Then the cyclist disappeared from view. Ida? Nina tried to turn her head and catch sight of the cyclist again, but the movement made her head pound, so she gave up. No, of course it wasn’t. Ida was at Anna’s.

Nina suddenly felt miserably alone. Her thoughts drifted off into the darkness around her. She pictured all of them, Anton, Ida, Morten, and herself, as small, illuminated fireflies surrounded by black nothing, each heading off in its own direction.


 

[image: ]HE CAR THAT had come to get Sándor was a dark-blue Volkswagen Touareg. A chocolate labrador was sitting in the back. It breathed on him the whole way, heavy and wet down the back of his neck. Mounted in the back seat next to Sándor was an infant’s car seat, which reassured him. One of the two men seemed perfectly ordinary, unthreatening and reasonably trustworthy. Probably in his mid-forties, blond, casually dressed in deck shoes, khaki chinos, and a thin, navy blue wool sweater with a little Ralph Lauren polo player embroidered on the chest.

“Frederik,” he said, holding out his hand.

“Sándor Horváth.”

“So you’re Tamás’s brother?”

Sándor nodded. The driver hadn’t greeted him. He was a skinny, not particularly tall man whose face was partly hidden in the shadow of a cowboy hat that would have made John Wayne jealous. So far he had completely ignored Sándor.

“We’re glad you came,” Frederik said. “Has Tamás filled you in on the situation?”

“Not really,” Sándor replied evasively. “He just said he was feeling terrible and needed help.”

“Yeah, unfortunately that’s true. Don’t really know what he’s got. It would probably be best to get him a doctor.”

Sándor thought about what Tamás had written: I can’t stand. Having trouble seeing.

“Shouldn’t he go to the hospital?”

The man turned around so far that Sándor could see his whole calm, neatly shaven face.

“Let’s just cut the crap,” he said. “Your brother can’t go to a normal hospital. But we know a doctor who’d be happy to treat him, discreetly, you understand.”

“Well, do that then.”

“That’s what we want to do, but it’s not cheap. And his sponsor has put his wallet back in his pocket.”

Sponsor? What did they mean by that?

“Bolgár? Do you mean Bolgár?”

The man in the Ralph Lauren sweater smiled guardedly.

“We don’t need to mention too many names now, do we? But yes. He paid for your brother’s trip and room and board, but he drew the line at the expense of a private clinic. That kind of thing is expensive.”

“How much?” Sándor asked, feeling the rage smoldering just below the surface. His brother was sick, very sick, and now this man was sitting here saying, sure they wanted to help him—just as long as they were paid for it. Money Sándor didn’t have.

“A considerable sum. Several thousand Euros.”

Sándor’s heart sank.

“I don’t have that much.”

“No, we realize that. But luckily your brother has a valuable item that he can sell. As you well know.”

Sándor didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to say yes, but it also didn’t make much sense to deny it.

“So sell it,” he said hoarsely. Preferably without involving me.…

“What we’re missing,” Frederik said, “is the contact information for the buyer. Your brother entrusted you with that particular key, he said. So we thought that if we helped your brother get some medical attention now, then one favor could repay the other, if you catch my drift. It’s a very nice place, private clinic and all that, better than a big public hospital.”

“I would really like to talk to my brother first,” Sándor said insistently.

There was a little pause. The streetlights alternated in a Morse-like rhythm as the car slid through traffic, light-dark, light-dark, light-light-dark. Sándor cautiously leaned his head back against the cream-colored headrest and was suddenly dead tired of sitting in big German cars and being blackmailed.

The driver pulled something out of the chest pocket of his fringed cowboy leather jacket and handed it to Frederik. A mobile phone, it looked like. One of those ones that was practically a small computer, with a flip out keypad and double-sized screen.

“I have a video I think you should see,” Frederik said. He held the phone’s screen up so Sándor could look at it.

It was Tamás, of course. A close-up of his face, grainy and overexposed, but still frighteningly clear. His eyes were closed; no, more than closed, glued shut by some kind of goopy, yellow infection that stuck to his eyelashes in clumps. A tear track that was reddish from blood and pus ran down along the side of his nose. Little reddish-brown splotches covered the skin around his eyes like freckles, and he could hear a wheezing, gurgling sound that must be Tamás’s breathing. His lips were cracked and bloody, and it didn’t seem like he was aware of what was going on around him.

It was at that instant that Sándor remembered what mamioro meant: a spirit who brings deadly disease.

Frederik turned off the phone’s video function and passed it back to the driver.

“I don’t think there’s a lot of time for the doctor,” he said, sounding just as friendly and calm as before. A thump-thump-thump came from where the dog was sitting. The Lab was wagging because he had heard his master’s voice.

“I don’t have any keys,” Sándor said desperately.

“Well, I hope you do,” Frederik said. “It’s a short list, I believe. With some phone numbers and dates on it.”

Sándor closed his eyes. Oh, yes, I had one of those. In the pocket of the jacket that’s in the nurse’s car.
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It had taken her more than half an hour to reach the Coal-House Camp because she had had to pull over by the Gladsaxe exit to throw up. After that she had sat for almost seven minutes with her forehead resting on the wheel before she had summoned up enough energy to drive on. Magnus had met her in the parking lot, stuck a long bear paw into the car, and practically scooped her out of the Fiat.

Now she was lying on the clinic’s examining table while Magnus, still cursing, tended to her.

“You have quite a high fever, thirty-nine point one, and your pulse is through the roof. I don’t understand how you even made it out here. I told you to take a cab. You’re acting like goddamn idiot, but I suppose there’s nothing new about that. Goddamn it all to hell.”

Nina didn’t respond. Magnus swore when he was worried, usually in his native Swedish; she was used to it, and even if she hadn’t been, she was beyond caring. She had spent the last of her energy getting here. Now she lay still, feeling the nausea settling over her like a heavy, cloying duvet.

“I could do some of the tests here, but we really need to get you into a hospital. I know someone in the infectious diseases ward at Rigshospitalet. I’m sure I could get her to admit you. She isn’t such a stickler for the rules, and if she can figure out what this is, she could probably do something for those children very quickly.”

Nina nodded and rolled over on her side. That reduced the nausea for a brief moment; then it came back with renewed vigor. She sat up and vomited into the basin Magnus had placed in front of her. He wrinkled his nose and took the basin away with a new torrent of cussing and swearing.

“As quickly as possible, Magnus.”

She lay there with her eyes closed while Magnus made the call. He talked for a long time, his voice was quiet and strained. Persuasive. But she wasn’t paying attention to what he was saying anymore. She drifted off for a few minutes but was forced to wake up again almost immediately as Magnus began the awful process of getting her to her feet and into his Volvo.

Some oversight must have occurred to him then, because he tossed her bag and jacket into the driver’s seat and left her sitting unsteadily in the other front seat, while he sprinted back into the clinic.

Only then did she notice that there were two jackets. Her own windbreaker and a man’s jacket that had definitely never been hers. The young man must have forgotten it in her car.

Magnus came back with his arms full of emesis basins, which he piled into her lap.

“Yeah, sorry,” he said. “But … you know. It’s the Volvo.”

Nina couldn’t help but laugh even though it mostly sounded like a long, hacking cough.

“My valiant hero,” she said weakly, feeling the fierce, familiar undertow of her longing for Morten. “What would I have done without you?”
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“It’s gone,” he said.

If only he had just smashed the damn window and taken the jacket while he had the chance. But the thought hadn’t even occurred to him. That would have been Against The Rules. Of course at that point, he hadn’t known that Tamás’s life might depend on it.

“Then I suppose we’ll have to wait until it comes back,” Frederik said. “Because this is where she lives, right?”

“I don’t know,” Sándor said. “I think so. She went into that building there.” He pointed to the front door he was most convinced was hers. No reason to mention that he wasn’t a hundred percent sure.

“Find another place to park, Tommi,” Frederik told the driver. “So her spot is still free.”

Tommi nodded and slid the Touareg in between a Kia and a Škoda Felicia a little farther down the street. He turned on the radio and shoved a CD into the slot, and soon Johnny Cash was rasping through the speakers: “Saint Quentin, you’ve been living hell to me.…”

They sat in silence. Sándor had stopped asking them about Tamás, and there wasn’t anything else he wanted to talk to them about. The driver lit a cigarette.

“Open the window,” Frederik said, irritated.

After half an hour, during which Johnny Cash had sung “Folsom Prison Blues,” “The Man in Black,” “Ring of Fire,” and several other classics, Tommi suddenly opened the driver’s door.

“Can you see the Fiat?” Frederik asked, still in English, which suddenly puzzled Sándor. Why weren’t they speaking Danish to each other?

“She obviously didn’t just pop out for cigarettes,” Tommi said. “And we don’t have all night.”

Frederik sat there for a brief moment. Then he nodded.

“Okay. We’ll go in and have a look. Come on.” That last part was to Sándor.

“But I don’t even know her name!”

“You said she was a nurse, right?” Tommi said. “I’m sure we can figure out the rest. Get off your ass.”

Tommi tossed his ten-gallon hat onto the seat and took off his fringed cowboy jacket. He pulled two black sweatshirts out of the trunk, gave one to Frederik, put on the other, and stuck a couple of screwdrivers in his pocket. The Lab whined, wanting to go with them, but Frederik commanded it to “Lie down!” and at the same time cracked the window a little to let air into the car for it.

Frederik pressed the doorbells one by one and said a few words each time, completely incomprehensible to Sándor, until there was a buzz and a click and they could enter. Ten or twelve identical mailboxes were mounted just inside the door. With a quick, practiced wrench of the screwdriver, Tommi broke the first one open and passed the contents to Frederik, who quickly skimmed through it while Tommi set to work on the next mailbox.

“Bingo,” Frederik said of mailbox five, waving a window envelope. “Nina Borg, RN. Second floor on the right.”

Tommi carefully returned the mail to the appropriate boxes even though the doors were hanging open and could no longer be closed.

Frederik rang the doorbell for the second-floor apartment on the right, but no one came to the door. They could hear music from inside, something loud and heavy and apocalyptic, and when Tommi opened the mail slot, they could see that the lights were on. Frederik and Tommi exchanged glances, and Frederik nodded. Tommi pulled a floppy, crumpled nylon stocking out of his pocket and handed it to Frederik. Frederik sniffed it and made a face.

“For fuck’s sake,” he said. “Don’t you have any that hasn’t been worn?”

Tommi just shrugged. He had already pulled a stocking over his head so his facial features were grotesquely smushed and camouflaged.

“No,” Sándor said, aghast. “You can’t just.…”

Crunch. The doorframe splintered under the pressure from two screwdrivers at once. The door opened.

Sándor just stood there on the landing until Tommi grabbed hold of him, pulled him inside, and shut the door behind him. The music pulsed out to meet them on heavy bass feet.

“But.…”

“Shut up. You want to get your brother to the doctor, right?”

Sándor closed his mouth again.

“Is it one of them?” Frederik asked softly, pointing to the overloaded coat hooks on one wall. Tommi had begun opening doors, quickly and quietly—or at least quietly enough that the clicks were lost in the bombardment of death metal. Sándor obediently flipped through the untidy collection of raincoats, windbreakers, and jackets but couldn’t find anything that resembled his Studio Coletti.

Suddenly there was a feminine shriek and an outraged yell from an only slightly less shrill but still unmistakably masculine voice. A shudder ran through Sándor’s entire body, and he involuntarily took a couple of quick steps back toward the door.

Tommi was standing in the doorway to what was obviously a teenager’s room. On the bed that occupied most of the space lay a young couple, a girl with short, wispy, tar-black hair and a young guy with tattooed shoulders and a shaved head. They were both more or less naked, and the girl was trying to pull the blanket up to cover her breasts.

Sándor hurriedly looked away. Tommi didn’t.

“Keep going,” he told the shocked couple, clicking the record video button on his fancy phone. “They’re crazy about this kind of thing on the Internet.…”
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Nina detected it somewhere at the outer limits of her consciousness. First she tried to get away from the noise, burrowing back into the dim, gray semidarkness she had been inhabiting, but someone was moving around in the room again, and she reluctantly opened her eyes. There was a nurse next to her bed, fiddling with the machine that was beeping. She was wearing an aggressively yellow lab coat with a matching face mask of the type that meant “contagious,” but when she turned around Nina could see that she was smiling reassuringly behind the mask. Dawn was underway outside. A subdued, gray light filtered into the room through the voluminous, brightly patterned curtains.

“False alarm,” the nurse said. “Your pulse has just been a little too high for a little too long. It’s all over the place at the moment.”

Nina nodded and looked away. The nurse’s yellow coat made her feel sick to her stomach, or maybe she was just starting to notice the nausea again after her interval of dozing. She shifted uneasily, trying to see if she could move away from the discomfort, rolling halfway onto one side. That was as far as she could go because of the IV drip and the Venflon catheter in her left hand. She sincerely hoped the next round of vomiting would hold off for a while. She was unbelievably tired, and she didn’t know if she had the strength to sit up properly. It felt as if she hadn’t slept a wink, and that might not actually be an exaggeration. Since she had been admitted, she had thrown up twice every hour, on the hour. At least. She had stopped counting after 2 A.M. They took new blood tests, and two doctors had asked her the exact same questions. They had pressed on her abdomen, turned her over, made her stand up and sit down, and pulled up her hospital gown so they could study her skin. The piercing beeping from the machines in the room hadn’t made it any easier to sleep. They were monitoring her pulse, and the device made a noise as soon as it went over one hundred, which it frequently did. She had wanted them to turn all this crap off, but their response was a firm no, and she had given up arguing with them at 2:24 A.M.

Now it was 5:32 A.M. Nina could follow the minute hand as it staggered its way in loud clicks around the clock over the door. She had established that she wasn’t allowed to leave the room, at the moment a completely unnecessary admonition. She couldn’t even get out of bed by herself.

Magnus’s unshaven face appeared in the doorway. He didn’t look so good either, Nina thought, adjusting her position again. He was wearing the same clothes as the night before, a tattered plaid flannel shirt and Bermuda shorts. He had also been equipped with a toxic-yellow face mask, which made Nina consider a snide comment. But she decided against it. It might well make her throw up, and Magnus didn’t look like he was in the mood for banter, either. His eyes looked tired and worried, and probably not only because of her. Magnus worked himself ragged both at home and at the Coal-House Camp.

“First, the good news.” Magnus sat down on her bed, and she could tell from his eyes that he was smiling behind his face mask. It didn’t have quite the same reassuring affect as when his mouth was visible as well. “Your friend Peter called me a couple hours ago just as I was about to send in the cavalry. The mother of the sick child was able to sneak out with the boy while the father was asleep. She called Peter, and he picked them up somewhere along Roskildevej. I got them set up at Bispebjerg Hospital. The boy is doing reasonably well. Better than you in any case. I’m not too worried.”

“You could have fooled me,” Nina said, attempting a wry smile. Magnus didn’t smile back.

“Nina, I’m sorry to have to tell you this while you’re ill. Don’t be alarmed, but.…” Magnus moved in closer and cautiously rested a hand on her shoulder. “Morten just called me. Something happened. There was a break-in at your apartment. Ida was home at the time.”

It took a second before the words sank in. Then Nina straightened up with a jerk that made her IV stand teeter dangerously next to the bed. What was Magnus saying? She couldn’t make sense of it. A break-in. But Ida was spending the night at Anna’s. She wouldn’t have been home at all. Magnus must have made a mistake.

“Nothing happened to her, and Morten is on his way home.”

Nina sat there for a while, struggling to process the information she had been given. Then she remembered seeing the familiar-looking figure on the bicycle just as she had left Fejøgade. Maybe it had been Ida after all. She gave Magnus a questioning look. He wasn’t normally the type to mince words. He neither could nor wanted to sugar-coat things, and she was grateful for that when they were working together at the Coal-House Camp. But now that she had been reduced to a poor, pathetic invalid was there something he wasn’t telling her? What had happened to Ida? And where was she now?

“Morten’s sister picked her up, and Morten will be home in a few hours. There’s nothing to worry about.”

It was as if Magnus had guessed what she would be thinking and had already prepared an answer. Nina felt her short, labored breaths, and the machine started emitting a small, warning blip. Her pulse was on its way up again.

“Can I call her?”

Magnus looked away, a little too fast, and shook his head.

“She doesn’t want to talk to you. She’s waiting for Morten. But I was supposed to give you her best and tell you she hopes you get well soon.”

That last part was a lie, Nina thought dryly.

“Could I at least call Morten?”

Again Magnus’s eyes were strangely evasive.

“Nina, he’s probably sitting up on top of an oil rig, waiting for the next available helicopter. That kind of thing requires a man’s full attention. Give it a rest, and concentrate on getting better.”

Magnus’s voice was disturbingly light-hearted and devoid of swear words, but Nina was too exhausted to break through the Teflon surface of his concern. For the time being she was forced to let Morten handle it.

“And what else? Have you heard anything from the lab?”

Magnus nodded, visibly relieved at the change in topic.

“Some of the results came back, and they’re looking at them now. They’ll let you know as soon as possible, and apparently there’s also a team from the radiology department on its way up. I guess they’re not wild about the idea of moving you around right now.”

No, they didn’t want her potentially plague-inducing bacteria to contaminate the entire hospital. Nina knew the drill. They would X-Ray her thorax to assess the state of her lungs. Maybe there were signs of some kind of infection in the tests they had already done. “Have you seen my numbers?”

Nina tried to pull herself together as much as she could and give Magnus an authoritative look. The feeling of being cut off from the information that was available to her doctor made her fidgety.

“Your infection counts look a little suspect,” Magnus said, sitting down next to the bed. “They did a differential count, and your lymphocyte numbers look odd. They’re coming to ask you a few questions again in a half hour. I’m going to hang around until then.”

Nina sank back in the bed. A half hour didn’t give her enough time to sleep but was too long to stay awake. The nausea kept churning in her stomach, and small, flashing spots danced up over the white ceiling. And then it seemed she was, after all, able to fall asleep; the last thing she was aware of was Magnus’s heavy, dry bear paw on her forehead, cautiously stroking her hair.

SHE WOKE UP because someone was shouting. It was a woman, and her voice was high with surprise. Nina opened her eyes, her head still pounding, and looked at the clock over the door. 6:24 A.M. Everything was a little blurry. But it must still be morning, and there was a cluster of toxic-yellow gowns converging around her.

“Nina.”

Magnus’s voice sounded like he was standing on the other side of the room, but she saw him right beside her bed and moving in closer to bend over her.

“Nina. You’re going to have to wake up, sweetheart.”

She sat up too fast and felt a flood of vomit forcing its way up her throat. Someone held a basin for her, while Magnus patiently waited. When she was done, she looked up and met his eyes.

“There was a blip on the radiology nurse’s dosimeter.”

Nina shook her head. It was like Magnus was starting to slip out of focus again. What he was saying didn’t make any sense.

“You’ve been exposed to radiation, Nina. You have radiation sickness.”


 

[image: ]HERE WAS FRENETIC activity in Nina’s room. At least three doctors, each with an entourage of medical students, had been by over the course of the morning, and they had all looked at her with a mixture of concern and professional excitement. The team from the Danish National Institute of Radiation Hygiene in particular had a hard time hiding their enthusiasm as they filled out their paperwork, consulted, and issued instructions for the rank-and-file staff. Nina saw it happening, but didn’t have the strength to get worked up over it. She recognized their response. Professionals were always fascinated to encounter in real life things they had only read about in books. She was probably one of the few patients—if any—with radiation sickness they had ever seen, and she could hear their whispered, animated discussions out in the corridor. If she hadn’t been feeling so dreadful, she would probably have been just as curious, but she had other things to worry about.

It was a relief to be able to see people’s faces again. The staff no longer wore face masks—you couldn’t catch radiation sickness through inhalation.

An investigator from the Danish Emergency Management Agency had already been there at 7:40 A.M. He was middle-aged, short, and balding and had smiled politely as he opened his bag and took out a pad of paper and a pen. Then, without warning, he had launched into his barrage of questions.

Where had she been, who had she talked to, what had she seen?

She answered as best she could. She had told the hospital staff about the repair shop right away, and the Emergency Management Agency was presumably already turning the place upside down. She had every possible reason to cooperate. The boy was receiving treatment now, but the rest of the residents from the Valby garage had potentially been exposed to amounts of radiation that were just as serious as her own exposure, and they would have to be examined. Beyond that, of course there were other and very obvious reasons the Emergency Management Agency had turned up less than half an hour after the radiology team’s dosimeter had started beeping. A source of radiation in central Copenhagen must be Nightmare Scenario Number One for the PET, the police, and the Emergency Management Agency.

The man’s ballpoint pen scribbled things down on paper at a furious pace as Nina responded to his questions. Beyond her own address, he also asked for Peter’s and that of the Coal-House Camp.

“As far as I can tell,” she said, “everyone who got sick was down in the inspection pit, either briefly or for perhaps as long as an hour at a time. Maybe that’s where it came from?”

“Yes,” he said, with a single quick nod. “That’s what our people at the site reported. The radiation level down there is significant, and they found small amounts of radioactive sand.”

She remembered the feeling of small, sharp grains of sand digging into her skin, and instinctively rubbed her palms on the sheet, as if to brush them off. Her hour-long hunt for a possible source of poisoning, the cleanup she had done with such determination—it had all been in vain. Radioactivity. While she had been removing plastic bags, moldy cardboard, and old oil drums, there had been an invisible, imperceptible enemy down there the whole time.

“Where did it come from?” she asked.

“The main source had been removed by the time we arrived,” he said. “We can only speculate.” Then he started cross-examining her about the residents of the garage. She patiently listed everyone she had spoken to, but that wasn’t that many, and she hadn’t taken their names or collected any other useful information while she’d been there. The man smiled at her with a trace of contempt.

“A lot of things would have been easier if you had informed the authorities about the outbreak of a suspicious illness right away,” he said and started packing up his things. “Sometimes you need to think with your brain instead of your heart.”

Nina didn’t answer but sank back in the bed, silently fuming. There hadn’t been anything particularly suspicious about the outbreak until she herself had fallen ill, and as for the Danish authorities’ response to a group of Roma in Valby, not much thinking was likely to have been involved—with their brains or their hearts. Their Pavlovian reaction would have sent the whole lot back across the border, to scatter themselves and their contaminated luggage across half of Europe. Still, he had touched a nerve. How much radiation had they been exposed to? And what about her?

She threw up again, and there was no sign she was improving. They were treating her with a drug called ferric ferrocyanide, more commonly known as Prussian Blue, which was supposed to bind to any unabsorbed radioactive material inside her, which of course she was totally in favor of. The only snag was that it had to be administered through a thin, plastic tube that was inserted through one of her nostrils and then fed all the way down to her duodenum “to prevent any irritation of the stomach lining.” She could certainly have done without the effect the tube had on her already hypersensitive gag reflex.

The doctors said she was going to have to be patient. It was “unlikely” she had received a life-threatening dose, but “the course of the sickness could be extremely unpredictable.” She might feel better now or be sick for several days. After that she would recover quite quickly, they thought, but her fertility would be “problematic” and her immune system would be seriously compromised for a long time to come.

She believed them, especially on that last point.

She was so tired she could hardly feel her body anymore, and she desperately needed sleep, but the vomiting forced her to wake up several times an hour, and the traffic of people in and out of her room kept increasing. Unknown faces ebbing and flowing past the foot of her bed. Poking her, taking her blood pressure, pulling up her all-too-short hospital gown and letting their fingers run down over her ribs. Spreading her legs to look for any sign of a rash around her groin, on her buttocks, and on her back, as if she were a piece of meat on an autopsy table. As if she were dead.

And in the middle of all this, she missed Morten so much she couldn’t think straight. She imagined how he would enter the room and chase away all those toxic-yellow gowns. She would ask him to lie down on the bed next to her so she could bury her nose in his T-shirt and inhale the safe scent of North Sea winds and water and salt and Morten, instead of the smell of disinfectant soap and vomit. Maybe then her stomach would finally settle down a little.

The hospital had provided her with a phone next to her bed, but it remained silent. Morten hadn’t called, and he hadn’t answered his phone on either of the occasions she had tried calling him. On Ida’s voicemail she heard Ida’s soft, cheerful voice asking her to leave a message. It almost hurt to listen to that now, and Nina felt herself cringe inside as she contemplated a short message in a casual voice. “Hi, it’s Mom. Call me,” or “Hi, honey, just wanted to see how you were.”

She gave up, hanging up and setting the phone back down the nightstand. She didn’t want to leave a message. She shouldn’t have to. Her family knew exactly where she was, and a friendly nurse had made sure that Morten got a text message with her direct number.

Nina tried to breathe slowly and calmly. The sun colored the darkness a flickery red whenever she shut her eyes, but it helped. She would rest now, just a little. When she woke up again, Morten could come pick her up, and she could sort out this business with Ida and the break-in.


 

[image: ]KOU-LARSEN WOKE UP slowly, disoriented. The TV was on, and the curtains in the living room were drawn. He was lying on the sofa with the crocheted blanket over him, but he couldn’t remember having put it there. His mouth and throat were dry, and he felt like he had been snoring.

He stared up at the wood paneling of the ceiling. Helle had had it whitewashed a few years earlier, it brightened things up so nicely, she said. He thought it looked strangely half-finished, as if someone had started painting and then hadn’t bothered to give it a second coat so it covered properly.

“Helle?” he called.

There was no response. Maybe she was out in the garden? No, probably not now, it must be dark outside. Or was it? He tried to focus on his Tissot watch with the nice, wide-linked watchband—a retirement gift from the office—and when he saw that it was a few minutes to eight, he was genuinely puzzled as to whether it was eight in the morning or eight at night.

But that was the local news on the TV, wasn’t it? So it must be evening. How long had he been lying on the sofa?

“Helle?” He slowly swung his legs out from under the blanket and sat up. How come he felt so weak and dizzy? And Helle still didn’t answer. Was she mad at him again? No. That wasn’t it. The house seemed empty; there weren’t any noises other than those of the house itself—the door upstairs that always banged if the bathroom window was open, a subtle gurgling from the water pipes every now and then, the lilac branches scraping against the windowpane in the office.

He felt abandoned. For a brief instant he had the absurd notion that maybe Helle had decided to leave him. Despite their age difference, it wasn’t a thought that had ever occurred to him before. After all, she was the one who needed him, not the other way around.

Or did she? As he had aged, had there not been a shift in the balance of power between them, so gradual and indiscernible that he had barely noticed it? She had begun to go out on her own lately. Had left the house and the garden without having him by her side, something that had always been hard for her. She had also learned how to use the computer Claus had given them, so she could send e-mails and be in touch with other people that way. He had taken it as a good sign, but perhaps it wasn’t.

Maybe that was how she had ended up buying that idiotic condo in Spain.

This new, unwelcome realization struck him with a burst of small, cold prickles. Of course that was why. She hadn’t been planning it as a surprise, as she had claimed. She had never intended for them to travel there together in the winter months to help his arthritis. She would never have told him about it if he hadn’t found the bank statement himself. Maybe he should count himself lucky that it had turned out to be a scam. If the condo had existed, she might have been down there already, on one of those ocean-front balconies they showed in the pictures in the brochure, enjoying a sangría while her swimsuit dried on the railing. Probably with.…

Who? This was where his foggy imagination faltered. He had a really, really hard time picturing Helle with another man. Not that she wasn’t still attractive in that classic Nordic way, with high cheekbones and silvery streaks in her sun-bleached hair. She had never been an aggressive sun-bather; she usually wore a hat in the garden so her skin wasn’t scorched and ravaged like so many other women of her generation. But she had never been an enthusiastic partner when it came to sex, and in recent years.…

Or was it just him? He had always been patient, considerate, carefully awaiting her response before proceding. Had that been a mistake?

He stood up. Even though he was aware that his actions were paranoid, he went straight to the bedroom and flung open the closet. Not to see if there was a young lover hiding inside, but to see if all her clothes were still there. She hadn’t packed anything. Their suitcases were sitting in their usual spot on top of the white cabinets, and as far as he could tell, nothing was missing.

He proceeded into the bathroom, dumped his toothbrush out of its glass and drank from it, even though the water tasted faintly of Colgate. His mouth was so dry that a cactus would feel at home. He filled the glass again and brought it back out to the living room. Some hairy-chested macho type with sideburns, someone who didn’t wait for permission. Was that the kind of man she had fallen for?

No. Not Helle. He smiled despite his general despondency. She was the last woman in the world who would do something like that.

SHE CAME HOME a little before 9 P.M., while he was waiting for the Danish Broadcasting Corporation’s evening news to start. She hung her cotton coat on in the hall and came in as if nothing had happened.

“Ah, you’re awake,” she said.

“Where have you been?” he asked.

“At Holger and Lise’s, of course. True, we couldn’t play bridge without you, but we had a nice time anyway. Lise made Cordon Bleu. It’s a shame you missed it.”

Holger and Lise. Bridge. Now he remembered.

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

“Darling, I tried. I did, but you were completely out. Do you think maybe you’ve got your pills mixed up again?”

“Pills?”

“Yes. You do know that the Imovanes are the sleeping pills and Fortzaar is for your blood pressure, right?”

“Of course I know that,” he said. “I’ve been taking them for years. The blood pressure pills, anyway.” The Imovanes were relatively new; he had started taking those after complaining about insomnia and restless legs. Just a half pill, his doctor had said, and he had stuck to that.

“Maybe you should let me fill your pill case for you,” Helle suggested.

“I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself,” he snapped, picturing the plastic case he loaded his pills into every Sunday, labeled MORNING, NOON, EVENING, and NIGHT along one side and all the days of the week on the other, in clear, blue capital letters. “I’m not an idiot!”

But she wasn’t listening anymore. She was staring at the TV instead. Then she grabbed the remote control and turned up the volume.

“… officials believe that up to fifty people have been exposed to radioactive contamination, and they ask that anyone who has been in the proximity of this address within the past few weeks to report to the Danish National Institute of Radiation Hygiene for a screening. Further information can be found on our website.”

Radioactive contamination?

Skou-Larsen forgot all about the pill organizer, sideburns, and bridge games for a moment.

“There was something about that on the news at six, too,” Helle said. “But they haven’t figured out where it came from. Have you heard anything?”

“No,” he grunted, watching as an expert who looked more like a professional soccer player than a nuclear physicist explained about background radiation and radon, which was “the most common source of radioactive contamination in buildings.” A fence and a couple of gas pumps and two men in bright-yellow protective suits were visible, walking around holding devices he assumed were Geiger counters. And then of course they showed the footage from Chernobyl again, even though Skou-Larsen couldn’t see what that had to do with any of this. There was a world of difference between a nuclear reactor melting down and radon contamination, but as soon as anyone said the word “radioactivity,” the media always went into a frenzy.

“I’m sure it’s just underground seepage or emissions from construction materials,” he said, irritated that the cameraman was focusing on the protective suits instead of on the buildings, which were somewhat more relevant.

“Seepage?”

“Yes. It can be a real nuisance if the building is built on moraine clay. All the way up to six hundred becquerels per cubic meter. That could easily make you sick.”

The camera moved to a new expert, this time a less photogenic one from Risø Laboratory.

“Then why are they suddenly talking about cesium now?” Helle asked. “That’s not the same thing as radon, is it?”

“No,” Skou-Larsen mused.

“Does that seep up from underground, too?”

Skou-Larsen shook his head slightly. His mouth still felt pasty and terribly dry.

“No,” he said. “It doesn’t.”


 

[image: ]INA WOKE UP to the sound of trays clattering in the corridor outside. Nurses’ heels striking the floor with a rhythmic clack. What time was it? She must have been asleep, but for how long? They had packed all her clothes and other possessions into a yellow plastic bag, her watch included, and it took her a few seconds to focus on the clock over the door. 9:10 P.M. Her head felt better. Razor sharp, actually. Nothing hurt anymore, and she could stretch out to her full height without being afraid of throwing up. They had also finally removed the tube from her nostril. The nausea was still there, lurking, she noted, but distantly. She decided to pretend it wasn’t there anymore.

Nina swung her legs over the edge of the bed and tentatively put her feet on the floor. She felt her pulse explode in a wild frenzy as she slowly transferred her weight onto her feeble legs and took a couple of steps into the room. Things worked, she thought, relieved. She was functional again. She cast an irritated glance at the IV bag and stand she was still tethered to. Then she turned off the drip and pulled out the Venflon mechanism taped to her left hand. She didn’t have any Band-Aids and had to make do with pressing a paper napkin from the nightstand drawer against the back of her hand until the bleeding stopped, but now she was free.

She walked across the floor with faltering steps to the bathroom and peed with the door open. She felt a single drop of sweat trickle from her temple down her cheek and neck. Her heart was racing, and she sat for a few minutes fighting the nausea churning in her stomach. But so far so good. She had conquered the bathroom, she thought, doing a sarcastic little fanfare for herself in her head. Now all that remained was the rest of the world.

She got up, washed her hands and face in the cold jet from the faucet and slowly started staggering back across the floor. It felt like walking on cotton.

Then she stumbled.

One of her feet simply gave way beneath her as she went to take the last step over to her bed. She landed hard on her hipbone on the mottled gray floor, and the sudden pain made her hiss between her teeth. She pulled herself up into a sitting position and glared furiously at her right foot, cursing her own clumsiness. She had seen plenty of patients do exactly this. Flail around on their own before they were strong enough, fall, and end up in an even worse state than when they first arrived at the hospital. Luckily her hip still worked. The pain had already faded to a dull throb, and the fall would result in a bruise at most, but it still hurt. Nina took hold of the bed and hauled herself to her feet, with her heart pounding frenetically beneath her hospital gown. A sound from over by the door made her stop in mid-motion. A sort of drawn-out sigh. She turned her head and saw Morten.

He was standing in the doorway with his arms dangling weirdly, hanging too straight from his shoulders, as if they had stopped working. She hadn’t even noticed the door opening. How long had he been standing there and had he seen her fall? There was something about the look on his face that made the last of the strength in Nina’s legs give way, and she plopped down onto the edge of the bed and pulled her arms around herself and the limp hospital gown.

“Let me help you.”

Morten came over to her, carefully raised her legs onto the bed, and tucked the blanked in around her.

“I tried calling you,” she said, reproachfully. “Several times.”

She followed his movements with her eyes. He didn’t look at her, and his hands kept stroking the blanket as if he were smoothing out invisible wrinkles in the bedding. He was trying to smile, she could tell, but it wasn’t really working. Suddenly Nina felt afraid. What had happened? Was there something Magnus hadn’t told her after all?

“Is it Ida?”

Morten looked up for a brief instant.

“She’s upset, but.…” He cut himself short. “How are you doing?” Nina felt a sense of relief along with a touch of confusion. Why was he asking her about it like that? Politely. As if he were a co-worker, or a distant relation. She reached out with her hands and cautiously tried to pull him a little closer, but he resisted. At first it was subtle, a faint counter pressure, a tension in his neck muscles, but when she didn’t let go, he suddenly yanked himself free and backed away. And then he made eye contact for the first time. He looked tired and haggard. As if he had been crying, but Morten almost never cried. He got mad and swore, but he didn’t cry.

“Excuse me.”

A health care assistant in a white coat slid into the room with a broad smile. She closed the curtains, then stood by the window for a minute, shuffling her feet before she decided to fill Nina’s water glass. She took the glass and went to the small bathroom, and Nina could hear the water running. Morten didn’t say anything. He glanced impatiently at the open bathroom door in irritation.

“They don’t usually fill the patients’ water glasses in the bathroom.”

Nina said that more to herself than to Morten, and he didn’t respond. The assistant made a clattering noise with something or other in the bathroom, and Nina and Morten sat for a long moment waiting for her to finish up and leave. Then Morten gave up and started up the conversation again.

“I’m going to say something now,” Morten said, looking resolute. “And afterward I’ll leave so you can have some peace and quiet to … rest.”

Nina nodded slowly, attempted to smile, but a chilling fear begin to spread beneath her breastbone. This didn’t seem like one of the dressing-downs that Morten usually dumped on her when he was angry. This wasn’t like anything she had seen before.

“Ida was home by herself Saturday night,” Morten said, and his voice trembled a little. “She was home alone in the middle of the night in an apartment in Østerbro because her mother was in hospital.”

Nina raised her hand halfway to protest. It wasn’t correct that Ida had been home alone because Nina was sick. If Nina hadn’t gone to the Coal-House Camp, she would have been spending the night in a foul-smelling scout cabin with Anton. Ida was supposed to be spending the night with Anna. That was the agreement.

Morten brushed her aside with a tired motion.

“Ida’s mother wasn’t home because she had come down with radiation sickness. On multiple occasions, as I have learned, she visited a flock of sick Eastern Europeans in Valby even though she had promised not to do that kind of work while I was in the North Sea.”

Morten’s tired eyes, red from crying, caught hers and held them.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Not Ida’s mother, you. You promised, Nina.”

She cringed under his gaze. The nausea was coming back now, and there was a faint rushing sound in her ears.

“While you were in the hospital, three men broke into the apartment, where Ida was alone with a boyfriend I’ve never heard of. They beat him, and Ida, who was half naked.…”

Nina looked down at her hands. Please, would he stop soon? Could she stand to hear any more?

“They took pictures of her. They humiliated her. Our little girl.”

Morten’s eyes looked exhausted, lifeless.

“I have no idea if the break-in was related to what you were doing in Valby. But, do you know what? I couldn’t care less, Nina. It doesn’t interest me anymore. Our apartment has been sealed off because of potential radioactive contamination. As has our car.”

Morten flung out his arms, almost helplessly, Nina thought, feeling something hard and painful lodged itself like a lump in her throat. Then he took another step away from the bed.

“If it was just you and me.…” he said. “But it isn’t. And I simply can’t understand … I simply can’t let you bring Anton and Ida along with you into … into that permanent war zone you insist on living in. We’ve moved down to my sister’s for the time being. That’s what I came to tell you.”

For the time being, she heard. For a while. Maybe he could live with this, maybe they would be okay again.

But he kept moving toward the door, and then he opened it, and he was almost all the way out in the corridor before he turned around and looked at her with an unrelenting determination that destroyed her illusion.

“This is it for me, Nina,” he said quietly. “It’s over.”

NINA WOULD HAVE called out to him, but she couldn’t think what to say to make him stay. He stood in the doorway for a microsecond. As if he wanted to give her a mental snapshot for the family album. His long, slightly stooped silhouette. His shoulders, which along with his narrow hips formed a perfect V under the loose T-shirt. She knew that body down to the smallest detail, and images of Morten from their sixteen years together flickered through her mind. How he had stood at the foot of their bed a thousand times, tiredly pulling his T-shirt up over his head. The birthmark under his right shoulder blade, the soft armpits, the long muscular legs, and the soft, dark hair that covered his chest, arms, legs, and groin. His smile when he turned around and looked at her. But this time he didn’t turn around.

He didn’t even look back once as he turned down the corridor. Her diaphragm contracted painfully. As if she had been smacked in the stomach by a ball Anton had kicked. The realization that he was leaving her, that he had already left, struck in a single brutal blow.

In the bathroom the laggardly assistant clattered around, cleared her throat, and then finally reappeared with a full water glass in her hand that she passed to Nina.

“They don’t fill patients’ water glasses in the bathroom,” Nina said mechanically, and turned her sluggish eyes toward the assistant’s freckled face. She looked strangely guilty, Nina thought. As if she knew she was doing something she wasn’t supposed to. And her coat was white, not yellow. A faint suspicion crept to the front of Nina’s consciousness. Why was she even in the room? There was no reason for her to close the curtains. Nina hadn’t asked for any water.

The woman cleared her throat and pulled the corners of her mouth up into an expression that was supposed to resemble something halfway between perky and kindhearted.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “My name is Lone Walter, and I’m a journalist with Ekstra Bladet. Would you mind if I asked you a couple of questions?”

A little red spark of rage shot up through Nina. A journalist! Of course. No real health care worker had time to waste the way this woman had just done. Nina looked over at the empty doorway where Morten had disappeared.

“Did you get all that?” Nina tried to make her voice sound cool and collected as she turned her eyes to the woman by her bed again.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

The woman’s fake smile persisted, unflappable, and Nina finally felt the nausea regaining the upper hand. She reached for the basin next to her bed and vomited in long, pink jets. Blackcurrant juice, Nina thought, and looked up at the now slightly flustered journalist.

“Get the hell out of here,” she said. “I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to talk to anyone.”


 

[image: ]ÁNDOR DIDN’T UNDERSTAND a word of what the nervous looking television commentator said, but his two captors obviously did. “Fuck,” Frederik hissed, slamming his can of beer onto the glass top of the coffee table with a bang. “Shit, shit, shit.” In a flash he snatched the can back up again and hurled it at the window, where it hit the plastic covering the window with a soft, dissatisfying sound before clattering to the ground. The smell of top-fermented beer filled the room.

Tommi didn’t say anything. He just kicked the TV console so hard that the flat screen tipped over backward and hit the floor with an ominous crunch. Despite the fall, the TV kept displaying footage of the garage in Valby surrounded by yellow-and-black striped tape and people in yellow spacesuits.

Sándor remained motionless in his black leather recliner without saying anything, without drawing any attention to himself, without providing any provocation.

They weren’t in the city anymore, but some distance outside, Sándor didn’t have any real sense of where. The sound of planes taking off and landing could be heard at regular intervals not that far away, but when they arrived in midmorning after a long and frustrating night, he had seen grazing horses and flocks of wild geese. From the outside it looked to be just a fairly ordinary, red-brick farmhouse sitting alongside a derelict stable, and a dilapidated garage structure. Sándor didn’t know what they were doing here, and no one told him. Tamás wasn’t here.

“You don’t get to see him until we have the jacket,” Frederik had said.

The inside of the house was bizarre. The wallpaper in what must at one time have been the living room was painted a lurid egg plant purple, and on the walls was a series of equally lurid posters in clip frames. They weren’t there just for their entertainment value, they were a sales catalog. The girls, holding their breasts out provocatively at the viewer with both hands or suggestively rubbing their crotches, were accompanied by texts in German and English and a third language he assumed was Danish. “Russian Katarina, twenty-three, loves oral, anal, and gentle dominance; Anna from Riga, only fifteen years old—do you want to be her first?” But neither Anna nor Katarina nor any of their colleagues were in evidence, and some of the frames had already been taken down to make room for a half-hearted normalization of the room involving a lot of white paint, some wood paneling, and several plastic-wrapped bales of rock wool insulation.

In the middle of all that, there was an arrangement with a three-seater sofa, love seat, and armchair, as well as a glass-topped coffee table and TV console, a little island of bourgeois conventionality in the midst of the brothel ambience. Frederik had slept on the longer sofa for a few hours, Tommi on the shorter one, while Sándor had been left to curl up in the armchair.

In the twenty-four hours that had elapsed since the break-in on Fejøgade, Tommi and Frederik had become increasingly frustrated. They hadn’t been able to find the nurse or her car, in spite of all the information they had frightened, threatened, and shaken out of the teenage girl and her boyfriend. Sándor still felt a deep stab of guilt when he thought of those terrified teenagers; of the boy’s pretended cockiness as he nerved himself up to defend his girlfriend, of the sound it had made when Tommi nonchalantly whacked his head into the doorframe. Of the girl who had let go of the blanket and tried to kick Tommi with her bare feet, of how she yelled and screamed and lashed out at him even though all she had on was her panties. Of Tommi who had held her, just held her from behind, while Frederik grabbed the mobile phone and took pictures of her both with and without her panties on.

“Sweet little pussy,” Tommi had whispered in the girl’s ear, but loud enough that they could all hear it. “Just let us know when you get tired of the boy wonder over there, and we’ll get you a real man.”

Then she got scared, Sándor could tell. Until that point she had been shocked, anxious, upset, and furious, but only then did terror set in. She curled up in his grasp, trying to protect her body from the violation of the camera.

Don’t give up, Sándor had wanted to tell her. Don’t let go of your defiance and your rage. But to her he would have just been one of the attackers, the only one of her assailants whose face she could describe. My God, how old had she been? Fifteen? Sixteen? Maybe even younger. She was definitely still in school; Tommi had stolen her school bag.

And you did nothing, Sándor told himself caustically. You just stood there and did nothing. His passivity was a crime, and he couldn’t think of any way he could atone for it.

Frederik stood the flat screen back up. The picture flickered a little and disappeared, along with the sound, in a storm of multicolored pixels.

“Can they trace Valby to us?” Tommi asked. Still in English, in that strangely broad, rolling accent that sounded so wrong to Sándor’s ears.

“Not right away,” Frederik said. “It depends on how long Malee keeps her trap shut.”

“She won’t say anything,” Tommi said.

“They always do at some point or other.”

“Not Malee. She was one of the strong ones. She was in the tank three times before she gave up.”

“And you think that is going to make her love you?”

“No. But she remembers me. And after that lot, she won’t cave just because the police ask her a couple of polite questions.”

Frederik grumbled. “What are we going to do?” he said. “We can’t leave that thing out there for ever. And the car. You think it’s radioactive, too?”

Tommi shrugged dubiously.

Suddenly Frederik jumped up and went outside.

“Where are you going?” Tommi yelled.

“To get Tyson. He shouldn’t be out there.”

Tommi rolled his beer can back and forth between his palms.

“He spoils that mutt,” he told Sándor. “A wife and two point five kids in Søllerød, but sometimes I think he loves the dog more.”

Quit telling me stuff like that, Sándor pleaded silently. I don’t want to know that he’s married or where he lives. I don’t want to know anything about you two at all. I just want to get my brother and go home.

But Tamás.… How could he even find out if Tamás was still alive? He had asked to see him, be allowed to speak to him, even if just by phone. But aside from that repulsive video, they hadn’t given him any sign of life.

“You’re from Hungary, aren’t you?” Tommi asked suddenly, leaning forward.

Sándor stiffened. Sat even stiller, if that were possible. “Yes,” he said, without looking Tommi in the eye. No opposition, no provocation.

“How do you say ‘house’ in Hungarian?” Tommi asked, making an expansive gesture with his hand to illustrate what he meant by drawing Sándor’s attention to the derelict farmhouse they were sitting in.

“Haz.”

Tommi looked disappointed.

“Huh,” was all he said.

Frederik came back in again, now with an enthusiastically barking Labrador dancing around his feet.

“Okay, down! No jumping,” he commanded, with a certain lack of impact. “Go lie down, Tyson.” He pointed authoritatively to the shag rug under the coffee table. Tyson jumped up onto the sofa next to Tommi instead and settled there. Tommi shot him a dirty look.

“Okay,” Tommi said. “So, we have this damn thing out there in the shed. And apparently it’s leaking like crazy. What are we going to do about it?”

“Call the authorities, and get the hell out of here,” Frederik said. “Well, in the opposite order obviously.”

“Fucking brilliant,” Tommi said. “Then they have both Valby and this place. How long do you think it’ll take before they figure out we actually own them both? And what about the money?”

“Okay, so we dump it somewhere.”

Tommi held up his hand defensively, more or less in front of his crotch. “No way I’m going to have my onions toasted. I’m not touching that shit. Not again.” Then he suddenly looked pale. “You think we’ve already been affected? Fuck. That little shit. I would strangle him if he weren’t already dead.”

Frederik sliced his hand through the air as if he wanted to cut off the torrent of words. But it was too late. Sándor had heard and understood. If he weren’t already dead.

Something churned deep down inside him. Hot, fluid, and alien. He sat there in complete silence, noting the feeling, observing how it rose and rose, pouring like lava into every part of his body. He was looking at the two men who had let his brother die. Who had watched while he got weaker and sicker. As he lost the use of his limbs and his vision and finally his ability to breathe or make his heart beat.

Sándor split into two. One part of him was still sitting in the chair, watching, passive, neutral. He had never had an out-of-body experience before, but that was what was happening now. His rage was his body, and as he hurled himself across the coffee table and jabbed his elbow horizontally into the face of that little psychopathic wannabe cowboy, it was as if he could again taste the mixture of blood, saliva, and moisturizer from the gadjo woman who had once tried to take his siblings from him.

He only heard the screams from a distance. To begin with he didn’t even feel the pummeling blows he was receiving. He bit into something that felt cartilaginous and earlobe-like, hammered the base of his palm into a throat, thrust his elbow into a soft abdomen. Something struck him on the back of the head, making the sounds even more distant, but he didn’t stop hitting and kicking. Not even when he was picked up and hurled to the floor or when it got hard to breathe because someone was sitting on his battered ribcage.

The first thing that penetrated through the fog was a searing, white-hot pain in one of his hands. He instinctively tried to pull it toward himself, but that only made the pain worse. He was stuck. And suddenly he was back in the painful shell of his body, excruciatingly aware of every single blunt protest from his ribs, kidneys, and head, but especially the screeching, unbearable pulse pounding in his left hand.

“Fuckhead,” Tommi said testily. “Now look what you’ve done.”

Blood was pouring down the lower half of the pseudo-cowboy’s face, but Sándor didn’t care about that right now. He turned and stared at his left hand, which was stuck securely to the floor with two nails from a nail gun.

Frederik must have fired the gun, since he was still standing there holding it in his hand.

“Give me that,” Tommi said, yanking it out of Frederik’s grip. He put one knee on Sándor’s chest, forcing him onto his back again, and pressing the cold tip of the nail gun against his forehead just above the bridge of his nose. Sándor instinctively tried to focus, squinting at the green Bosch tool.

“No.…” he said, in Hungarian, Nem!, but it didn’t really matter if that psycho cowboy understood him or not. The inevitability was palpable in the weight of the tip of the nail, in the pressure of the knee on his chest.

“Cut it out,” Frederik said.

“Why? He broke my nose!” Tommi said.

“Yeah, but you said it yourself. You don’t want to fry your onions.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Someone’s going to have to move that thing out there. Are you volunteering?”

The nail gun vanished from Sándor’s squinting field of vision. The weight was lifted off his rib cage.

“Fuck,” Tommi said. “Fucking hell. Goddamn it!”

“Find a hacksaw or a pair of pliers or something and get him up off the floor. I’ll go get the first aid kit from the car so he doesn’t bleed out on us.”

Sándor lay there on the floor like a half-crucified sinner, his sense of relief struggling against the nausea. But maybe there was no cause for relief. If only that guy had fired, it would all be over now. No more pain, no more guilt. Then he would just be dead.

Like Tamás.
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For some reason that fairy tale line was the first thought that struck Søren as he pulled the blanket away from the young man’s face. Even through his mask, Søren thought he could smell the sweet, rotten stench.

“And hair as black as ebony.”

Snow White from Hell, Søren thought, looking at the long, greasy strands of hair that stuck to the boy’s forehead. His narrow face gleamed white under the floodlights the Emergency Management Agency had set up at the crime scene, and his chin was covered with dried brownish streaks of blood that had apparently come from both his mouth and nose. Just under his hairline at one temple there was an a crater of a wound that shimmered in shades of green and white, and a fresher sore on his cheekbone appeared to be the source of the broad reddish-brown streaks that ran across his cheek like war paint. Søren couldn’t help but wonder if it had been smeared like that before or after his death. He looked down into the dark, underground metal tank from which the body had just been pulled, and shivered.

“Can you say anything about the cause of death?”

One of the forensic technicians who had placed the young man on the stretcher shrugged his shoulders. The man’s nose and mouth were covered by his black respirator face mask, and the reflection of the lights in the glass visor meant that Søren only got a rather blurry view of his eyes. But his arms were drooping, and he looked tired. They had been working out here for almost twenty-four hours, Søren knew, even though they hadn’t opened the cover to the repair shop’s old gas tank until about 3 A.M.

“It’s too early to say, but at first glance he doesn’t seem to have been shot, strangled, or beaten, so I’d guess it’s either radiation sickness or suffocation that killed him. Personally my money’s on radiation.”

Søren raised his eyebrows behind his own protective mask. The tech leaned across the dead body and cautiously peeled back the shirt so Søren could see the top of the boy’s torso. He instinctively took a step back. The chest was mottled with blackish-brown hematomas. Like enormous blood blisters, Søren thought, feeling the nausea kick in his gut. In several places the hematomas had turned into open sores that stuck to the plaid fabric of the shirt in patches.

“I’m no doctor,” the technician said. “But that doesn’t look healthy. The coroner’s on his way.”

Søren looked at the bloody streaks on the boy’s cheeks again, and the half-frozen bread roll he had managed to wolf down in the car on the way out to Valby churned in his stomach. The boy on the stretcher under the floodlights looked like he had cried blood and then smeared it across his own cheeks, like a snotty five-year-old might have done with his tears. Søren had been a policeman for almost twenty-five years, but he occasionally still saw things he wished he could unsee. He caught himself hoping the boy had at least been dead before he was entombed in that damn gas tank. To think otherwise was near unbearable.

As far as Søren had been informed, it had started as a case for the police and the Emergency Management Agency early yesterday morning, but the investigation had been triggered because they thought the Hungarian Roma who had been staying at the garage had suffered an accidental contamination, perhaps from radioactive scrap somewhere back in Eastern Europe. That theory had crumbled when the Geiger counters started howling hysterically down in the covered inspection pit. They hadn’t found the actual source, but small amounts of radioactive sand were still there, revealing where the material had presumably been stored. And when they found the body in the tank, the alarm bells really started going off. Especially because of the passport they had found in his shoe. The police had run a routine check on the computer and called the PET.

Søren ran a hand through his hair, as if to brush the last remnants of sleep away. Morning fatigue still sat heavily in his body, but he could also feel his hunting instincts sending small surges of eagerness and heightened attention to his brain and muscles. Because the name in the Hungarian passport was Sándor Horváth, which tied the find in Valby to the investigation of Khalid Hosseini and the weapons trail in a particularly ominous way.

Søren started walking back toward the barriers a few hundred meters away. His yellow protective suit was cumbersome and crinkled stiffly as he walked, but it was only once he had made it all the way out to the other side of the flashing cars that he was finally allowed to undo the silver-colored duct tape that sealed the suit at his wrists and ankles. He handed the gloves, suit, and mask to yet another spacesuit-clad younger man, whom he assumed was from the Emergency Management Agency or the National Institute of Radiation Hygiene and allowed himself to be taken to a hastily set up trailer with showers.

Once he was back in his own clothes, his hair wet in the morning chill, he was directed to the green minivan that was parked a little farther down the road. Outside the van, surrounded by a group of police officers in a heated discussion, stood a short, angular man with a phone in one hand and a heavily laden clipboard in the other.

“He certainly can’t,” the man barked into his phone. “He’ll have to do that later. I need him now!” He looked up as Søren approached. “This is hopeless. Half the people we need are off on that Secure Information Networks course. Are you one of the people from Radiation Hygiene?”

“Sorry. Søren Kirkegård, PET.” He stretched out his hand, and the man gave it a skeptical look as if he thought it might be contaminated. Eventually, though, he held out his own hand to complete the handshake and nodded curtly.

“Birger Johansen. Yes, I can see why you might also have an interest in this case. What do you need to know?”

“First and foremost, what substance are we dealing with, and what can it be used for?”

“Cesium chloride. I thought you knew that.”

“Yes,” Søren said patiently. “But what does that mean? For example, can it be used to make a bomb?”

The man snorted, clearly disgusted at Søren’s abysmal ignorance.

“Not an atomic bomb. That’s completely out of the question.”

Søren nodded. So far his conjectures were proving correct.

“But an ingredient in a dirty bomb?” Søren suggested. “Could it be used for that?”

It was as if Birger Johansen were yanked down out of his pulpit of know-it-all arrogance for the first time.

“Well, ultimately any kind of radioactive material could be used for that,” he said. “The explosive force comes from a conventional detonation, of course. The radioactivity is just a … way of making the effects more unpleasant for longer.”

“And how effective would cesium chloride be at that?”

“Unfortunately it’s one of the most suitable substances available, if widespread contamination is the goal. It enters the environment very easily because it’s a powder, not a metal, and it reacts with pretty much any form of moisture.”

Søren felt something tighten in his chest and thought about Snow White’s bloody tears. Personally, he would rather be blown sky-high than end up like that.

“But you haven’t been able to track down the main source?”

“No. We’re assuming it was stored in the inspection pit for a few days. We found a small amount of radioactive sand, and the radiation level in general is extremely high right around there.”

“What did it take to move it?”

“What do you mean?”

“What kind of equipment? How big a vehicle? What are we searching for? A lone idiot with a wheelbarrow or a well-organized group with forklifts and trucks?”

Johansen raised a pair of thin, colorless eyebrows. The reflected glare from the windows of the minivan made the thinning hair on the top of his head glow strangely.

“Impossible to answer that one.”

“Why?”

“It depends on what kind of containment shielding they used. It could be anything from seventy to eighty kilograms of lead to a couple of bags of sand. The source itself isn’t very big on its own.”

Søren struggled to suppress his irritation. Presumably the man didn’t mean to be unhelpful, it was just his general condescending style that made him seem that way.

“The radioactive sand you found. Could that have come from the containment shielding?”

“It’s possible. Lead or concrete are better, but then there wouldn’t have been such severe contamination if we were dealing with professionals, would there?” Johansen said. “Whoever did this obviously had no idea of the correct way to store this kind of material.”

Based on what Søren had seen so far, neither Horváth nor Khalid seemed like professionals. Nor did they need to be, unfortunately, to set off a dirty bomb, he thought. Besides, he had a strong feeling that the overall picture was going to include something else, something more than those two. If Horváth was the guy they had just hauled out of the gas tank, then he certainly didn’t have the cesium now. And based on their surveillance, Khalid had never been anywhere near the Valby address.

“How many of the people living here have you found?” Søren asked.

Birger Johansen looked at him with a weary expression and turned an expectant face to the two nearest police officers. They weren’t wearing uniforms, and Søren guessed they were the local detectives who had been assigned to the operation.

“A dozen adults, plus a couple of kids,” one of them said. “But we haven’t been able to question them all. They speak neither German nor English, so we’re still hunting around for interpreters.”

“And how many people were staying here?”

Birger Johansen pushed a pair of narrow reading glasses into place on his nose and flipped through the papers he was holding in his hand.

“Based on the number of makeshift beds, we’re missing at least thirty of the tenants, if you can call them that. I don’t know how those Gypsies do it, but they weren’t here when we moved on the address, and they haven’t been back since. Someone must have tipped them off. They aren’t exactly keen on the police, you know.…”

Frustrated, Johansen rolled a pen between two fingers and tipped it toward the two detectives.

“The police have asked all officers to be on the lookout for Gypsies in town, and so far they’ve picked up about sixty of them from locations such as the Central Railway Station, Vesterbro, and Strøget, but then that’s twice as many as we’re looking for, and we have no way of knowing if we’ve got the right ones. I don’t even think they’re all from Hungary. Some of them are sitting in the police station downtown right now, but of course they won’t say boo in any language any of us can understand. It’s a little like herding cats.”

Søren nodded.

“Then I suppose we’d better start with the Danish witnesses,” he said. “I understand there was a woman who tipped you off about the radioactive material.”

“Tipping off is perhaps not quite the word,” Birger Johansen said crossly. “She was admitted to the hospital with radiation sickness Saturday night and was then gracious enough to tell us where she’d been. A nurse. Apparently, she had been attending some of the children. Not entirely legit, you know. She’s pretty sick because of the radiation so it wasn’t all that easy to talk to her. If I were you, I’d start with her ‘colleague.’ ” Birger Johansen made air quotes with his fingers with a condescending smile, which for some reason or other particularly pissed Søren off. He ignored the sarcasm.

“And his name is?”

“Peter something-or-other. It’s all in there.” Birger Johansen detached a couple of sheets of paper from his clipboard and grudgingly offered them to Søren, then pulled out his phone again and entered a number. “If you have questions, just call me later.”

Søren folded the papers in half and started walking back to his car.

“I doubt you’ll get much useful information out of those two.” Birger Johansen was standing behind him in a jaunty position, his stance wide, phone held rather abortedly at head height. “They’re both bleeding-heart liberals. The kind who think they can save the whole world.”

Søren smiled as politely as he could manage. Farther up the road, he could still see the cluster of flashing police cars and fire trucks, and the image of Snow White from the gas tank flitted ephemerally through his mind. The edges of those weeping, crater-like sores, the yellowish fluid that had soaked the boy’s shirt, and the bloody tears. The ironic cynicism of Birger Johansen’s comment was wasted on Søren this morning. If anyone was volunteering to save the world, that was just fine with him. It certainly needed doing.

HE CALLED GITTE and woke her up.

“Yes?” she said in that aquarium voice people had when they’ve just been hauled up from the depths of sleep.

“Drag Khalid Hosseini in and get one of the real pros to interrogate him. HC or someone like him. And tell Christian that I need everything he can get out of that computer now.”

“HC is in the middle of a training exercise for the Summit,” she said.

“So call him back in. Right now there’s nothing out there more important than this. No, wait. You’re going to have to clear it with Torben first. Tell him I’ll call and explain. But bring Khalid in now. And make sure there’s a fresh report summarizing everything we have on him—phone contacts, surveillance, the works. Plus, I want to know everything we can dig up on this address in Valby. Gasbetonvej 35. Who owns it, who uses it, and for what.”

“Yes, sir. Will that be all?”

She wasn’t being sarcastic. That was just Gitte.

“No. Also … the Emergency Management Agency removed some Hungarian Roma from the Valby property. Find out where they are now, and see if you can get anything out of the women. You’re good with languages.”

“Um, not Hungarian.”

“I’m sure it’s just as important that you’re good at winning people’s trust. Get as much information on this group of people as you can. And ask them if they’ve seen the damned cesium. Birger Johansen from the Emergency Management Agency can tell you a little about what it might look like. Just keep pushing him until you get a real answer.”

He gave her Johansen’s number.

“Okay. Anything else?”

“We need to get in touch with Hungary and get the NBH to give us some more about Sándor Horváth’s background. But I suppose I’ll put Torben on that. No, nothing else for you. And, uh, sorry I woke you up.”

“De nada,” she said with a very authentic sounding Spanish accent. “Uh, but, boss … what exactly is going on? I mean what’s the big picture?”

“The fat’s in the fire,” he just said. “See you at the briefing at noon. I just have a couple of witnesses to grill first.”
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The tall, bony man in the yellow hospital gown stared at Søren in disbelief. He was a little disheveled to look at. In Søren’s opinion, his thin, blond hair should have been cut a few weeks ago. It stuck out in flat, greasy tufts, and below that he could just make out the man’s pink scalp, so that he looked vaguely like a newly hatched chick. Peter Erhardsen had already been in a nervous sweat when Søren entered the room, and when he heard the news about the body, he looked as if he had been punched in the face.

“Are you sure?” He shook his head. “I mean … what did he die from?”

“We don’t know yet, but his body was so radioactive the Geiger counters found him.”

Peter Erhardsen made a strange hiccupping sound and stared fixedly down at the palms of his hands, as if he expected to find some sort of explanation there.

“The first time you went out to the repair shop was May eleventh. Is that correct?”

Peter nodded, cleared his throat, and rested his apparently unhelpful hand on the table between them. He had positioned himself in the seating area by the window instead of in the hospital bed and had tried to make the situation seem normal by offering coffee that he was then unable to produce when Søren accepted it. The man had nearly recovered and was mostly in the hospital for follow-up treatment, but he wasn’t allowed to leave his room. At the moment it looked like he desperately wished he had a coffee cup to fiddle with.

“I got a call from one of my acquaintances who’d met some Roma on Strøget,” he explained. “My friend is one of those … well, he really wanted to help them. Asked them if they needed clothes or medicine or that kind of thing. Everyone knows they have a hard time in Denmark. I mean, that’s why they’re always out begging.”

Peter looked over at Søren as if he expected some form of protest. Peter’s eyes were very light blue, and Søren thought he detected an almost aggressive obstinacy beneath the disheveled exterior. He was also guessing that Peter was unlikely to be an entertaining companion at a dinner party.

“But these Roma.… At first they didn’t want anything to do with him. They almost got angry even though my friend was just trying to help. Then suddenly, just a few days later, they called him in complete panic. Something about a young man who’d gotten sick, and they wanted someone to take a look at him. That’s why I went out there, and then I also called a nurse I know from.…”

Peter stopped and got that vacant look in his eyes again.

“The young man, was this him?”

Søren pulled out an enlarged copy of the passport photo from the dead man’s shoe and passed it to Peter. He shook his head doubtfully as he looked at the picture with his brow furrowed.

“I don’t know. I was never allowed into the room where he was. My friend called me in the morning when I was at work, and I didn’t have a chance to go out there until the afternoon, and by then they’d already had second thoughts. Or at least they wouldn’t let me see him properly. He was lying in a sort of back office. I was allowed to look in there from the doorway, that was all, but it was totally dark, and it stank to high heaven. Vomit and shit, to put it bluntly. So I called Nina. She’s the nurse I mentioned.”

“So you didn’t get a good look at him?”

“Well, I could see that there was someone lying on a mattress in there. Like I said, it was really dark because the windows were boarded up, but I could see a figure in a fetal position, I could hear him, too, of course. He was moaning, and every once in a while he would start to call out, but I couldn’t tell what he was saying. They said he was just sick to his stomach, and I didn’t think it was that serious, and Nina, well, she also said.…” Peter suddenly looked distraught. “Maybe he was already dying when I looked in at him.”

He hid his face behind his hands and sat in silence for a moment. Then he straightened himself up and looked at Søren again.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just been a hard week.”

Søren nodded but didn’t offer any words of comfort. He had no interest in soothing the man’s guilty conscience.

“So you couldn’t say if it was the man in this picture?”

“No.” Peter raised a hand in a tired, apologetic motion, pushed his chair back, and got up on unsteady legs. “I have a meeting with the engineering department at eleven this morning,” he said, pointing to his watch with his long, bony index finger. “If we’re done here, couldn’t you just give me the okay.…”

He stood there with a slightly nervous, beseeching smile. Ran his hand through his thin, tousled hair. He must be almost six foot seven inches, Søren thought. Tall and gangly like a pubescent boy and apparently with the social graces to match. This man had been at the garage while the source was presumably still in the inspection pit. He had seen the people who were there at the time. And now he wanted to run off to a meeting.

“Sit down,” Søren said, knowing he was failing to hide his irritation. “We need to know who your friend is.”

Peter’s nervously optimistic smile visibly faded as he slid back down into the chair again.

“I’d rather not.…”

“Your friend, the people you talked to out there, the phone numbers you were given … everything. And we would also like access to your house.”

Now there was something akin to panic in Peter Erhardsen’s eyes.

“This is serious. For you, too,” Søren said. “We suspect potential terrorist activity on Danish soil, so if I were you, I would be bending over backward to explain exactly how you got it into your head that you and Nina Borg were going to help a bunch of Roma in Valby.”

THE WARD NURSE had lent Søren an office and a coffee mug, the side of which was adorned with an amateurish photo of an irritable looking gray Persian cat. Søren gratefully downed the coffee, stale from sitting in the thermos too long, without a thought to its quality—it was the caffeine he was after—and flipped through the notes he had made and the inept descriptions he had managed to coax out of Peter Erhardsen. Maybe the man had done his best, but it was still a pretty poor performance: Roma male, about fifty years old, possibly missing one of his upper teeth, dirty wine-colored shirt. Speaks a little English. Roma female, twenty to thirty years old, has one or more children, average height, very thin.…

There were eight people and two phone numbers, which he had Mikael Nielsen check right away. One turned out to be a pay-as-you-go phone that was turned off. The other had apparently been canceled a week ago. Neither was going to get them any further right now, and the descriptions couldn’t be used for more than a preliminary sorting of the seventy Roma who had been rounded up and were now being held downtown. The border police had also picked up a few on the Øresund Bridge heading for Sweden, so there were plenty to choose from. In the best-case scenario, it would take a few hours, but more likely days, to establish who had been at the garage. And even if the police managed to bring in most of them, it was far from certain that that would get them any closer to the source.

The initial report from Gitte was also very discouraging. The Roma they had picked up at the repair shop all denied seeing anything, no matter which language they were asked in. The police had been forced to use physical force in order to send the children to Bispebjerg Hospital to be examined, and according to Gitte, the adults who had accompanied them had been panicky and terrified to let the children out of their sight.

“They clammed up as if their lives depended on it,” as Gitte put it. Søren sank a little farther back in the desk chair, wondering whether the Roma were afraid because they had something to do with the source of the radioactivity or if they were just scared to death whenever they had any kind of official interaction. The latter was at least as likely as the former. There were places in Eastern Europe where Roma women who gave birth in the hospital risked leaving with their fallopian tubes tied. And wasn’t there something about Sweden forcibly taking Roma children into care well into the 1970s as standard practice? He had read something about that a few years earlier when the police were trying to get a handle on the integration problems in Elsinore. And then there was Peter himself, who had flatly refused to give them the name of this friend of his who had put him in touch with the Roma in Valby. Søren was increasingly convinced that the “friend” was Peter himself. He only had a vague idea why Peter would make such a bumbling attempt to distance himself from the first contact with the garage in Valby, but it would certainly have to be looked into more closely, and Søren had arranged a search warrant for the man’s home address.

He didn’t look like your classic terrorist, but then again you never could tell. Looking up Peter Erhardsen in the POLSAG register revealed that he had been arrested a couple years earlier at a demonstration at the Sandholm refugee camp, where the fence had been cut and several hundred activists had stormed in. Probably to improve conditions for the asylum seekers, which did not necessarily mean that Peter Erhardsen was anything more dire than a soft-hearted humanist. He was, however, definitely an activist, and Søren hadn’t felt entirely comfortable with the near-religious zeal he thought he glimpsed beneath Peter’s pale-faced nervousness.

The timer on his phone beeped. A quick shave with borrowed amenities and fifteen minutes for coffee and contemplation was what he had allotted himself. Now it was over. It was time to meet Peter’s partner-in-activism, the nurse, Nina Borg.


 

[image: ]HE MAN FROM PET looked surprisingly ordinary. Nina didn’t know exactly what she had been expecting, but certainly someone more mysterious and secretive. A black suit maybe, a crew cut, and black sunglasses. Instead the man who turned up in her hospital room looked amiable enough. He was probably about fifty, wiry, and in good shape under his black T-shirt, with dark, slightly graying hair and a pair of narrow glasses that slid down his curved nose at regular intervals. She hadn’t caught his name, but she also didn’t care. He was here to learn something from her. Not the other way around. And now he was seated in a chair by the little table in the corner of the hospital room. Someone had brought coffee, a plastic mug, and a bowl of pale yellow Coffee-mate, and he had already started on his first cup before he sat down across from her.

“Is this okay?” He pulled out a shiny little digital recorder, pressed record, and set it on the table without waiting for her response. Then he cleared his throat and aimed a pair of surprisingly Paul Newman-blue eyes at her.

“Valby.… You told the Emergency Management Agency that you thought the source was in the inspection pit. What gave you that idea? Did you see something?”

Nina’s mouth felt strangely dry, but she was no longer sure if the radiation was to blame. She had spent most of the morning sitting in bed, staring mutely at the hospital phone even though deep down she knew Morten wasn’t going to call. She could still taste her tears at the corners of her mouth. She forced herself to look the PET man in the eyes.

“Before we talk about this, I just want to ask how the children are doing.”

He looked puzzled. Then he pulled a folder out of his bag and flipped a little through the papers in it.

“Yesterday, Sunday, May seventeenth, the Emergency Management Agency evacuated a defunct auto repair shop at 35 Gasbetonvej, in Valby. The evacuees totaled twenty men, five women, and seven children between the ages of three and eighteen. All seven children were taken to the Infectious Diseases Ward at Bispebjerg Hospital. Four of the children presented mild to moderate symptoms of radiation sickness, but were evaluated and found not to require any treatment. One child was slightly dehydrated because of several days of nausea and vomiting. The boy is being given fluids now. They’re all expected to make a full recovery.”

Nina felt a flood of relief rush through her. Since she had been diagnosed with radiation sickness, she hadn’t been able to find out anything about the children. The nurses knew nothing, and the doctors from the National Institute for Radiation Hygiene had acted like it was top-secret information of the most confidential nature. Even Magnus hadn’t been able to drag anything out of his colleagues at Bispebjerg.

The PET man regarded her calmly.

“In other words there’s nothing to indicate that the children were seriously harmed. So, if we could turn our attention back to the question. Did you see the source of the radiation?”

“No. It was pitch black down there. And, besides, I wouldn’t have any idea what something like that looked like.”

“I’m assuming you guessed it was in the inspection pit because you and the children were down there?”

Nina nodded, squirming in the chair. It was hot in the room, and her thighs were sticking damply to the plastic seat. She felt uncomfortable in the floppy hospital gown, granny underwear, and bare legs. Her own clothes had been thrown away, and there was no one at home to bring her new clothes. They sealed off the apartment, Morten had said. The image of his back framed in the doorway flitted through her mind. She pushed it aside with a deep breath and forced her attention back to the conversation. The inspection pit.

“Yes. When I was out there Friday night, the children and I were ordered into the inspection pit. And I think the children had been down there many times.”

“Ordered, you say. By who?”

“The people at the garage.”

“And why? Do you know?”

Nina shrugged. “Someone came. The Roma called them ‘boss men.’ ”

“More than one, then.”

“Yes. I heard them arguing up above, but I couldn’t hear much of what they were saying. It sounded like it was about money, maybe rent. I’m assuming there weren’t supposed to be children or people like me at the repair shop. Peter … uh, Peter Erhardsen that is … he experienced something similar.”

“And you didn’t see these ‘boss men?’ ”

“No.”

Despite the recorder, he still made a note in his papers. He pulled out a plastic folder from his briefcase and pushed it over in front of her. It contained a single, letter-sized printout of what looked like a passport picture.

“Do you know him?”

There was very little personality in the stiff, over-exposed face. But yes, she was absolutely sure she had seen him before. Was he one of the men from the repair shop? She tried to remember the faces from the cold, flickering glare of the fluorescent light, but they all merged into one. Turned into frozen masks with hostile eyes.

Then it clicked. The gash over his eye. She had seen his face half covered in blood, in the yellow glow of the light in her car. She didn’t know his name, what he had done, or where he was now. Just that the left side of his rib cage must still be fairly sore.

“He … he was out there,” she said. “Who is he?”

“We were hoping you knew that.”

“No. He’d been in a fight, and I patched up a gash on his eyebrow for him. That was all. He was polite. Spoke very good English.” And then it hit her. He had been in her car. She had brought him home to Fejøgade and let him out there. And then a few hours later.…

“Oh, God.”

The PET man didn’t ask right away. He just waited, with relentless serenity.

“My daughter,” Nina said then. “My daughter was attacked. They broke into our apartment. Was he one of them?”

The man’s hawk face gave nothing away. Damnit! Couldn’t he just be human?

“When did the attack take place?” he asked.

“For God’s sake, you should know that better than me. My husband reported it. The police were there, they questioned her.… Was it him?” Her voice rose, becoming shrill and edgy. She could hear it, but she couldn’t stop herself. And that damned iron-faced robo-cop just sat there watching her, clearly making mental notes.

“We don’t always get every bit of information right away,” he said. “So when did this attack take place? And where?”

“Saturday night. In our apartment on Fejøgade. I just told you!”

“Thank you” was all he said, and then continued as if nothing had happened. “Tell me a little more about why you went to Valby.”

Nina tried to breathe calmly. If she didn’t relax, she was going to throw up again.

“I went to see a friend who was sick,” she said. “He said there were some sick children living under poor conditions, so I went to have a look at them.”

“Was this friend of yours Peter Erhardsen?”

“Yes.”

“Is this something you and Peter had done before? Tending to the sick and needy?”

Nina swore to herself. The Man in the Iron Mask was intent on digging around in the past, and she didn’t know how best to worm her way out of it. Luckily the Hungarian Roma were EU citizens and thus not as illegal as many of the Network’s “clients” were. Helping them with a little over-the-counter medication was hardly a hanging offense. It was another matter for Peter, who regularly hid illegal refugees at his house. If the police really looked into that, it could very easily turn into a criminal case. And all his damn lists and three-ring binders and budgets.… How many poor slobs would they find based on that treasure trove? Fuck. What if they had already ransacked his house in Vanløse …?

“We just think people ought to be treated properly,” Nina said vaguely. “Sorry. I’m not feeling so good.” She had no trouble at all pretending she was ill. She had been out of bed for half an hour now and was sweating hot and cold from exhaustion. When had she last eaten anything that didn’t come in a drip bag? She remembered the twist bread and the grilled sausage she’d chewed her way through outside the scout cabin Saturday evening. Back when she was still married and a mother, albeit not a perfect one, with an apartment in Østerbro. Today it was Monday, and Morten had left her. The nausea came all on its own now, and small black spots started to dance in front of her eyes.

The PET man sat motionless in front of her. The glasses on his curved nose caught and reflected the light from the window.

“I have neither the time nor the patience for your little games,” he said. “If you’re going to throw up, then throw up. But cut the crap. Someone brought radioactive material to Denmark, and at the moment we have every reason to believe it was done with malicious intent. People—a lot of people—may get hurt if we don’t stop this. Which is why we are prepared to go further than the police normally go when faced with a hostile witness. I can have you remanded for up to six months. And I will, if I have to.”

Nina stared at him in disbelief. No kid gloves here apparently—it was an iron hand in an iron glove.

“What I and Peter Erhardsen may or may not have done in the past has absolutely nothing to do with the repair shop in Valby,” she said. “I’ve already told you everything you need to know.”

For the first time his irritation was visible. His movements were still calm and completely controlled, but his eyes grew a shade darker as he spoke.

“In cases like these, the witness doesn’t decide what I need to know. I do,” he said coolly. “I ask a question, and you answer it to the best of your ability. Those are the rules. If you have a problem with that, as I said, I can lock you up.”

Nina noted a sour taste spreading through her mouth. She was wearing a gown so short and thin that it barely covered her high-waisted mesh underwear, stamped COPENHAGEN HOSPITAL AUTHORITY in bold, dark-green letters. She had been vomiting for two days, her apartment was sealed, and she had no idea where she would go if she ever got well enough to leave this sterile, gray room with its ugly ’80s-colored curtains. And now he was sitting there smelling of aftershave and everyday reality and threatening to put her in jail. As if she were a criminal.

“Peter Erhardsen works as an engineer for the City of Copenhagen.” The PET man didn’t seem to have noticed her stony facial expression and ploughed on, unperturbed. “It’s not an obvious place to run into Hungarian Roma. We suspect that Peter Erhardsen might be systematically working with illegal immigrants. Is this something you’re aware of?”

Was he bullshitting her? A single look at the man’s calm, resolute face made clear he wasn’t, and now to her annoyance she noted a hard, sharp lump in her throat that made it difficult to swallow. She was about to cry for the second time today. The first time had been right after she woke up and remembered Morten and Anton and Ida in Morten’s sister’s house in Greve. She had thrown up on the floor. The nurses had scooped it all up and packed it into the bright-yellow hazardous waste bags, but at least after that she had been left alone to cry into the enormous, bouncy hospital pillow. But sobbing hysterically in front of this imperturbable PET man, studying her right now over the rim of his glasses with that oh-so-patient look of his.… Nina resolved to buck up and fight her tears, and with a certain sense of relief, she felt the rage starting to grow somewhere inside her.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she hissed, slowly getting up from her chair. Her knees wobbled beneath her as she straightened, and she was forced to support herself with one hand on the wall behind her to regain her balance, but that didn’t matter. “I haven’t done anything to you or to anyone else for that matter. All I did was buy some diarrhea pills, salt, sugar, and bottled water for a couple of Roma children who really needed it.” Nina was forced to pause for breath. Exertion and rage sizzled and throbbed in her temples. “I hope you find what you’re looking for out there in Valby, but the rest of my life is none of your damn business, and I’m not going to trot it out for your inspection, so you can just get the hell out of here and leave me alone. If you want to haul me off to jail for that, you’re more than welcome. It just so happens I don’t have anywhere else to stay right now.”

She tried to forget the gown, the mesh underwear and the white legs as she pointed to the door with a trembling finger. Even if he tried to act on his threat, he probably wouldn’t be allowed to yank her out of a hospital bed. Happily the PET man seemed to have drawn the same conclusion.

“My card,” he said, handing her a small, white card with tasteful black lettering. Søren Kirkegård, it said. Inspector. “In case you change your mind.”

He stood there for a moment with his arm outstretched, holding the card out to her but ended up leaving it on the table next to his empty coffee cup. Then he loaded his things back into his briefcase, calmly and methodically, nodded briefly, and left. The door closed behind him with a subtle click, and Nina stood there for a second, glaring at it with the remnants of her anger. Then she staggered over to her bed and sat down while she tried to get control of her breathing.

“It’ll be okay,” she told herself. “This will all work itself out.” But as she said it, she realized she wasn’t quite sure what was going to work out. The trouble with the PET, the apartment, the nausea, or Morten. Just all of it, she thought. Please make all of it turn out all right. And hopefully soon.


 

[image: ]ÁNDOR’S LEFT HAND was the only thing tying him to reality. He wanted to disappear into the black fogs that shrouded his consciousness, but the aching pulse in his hand was an anchor that wouldn’t let go. He was stuck, even though it had been hours—he had no sense of how many—since Tommi had grabbed hold of his hand and yanked it free from the nails which were still lodged in the floorboard. No messing around with pliers or a hacksaw, just a hard, wet yank that unfortunately hadn’t even made him faint.

He was in a room next to the eggplant-colored one, lying on a rug that smelled strongly of brown Labrador retriever. In the adjoining living room he could hear Tommi and Frederik arguing over breakfast. He had figured out why they spoke English together. Tommi wasn’t Danish. According to Frederik he was a “Finnish pea brain.” Can’t you get it into that Finnish pea brain of yours that.…

Frederik had showed up again an hour ago with pastries, Nescafé, juice, and newspapers, after having been home to spend the night with his wife and those two point five kids in Søllerød.

“Right, let’s plan this,” he had said in an enthusiastic tone, as if they were going to organize an orienteering activity for the local Boy Scout troop. But the “Be Prepared!” mood had quickly turned belligerent.

“… of course I want the money,” Frederik snapped at Tommi. “I’ve got bills to pay, the Valby place is a dead loss now, and this dump is useless as long as that thing is out in the garage. And in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re having an economic downturn.”

“So what’s the problem? We can dump the damn thing in a creek somewhere and be left with fuck-all, or we can dump it on the buyer and walk away with a cool half million. And if you really need to play the good citizen, we can always just call the cops later.”

“The problem, you dimwit, is that we don’t have a buyer. I drove past that nurse’s building, and the whole street is full of police and cordons. She’s the only one who knows where that Gypsy’s stupid jacket is.”

“Couldn’t we just sell it to someone else?”

“Do you know anyone who wants to buy a can of hot cesium? By all means, speak up if you do.”

It was quiet in the living room for a few seconds.

“Why didn’t you get milk?” Tommi complained. “You know I don’t drink it black.”

“Shut up, Tommi. You should be happy I even brought food.” Silence again. Then a newspaper rustling. “Holy shit,” Frederik said.

“What?”

“That’s her. It has to be!”

“Who?”

Frederik didn’t answer him. Instead there was a scraping sound from a table or a chair, and a few seconds later, Frederik was bending over Sándor.

“Look!” he said and thrust the front page of the newspaper right in Sándor’s face. “Is that her?”

Sándor reluctantly opened his eyes. The front page of the paper proclaimed something or other dramatic in big red letters, but it was the picture next to the headline that Frederik was frenetically jabbing at with his index finger.

An official looking photo of a serious woman with short, dark hair and intense gray eyes. It was her. The nurse who had patched up his eyebrow. The nurse who had his jacket.

“Well?” Frederik poked him insistently on the shoulder. It sent a wave of pain all the way out to his fingers and back again.

“Uh, maybe. Yes,” he said, just to make the man go away.

Frederik went back to the living room and slapped the newspaper down in front of Tommi.

“Well, at least now we know where she is,” he said.


 

[image: ]ØREN MARCHED INTO the meeting room with a seething sense of rage and no real target for it. The fact that he hadn’t heard about the attack on Nina Borg’s teenage daughter until he was in the middle of questioning her was an almost unforgiveable mistake, and yet the explanation was so simple that he couldn’t rake anyone over the coals for it.

“The attack in Fejøgade was reported by a Morten Sindahl Christensen” was the explanation provided by the young detective he had phoned while driving back from Rigshospitalet. “It doesn’t say anything about a Nina Borg.” Søren could hear her fingers flying over the keys. “I’ll send you the case file right away.”

He had printed out the report as soon as he got back to his office in Søborg and managed to skim through it before the group meeting. It made unpleasant reading. The three men who had broken into Nina Borg’s apartment Saturday night hadn’t exactly raped and pillaged, but it wasn’t far off. And the girl was only fourteen years old. In addition to the violence and the sexual aspects of the attack, it was very clear that this wasn’t your ordinary break-in. Nothing was stolen, apart from the girl’s school bag and some personal papers, and one of the three English-speaking men had repeatedly asked for Nina, which made it all the more irritating that the officers investigating the case hadn’t flagged it right away. Nina’s husband stated in the same report that his wife was in the hospital and would no longer be living in Fejøgade because they had decided to separate and, moreover, he had no idea why three angry foreigners were looking for his wife. If only the investigating officers had taken the trouble to dig a little deeper.… He left a message asking Mikael to drive over and see if the daughter could recognize Sándor Horváth’s passport photo and asked the crime team to prioritize the case. There was nothing more to be done, and there was no reason to waste time apportioning blame. Yet his anger wouldn’t abate.

He surveyed the meeting room grimly. In addition to the people from his own group, there were now four extra investigators who had been assigned to the case first thing that morning, plus an analyst sent by Torben “to fill everyone in on the bigger picture.”

“Go ahead, Gert,” Søren said. “Let’s hear it.”

Gert Sørensen was a mild-mannered man in his early forties, with curly, flame-red hair that somehow seemed misplaced given his natural reserve and discreet tweed-gray appearance. He hadn’t gone to the police academy but had a degree in political science, and he managed the more academically gifted members of the PET’s ranks, the Terror Analysis Department. He stepped over to the projector and pulled up the first PowerPoint slide on his computer.

“November, 1995. Chechen separatists bury a cesium-137 source in a park in Moscow. The cesium source was equipped with a detonator, but it was never triggered. There were no injuries in connection with this event.”

Click.

“December, 1998. The Chechen Security Service finds a container filled with a mixture of radioactive materials. An explosive mine was attached to the canister, which was placed in Argun, a suburb of Grozny. No injuries.”

New click.

“June, 2003. Thai police arrest several men in possession of a large amount of cesium-137 intended, as far as could be ascertained, for the manufacture of a dirty bomb.”

Gert turned off the projector so as not to have to talk over the fan noise. Søren switched on a couple of the overhead lights.

“We also know that al-Qaeda tried to make a bomb with the substance in the United States at least once. Dirty bombs are obviously a part of the contemporary terrorist’s arsenal that we’re going to need to deal with. The world has been spared a full-on attack of this type so far, but in a case like ours, where we have positive affirmation that a radioactive source has been and probably still is active right here in Copenhagen, we have every possible reason to take this seriously. The National Institute for Radiation Hygiene says they found traces of cesium chloride, and that cesium is currently one of the most easily accessible radioactive materials, especially in the former Soviet bloc. Based on the traces, it is not immediately possible to determine how much radioactive material was at the address in Valby, since the extent of the contamination largely depends on how well the source was shielded.”

“And what exactly can a dirty bomb do that other bombs can’t?”

Gitte Nymand’s dark eyes gleamed with something that looked like equal parts professional curiosity and concern.

“Aside from the fact that they explode, which can obviously inflict serious injuries and damage depending on the force of the explosion, the goal is to spread radioactive material throughout the area,” the red-headed analyst said. “Which doesn’t necessarily have a significant impact on the fatality rate. It’s more the nature of the fatalities that causes the concern, and the long-term effects. And especially the psychological effect it can have on the civilian population.”

Søren was on his feet now.

“I don’t need to give you my whole terrorism lecture again, do I?” he asked, and an only partially stifled groan spread through the room. “Terrorism is called terrorism because …?”

“Because the goal is fear,” a couple of them said almost in unison.

“Yes. And that’s exactly what makes a dirty bomb an effective weapon of terror. It’s exceptionally well suited to spreading fear.”

“Decapitated heads,” Mikael said suddenly. “At Antioch the crusaders chopped off enemy heads and lobbed them into the city with the trebuchets. It’s nothing new.”

Sometimes that man knew the strangest things, Søren thought. Mikael had had the dubious honor of escorting the corpse from the gas tank to the medical examiner’s and observing the autopsy, which might explain why his thoughts were a little gorier than usual.

“Let’s just get it over with, Mikael,” Søren said. “The autopsy report?”

Mikael stood up. He looked tired, but then he had been on his feet since 4 A.M. like the rest of the team.

“According to the preliminary report, the guy died of radiation sickness, presumably Thursday or early Friday.”

“Not later than that? Maybe Saturday night or Sunday?” Søren asked.

“No.” Mikael cleared his throat and reached for a water glass. Jytte from the cafeteria had also stocked the meeting table with a plate of open-face sandwiches, but apparently Mikael had lost his appetite. “The pathologists and the staff at the National Institute for Radiation Hygiene pretty much agree that he was exposed to very powerful radiation two to three weeks ago. From accidents elsewhere in the world, we know that the illness typically begins with nausea and vomiting, fever, and in serious cases diarrhea. After that people often improve, but if the exposure was significant, for example four to six grays, the immune system is so compromised that, after a few days, the patient starts to develop infections, another fever, hemorrhages, sores.…” Mikael caught Søren’s eye. “Well, you saw him yourself. When they opened his mouth, his gums were almost gone. God-awful sight.”

Mikael’s last statement hung in the air for an uncomfortably long time, and again Søren had to wave the disturbing images from Valby out of his mind.

“Can they say anything about how he was exposed?”

“Yes. He presumably took in the brunt of the radiation through his hands. The pathologists found wounds there that were reminiscent of burns. There were also a number of other signs that suggested he might have handled the radioactive source.”

“What about identification?”

“Wasn’t there something about a passport? Sándor Horváth, right? Isn’t that why they woke you up in the middle of the night?” Gitte asked.

“I don’t think it’s him,” Søren said. “The nurse recognized the passport photo. The man in the photo was still alive Saturday night when the nurse treated him for a minor eye injury. Alive, and in Denmark. Besides, Sándor Horváth is in his early twenties, and I think our corpse is younger than that. An overgrown boy, no more.”

“Our John Doe was missing a canine in his upper jaw,” Mikael said. “The pathologist thinks he had probably never seen a dentist, unfortunately. At any rate he had no fillings. That’s typical for some of the poorest of the Eastern European Roma.”

“So there won’t be any dental records,” Søren said. “But there must be a link between him and Sándor Horváth. If we haven’t done it already, send a picture of the body to the NBH.”

“It’s been done,” Gitte said. “They were actually very helpful. A man’s on his way up here to assist us in our search for Sándor Horváth, and they also assigned a couple of people to dig up a little more on his family and friends in Budapest. They’re going to keep us up to date.”

“And how’s it going with our friend Khalid?”

“Not so well.”

That response came from Bjørn Steffensen, a generally unshaven and insolent aging homeboy from the rough part of Amager. He normally worked with the Organized Crime Center. He was one of the team members Torben had managed to borrow, and he didn’t look too happy that his first job here was to be the bearer of bad news.

“This whole line of enquiry is a ticket to Shitville” he said, having apparently decided that offense was the best defense. “The technicians have been working on the kid’s computer since 5 A.M., and we have fuck-all on the guy. To begin with, it wasn’t even his computer that was used to contact Sándor Horváth. Or at least not the one we confiscated. I suppose he could have another one stashed somewhere.”

Søren felt an uncomfortable sinking sensation somewhere in that part of his mind where he was trying to keep all the facts in the case straight. “What do you mean?” he said. “I thought that we’d at least established that much?”

“The MAC address doesn’t match. You’ll have to ask IT about the details,” Bjørn said. “And when we sent one of the tech guys to look at the school’s network, he reported that the security system has more holes than a Swiss cheese. The head of the school’s IT department has apparently been busy with more important things. He teaches Danish and English as well.” That last bit was said with a snide curl at the corner of his mouth, as if nothing could be more laughable than a literature teacher being in charge of the school’s Internet security.

“Christian was able to get onto the school’s wireless network from his own laptop without any trouble,” Mikael added. “The security was so bad that he didn’t even need a username or password, and that means that anyone within a radius of thirty meters of the school could have used the school’s IP address to visit those shady sites.”

“So I high-tailed it out there to pick up the footage from the surveillance cameras that cover the schools’ outdoor areas,” Bjørn said.

Søren listened with a growing sense that everything was falling apart.

“But if Khalid didn’t do it, why wouldn’t he let us look at his computer?” Søren asked.

Bjørn smirked.

“As I said, it’s possible that he has another computer and needed to win himself a little time so he could swap the two machines. But personally I think he was just worried about his little side business. I’ve never seen so many pirated music files in one place before. He could get in real trouble for that, and I guess that would be reason enough.”

Søren curbed his desire to kick something. Bjørn, preferably. Don’t shoot the messenger, he admonished himself. But couldn’t the man control his gloating just a little?

“And what do the surveillance cameras say?”

“We know that our potential buyer went online Saturday, May second, at 8:52 P.M. and was logged on for about forty minutes. We can see only one car that was parked at the school for that entire time frame, and it left the site immediately after. It’s impossible to read the license plate, but luckily it’s an old banger, an Opel Rekord E, probably from the early ’80s, and there aren’t that many of them in the motor vehicle registry. About two hundred or so in the whole country, a hundred and eighteen of which are in the Copenhagen area.”

Okay, thought Søren. At least that was something. A start.

“Check it out. But I also want people out canvassing the area around the school. Find out exactly where he might have been holed up, aside from in the car. What about the neighboring properties? Can you go online from them? Talk to the residents. And find out if they noticed the car or any other cars that spent a long time in the area on the evening in question. The surveillance cameras have blind spots.” Like people, he thought. Admittedly, Khalid had been an obvious suspect with his nervousness and his little display of civil disobedience. But they couldn’t afford to make another mistake like this.

“HC wasn’t happy,” Gitte remarked. “He was pissed off when he found out we’d called him out of his training exercise to question a smart-mouthed teenage bootlegger.”

“HC’s mood is not our biggest problem,” Søren said. “But okay. I suppose I could offer him an apology. I’m assuming we’ve already released Khalid?”

Gitte nodded. “At 11:23 A.M. His uncle threatened to sue us for false arrest, but Khalid talked him down. He doesn’t want to have to discuss his pirated files with the prosecutor.”

Exit Khalid, thought Søren, picturing the cocky, young café shark who had so familiarly offered him a drink and a smoke at their first meeting. Hopefully HC hadn’t managed to shred his self-confidence too much before the word came from IT to stop the interrogation.

“What about the property in Valby? Anything on that front?”

“They just called up from reception,” Gitte said. “A Birgitte Johnsen from the NEC is on her way up to talk to you.”

“The NEC?” Søren looked at her over his reading glasses. The NEC was the Danish National Police Investigation Center. “What the hell do they have to do with this case?”

Gitte shrugged her broad swimmer’s shoulders. “She’s in the sex trafficking and immoral earnings division,” Gitte said.

BIRGITTE JOHNSEN WAS unbelievably navy blue, Søren thought. Navy blue skirt, navy blue jacket, navy blue nylons, and navy blue shoes with oversized gold buckles. The blouse under her jacket was white, but otherwise she was an unbroken vision of blueness.

They shook hands, and Søren showed her into the external meeting room that was located right off reception. Unauthorized visitors were not allowed to wander the PET’s corridors, not even unauthorized police employees.

“I understand that you have some information on 35 Gasbetonvej?” Søren said, gesturing with his hand. “Have a seat. Coffee?”

“No thanks,” Birgitte said. “But if there’s a mineral water?”

“Of course.” Søren opened a Ramlösa for her. The writing on the label was, very appropriately, printed in navy blue.

“The property is owned by a Malee Rasmussen. And we know her quite well over in our section. She’s originally from Thailand and is married to a former factory worker named Hans Jørgen Rasmussen, who is on disability allowance. We presume the marriage is just a sham, but we haven’t been able to prove it. She, however, has a conviction for living off immoral earnings and has been part of the local prostitution scene for many years now.”

“Prostitution? But surely … the property in Valby could hardly have been used for that?”

“You’d be amazed if you saw some of the places people are prepared to go to buy sex,” Birgitte said. “But no, regardless of sexual predilection, concrete floors and inspection pits are not particularly well suited to running a brothel. We have no reason to believe that that’s what they’ve been doing out there. It probably is what it looks like: a flophouse for Roma and other Eastern Europeans who come up here during the summer months and pay about eighty to a hundred kroner a night for permission to sleep under conditions that would make the inmates at Vridsløselille State Prison riot.”

“Then that’s a bit of a career change for her, isn’t it? Is the property really hers, do you think, or is she just the front for someone else?”

“I think she has a backer. But the career change, as you call it, isn’t actually that unprecedented. Earnings are way down in the prostitution business due to the financial crisis.”

“Do you know why?”

“Fewer courses, conferences, and fringe benefit trips. Greater need for security. The average John can’t really afford trouble with Mrs. John right now. And while the demand is falling off, the supply is increasing. In the wake of the social hardship that has spread in countries even worse affected by the financial crisis than Denmark, more and more girls flock to the trade. Malee and her backer aren’t the only ones who’ve had to restructure their businesses.”

“Okay. Any guess who this backer is?”

“We’ve asked her, of course. I brought a recording for you to watch. But first I want to show you a previous clip, from when we were investigating the immoral earnings case. That was five years ago now, and she’s in her late thirties in this recording.”

Birgitte slid a DVD into her laptop and rotated the computer so he could see it better. A woman with jet-black hair and spirited dark eyes appeared. Vital. Expressive. There was a self-awareness of her appearance and attire, jewelry, and the heavy but stylish makeup. And her eyes twinkled as the questions hit her.

“… she said that?” The lilting Thai accent was obvious; her eyes were bright and ready for a fight. She laughed a short, hard laugh and snorted disdainfully. Clicked her tongue when the lead interrogator asked about one of her acquaintances. “She’s full of lies. Lies. And she’s jealous!”

Birgitte stopped the DVD and clicked on another file.

“Now watch this. This recording is from this morning.”

At first Søren thought she had selected the wrong file. It wasn’t the same woman. And yet it was. But Malee Rasmussen’s smile was so strained that her face resembled one of those grotesque grinning Balinese masks that his ex-wife Susse had bought on a trip back in the ’90s. If she was in her late thirties in that first clip, she must be forty-two or forty-three here, but she looked ten years older than that. Her makeup was so very cliché for the prostitution world that it looked like stage makeup, and although her voice was still light and lilting, there was no trace of vitality left in that hardened face.

“What happened to her?” he asked. “She’s … is she sick or something?”

“Not that we know of. But there are rumors that she has a new backer. And that he’s taught her some new tricks. The hard way. As you’ll see, she’s not very forthcoming these days.”

The camera zoomed out a bit, and Malee’s whole body could be seen. Her short, sturdy silhouette was dressed in a mint green dress with flowers around the neckline and matching stiletto heels. Her legs were crossed. Her hands lay motionless in her lap, but she was rapidly whipping her foot back and forth as the questions were repeated interminably. Who was using the repair shop? Who had the keys? Why had she bought it anyway? Where had she gotten the money from?

Malee’s forehead glistened damply under her elaborately arranged black hair. She was still smiling, and at regular intervals, she chose to respond but only to repeat what she had already said.

“I didn’t know there was anyone at the repair shop. It was an investment. I haven’t been there since February. I didn’t know there was anyone there. The repair shop is just real estate. An investment.”

“Try to catch her eyes right there.”

Birgitte rewound a couple of seconds and started it playing again. Søren looked at the woman again. Her eyes flickered nervously in the midst of the hardened mask of her face.

Birgitte shook her head.

“I don’t know who or what she’s afraid of now, but it certainly isn’t us. I don’t think we’re going to get anything else out of her, but I’ve asked the Fraud Squad to dig a little deeper into her finances. Maybe that will give us a few names.”

“Something happened to her,” Søren maintained. “It would be good to know what.”

“Yes. She wasn’t exactly a lovey-dovey person before, and she’s always been quite tough on her girls. But now.…”

Søren looked at the pale, fossilized face on the screen. “What now?”

Birgitte snapped her computer shut and placed it in her briefcase.

“We don’t know. But we’ve talked to girls who’ve worked for her, and they refuse to testify. There’s a whisper that you get buried alive if you don’t do what Malee says. That you wind up in the ‘Coffin.’ ”

Buried alive.… Søren thought of Snow White.


 

[image: ]REDERIK WASN’T TAKING any chances. There was no more pretense of civility left, no more armchairs and offers of beer—now Sándor was sitting on the floor next to the radiator, with his healthy hand strapped to the water pipe with two narrow black cable ties that reminded him of that paralyzing moment outside his dorm when he was arrested. He felt less dazed now, but also … more distant. As if he were standing on the other side of a border and looking back at a life he couldn’t get back into. His left hand throbbed heavily, like the bass line from a bad speaker, a rhythm he couldn’t ignore but also couldn’t quite accept as part of him. His own pulse. Which shouldn’t be there.

Frederik was leaning over the slightly too-low coffee table, working on a laptop, surrounded by folders that appeared to contain various corporate accounts. Now and then he would set down the computer and punch some numbers into an old-fashioned pocket calculator with rapid, practiced fingers.

“Could I have a little water?” Sándor asked.

Frederik lifted his eyes from the computer screen.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Not until Tommi gets back.”

“I’m thirsty.”

“Sorry. I’m not getting close to you. Not as long as we’re alone here.” He started typing again, but just for a few seconds. Then he glanced at Sándor and asked him, “Where did that come from?”

“What?”

“That … outburst. Most people, they’re sort of … you can sort of see it in them. They have to gear themselves up. There are signs. You seemed totally calm and laid back, right up until—boom. Like those pitbulls that just attack without any warning.” Frederik looked absurdly well-shaved and normal—today in a freshly pressed light-blue shirt, light linen pants and yet another Ralph Lauren sweater, which was now draped effortlessly over his rounded shoulders. Mr. Clean, thought Sándor. Respectability itself. But Mr. Clean had sat by and watched Tamás die.

Sándor didn’t reply. Frederik shrugged and pulled a plastic water bottle out of his computer bag.

“Here,” he said, and rolled it across the floor to Sándor.

Sándor looked down at the bottle. He could just reach it with his zip-tied right hand. But he couldn’t unscrew the plastic lid with his injured left hand.

“I can’t open it,” he said.

“Oh, right,” Frederik said. “I don’t suppose you can.” But he didn’t do anything to help.

Having a bottle of water in his hand without being able to drink it was worse than just sitting there being thirsty. Was that intentional on Frederik’s part? Sándor didn’t know. They sat there looking at each other for a bit, two quiet, respectable men who were both a lot less respectable under the surface.

AT THE ORPHANAGE they didn’t hit the kids. But they did believe in calm, cleanliness, order—and consistency. “They might as well learn it now” was the pervasive pedagogical principle. That was why they had the Yard.

It was actually just a glorified air shaft, about eight meters on each side, with a floor of frost-ravaged paving and a scrawny rowan tree in a concrete planter in the middle. The four-story orphanage buildings towered around it, but there were only windows from the second floor up. On the ground floor, the only openings were for the ventilation ducts from the kitchen and bathrooms, and one lone, solid door.

“Tell Miss Erszébet you’re sorry,” said the tall old gadjo who was apparently the Big Man here. But Sándor didn’t want to say he was sorry.

“You can’t take them,” Sándor yelled instead, as loudly as he could. “I’m their brother!”

“Look at me, Sándor,” the gadjos’ Big Man said. “You have to learn not to lose your temper. Here at the orphanage, we behave properly. You may come back inside when you are ready to apologize. Calmly, quietly, and politely.”

And then the door was shut and locked.

It was getting late. Sándor wasn’t afraid of being out in the open air; it wasn’t even dark yet. In Galbeno, people tended to be inside their houses only when it was time to go to bed or when the weather was bad. What else were you going to do in them?

But this wasn’t “the open air.” This was just a brick and concrete room without a roof.

He screamed and cried in rage and kicked the door, but there was already something half-hearted about his kicks. Some of the man’s calm relentlessness had stuck with him, a little it-won’t-do-any-good-anyway parasite that invaded his eight-year-old’s determination and sapped his strength.

Once the sun had disappeared from the courtyard and there was just a faint orange reflection in the uppermost windows, the Big Man came back. Sándor ran over to the door as soon as it opened and tried to push his way past the grown-up body. He was stopped by a strong arm, and when he tried to twist himself free, he was pushed back into the Yard again in a restrained, but firm, way. Another escape attempt was blocked in the same manner.

“I can see that you haven’t calmed down yet,” the man said. “Now I will slowly count to ten. While I do that, I ask that you take time to reflect. If we can’t speak properly to each other when I’m done, you’ll have to stay out here all night.”

The man started counting, slowly and deliberately. “One. Two. Three. Four.”

“I want to go home,” Sándor yelled.

“Five. Six.”

Sándor raised a fist in frustration, but he didn’t strike. He didn’t dare. “Seven. Eight. Nine.”

“We want to go home to our mother.” Sándor’s voice cracked, hoarse, and resigned.

“Unfortunately that is out of the question. Ten. Now. Are you ready to say you’re sorry?”

Sándor shook his head mutely.

“I’m their brother,” he repeated, somewhat less vehemently.

“Good night, Sándor.”

And then the man closed the door again.

It got cooler, but not freezing cold. After all, it was spring, the rowan tree was sporting delicate new leaves. Sándor discovered that there was a water spigot you could drink from even though the water had a very definite muddy and metallic taste. But he was alone. Sándor couldn’t remember the last time that had happened. There was always someone there. If his mother didn’t happen to be around, then his Grandma Éva was. Or one of the other grandmothers. Or Aunt Milla who lived four houses away. Or Tibor, or Feliszia, or Vanda, or … there was always someone.

Now there wasn’t. Just the darkness and the walls and the sky, those rough, cold pavers and the seeping steam issuing from the bathrooms’ ventilation ducts, although he didn’t know that then. That first night, he just huddled up next to the door and stared at the gray column of condensing vapors and hoped it wasn’t a mulo. At some point he started crying again. At some point he stopped. And when they came back the next morning, he told Miss Erszébet he was very sorry and began to learn the rules of the gadjo world. There was still trouble now and then, and he came to know the Yard well. But he never spent a whole night there again. It was like he once heard the Big Man tell one of the municipal inspectors: “Roma children are no more troublesome than other children. You just have to nip them in the bud.”

A CAR PULLED up outside. Frederik stiffened and reached into his computer bag. The gesture so much ressembled a movie cliché that Sándor wondered whether he had a weapon hidden there. Then a car door slammed, and Frederik let go of the bag and visibly relaxed. “He got her,”

he said. “He really got her.”

But it wasn’t the nurse Tommi shoved in the door a few seconds later. It was the girl from the apartment. She looked like a disfigured Pierrot, with her chalky white face and black eyes smeared from a mixture of tears and cheap mascara. The sight struck Sándor like a bludgeon.

“What the hell,” said Frederik, who obviously wasn’t pleased either. “Why did you take her?”

“Piece of cake,” Tommi said with a triumphant grin. “Just had to check the girl’s school timetable, right?”

Oh, that’s why, Sándor thought. That’s why he had snatched her school bag. Because he wanted to be able to find her again.

Frederik shook his head in disbelief. “You were supposed to get the goddamn mother, not the kid.”

“This,” said Tommi, “is even better. And more fun.…”


 

[image: ]T HAD BEEN strangely quiet inside Nina’s head since the PET man had left. Her head still ached a little and there was a very faint, whooshing throb, like in the water pipes she used to listen to before she fell asleep in the room she had had as a teenager back home in Viborg. Nina pushed the tray of uneaten rissoles and overdone cold carrots aside, leaned back, and closed her eyes. She couldn’t sleep, but she didn’t have anywhere good to send her thoughts, so instead she allowed herself to slide into the gray throbbing, whooshing semidarkness inside her eyelids instead.

She heard the sounds a second before it happened.

The door that slid open almost imperceptibly, soft rubber soles padding across the gray linoleum, first by the door, then a little closer. The little click as the door closed automatically behind the intruder. Then, abruptly, something big and warm was pressed against her mouth, and Nina’s eyes flew open. Her head was being pushed so deeply into the pillow that it almost closed around her face, and the sense of being suffocated caused panic to explode through her for a second. Trying to move her head was hopeless, the man crouched over her was now putting his weight behind the outstretched arm and hand while Nina frantically batted at the air around her. She grabbed for the face, the hair, the neck, and arms of her attacker, but he moved quickly and avoided her blows. The man’s little finger had been pushed up under her nose, and she had to fight for every single scrap of air for her lungs. As if she were breathing through wet gauze. And in the middle of her frenzied panic, she could see a gaunt face with a wide grin swaying back and forth over her. The eyes gleamed, distant and exhilarated. He’s on drugs, Nina managed to conclude. An addict looking for morphine or maybe someone who was mentally ill, lost in the wrong part of the hospital. His breath was heavy and sharp and smelled of cigarettes and peppermint. The man was making an effort to catch her eyes, and for some reason or other, that made her slow down. She tried to aim her blows better. Make them harder. But the hand that was pressed so solidly over her mouth didn’t budge a millimeter, and eventually she lay perfectly still as she tried to breathe through the one, almost free nostril.

It seemed like that was what he had been waiting for.

The man eased up on the pressure on her mouth a little bit and reached for something with his free hand. Nina tried to follow his movements with her eyes, but her head was still being pushed so far down in the pillow that it obscured her view like a white mountain range. She couldn’t see much besides the ceiling, the man’s arm, and little bits of his head and upper body. All that smothering softness drowned out even the sounds. Some notion of escape occurred to her. The man still had a hand over her mouth, but he was only holding her with one arm. Maybe she could slide free and pull the alarm cord that was hanging right over her bed.

Then a black object appeared right over her face. It took a couple of seconds before she was able to focus on it, and yet another moment before she realized what it was. A mobile phone. It was on, and the screen showed a picture with a dark, almost-black background. In the foreground there was a person who had been photographed from above. The girl’s pale face glowed white in the darkness. The eyes were slightly narrowed and the facial expression frozen in that defiant face she always made, when she was trying not to cry.

Ida.

Nina didn’t scream.

She could tell he was expecting her to, because he clamped his hand down tighter over her mouth before he pushed the button. But Nina couldn’t scream. Nothing inside her was working. There was only silence and cold and the picture dancing on the black phone in front of her. Something started moving on the tiny screen. The sound of footsteps on a floor that echoed in a strangely hollow way. The man doing the filming said something or other, but Nina couldn’t hear what it was, and now she could see Ida take a step back. As if she were trying to disappear into the darkness. Where? Nina desperately tried to gauge the location of the recording. It wasn’t home in their apartment—the wall behind Ida was a hideous dark purple color—but otherwise there wasn’t anything that revealed where she was.

The angle changed. Now the photographer was standing over Ida, speaking once more.

“Say hi to Mommy.

Smile.”

Ida’s eyes flitted toward the camera, then she looked directly at the man holding the phone and angrily jutted out her chin. “Smile.”

Ida shook her head, took two steps farther back, and bumped into the purple wall. The phone was right up against her face now. A finger slid slowly over her chin, pushed its way tentatively between her lips, and made its way over to the corner of her mouth. Pulled it upward into a grotesque, crooked grin.

“Smile for Mommy.”

The picture went black, and Nina felt the man slowly ease up on the pressure on her mouth. He pulled his hand away completely. She turned her head, and it was only now that she could really see the man next to her bed. He wasn’t that much taller than her, she thought, and skinny under that loose T-shirt. He was wearing a pair of very light-blue Levis that were cinched in at the waist with a wide, studded leather belt, its oversized belt buckle featuring a shiny, pale skull. His hair was shoulder-length, dark blond, and looked freshly washed. The rest of him was worn and scruffy and cigarette-ravaged, even though he could hardly be older than thirty. His nose was swollen and bruised on one side, his eyes wide and feverish. Probably snorted a line of crystal meth a few hours ago, Nina thought hostilely, and felt a glint of satisfaction at the thought of how short and miserable this man’s life would be. How his body would be covered with oozing sores from the crank bugs, how he would scream and call for mercy, and how he would die alone and in pain. She would kill him herself right now if she had the slightest opportunity. For what he had done to Ida. She lashed out at him, but there was no strength in her blow, and it only grazed his throat before he grabbed her hand and held it securely.

“Easy, girl.” He spoke to her in accented English.

His voice was quiet and arrogant, as if he were talking to a child, and then he let go of her entirely and let her sit halfway up in bed. He pulled a clear plastic bag out of a duffel bag that was on the floor next to the bed and set it on the covers.

“Put them on,” he said, still in English.

Nina peeled the crackling plastic aside with two fingers and glanced quickly at the contents. It looked like some sort of tracksuit. The price tag was still on, fluttering from the waist of the dark-blue pants.

“Where is she?”

The man looked at her and smiled.

“Really cute daughter you’ve got. She looks like you. Just a little firmer in the flesh. Delicious young cunt. Totally soft to touch.”

His accent might be thick, as if he had a mouth full of gravel, but his vocabulary was convincing.

Nina felt defeated. His words were so harsh. So evil. She could feel her defenses washing away. A floodgate had been opened. The fear that had started to seep into her body at the sight of the first picture of Ida on the phone roared through her now, full strength. It slid into every single thought, formed unwelcome images, and little film clips that churned and rattled and played over and over again in endless loops. Ida in the apartment in front of her three attackers without her clothes on. Ida naked in some basement. Ida in the rearview mirror, a thin, black silhouette on a bicycle in the dark on her way up Fejøgade. That was the last time she had seen her.

Nina tried to inhale again. Tried to think. Should she try to stall for time? Pull the cord to call the nurse? He wouldn’t be able to stop her. All she needed to do was to reach up.

They heard footsteps out in the hall, and the man sat down on the chair next to her bed. He quickly pulled a small, tired-looking bouquet of tulips out of his bag on the floor and placed it on the covers. Water seeped out of the plastic wrap surrounding the green stems, making a big, wet stain on the white bedding. He wasn’t nervous, Nina thought. Everything he did was so calm and effortless. As if this were a totally normal day in his life.

A nurse came into view in the little window in the door just as the man leaned over the bed and placed his free hand over hers. His smiling face had moved in very close to hers, and he had even managed to adopt something that resembled a concerned smiled. A couple of long, bright-red lines stretched from his ear down over his cheek and Nina couldn’t help thinking of Ida’s black-painted fingernails.

“My poor baby,” he said, and behind him Nina could see the nurse’s face disappearing again. Her white clogs clicked quickly on down the hall, and Nina knew that the woman was probably already reporting the latest gossip on the odd patient in the isolation room. By now everyone had probably read about her marital problems in Ekstra Bladet. The news of a man in her room with flowers would add some excitement to the staff’s lunch break.

Nina looked at the man and knew that she wouldn’t put up any resistance. She didn’t dare. He had Ida.

He stood up, pulled Nina’s covers aside, and threw the tracksuit at her with an impatient grunt.

“Put it on. Now!”

Nina pulled the clothes on over her hospital gown without protest and without looking at the man. A feeling of disgust crawled across her skin when she thought of him holding Ida down, touching her. Whatever plans he had for her were immaterial compared to what he planned to do to Ida. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see that he had opened the cupboard next to her bed and was rummaging around in the white hospital linens on the shelves. He swore quietly.

“Where the fuck are your shoes?”

Nina leaned against the bed, exhaustion from the effort of putting on the clothes making the room swim around her.

“They threw them away,” she said. “Because of the radiation.”

He swore again, pulled some long, white socks out of the cupboard, and threw them at her.

“Put these on and don’t try anything clever.”

Nina obediently pulled on the socks and found herself standing there in white socks and a pair of dark-blue tracksuit bottoms that were slightly too big. He moved over behind her. She could feel his sharp, warm breath against her ear.

“And now, we go. Pretend you’re healthy and have shoes on,” he said. “And pretend you’re not you.”


 

[image: ]ØREN RINSED THE coffee cup in the sink in the men’s restroom, filled it with cold water, and drank. Tomorrow, or next week, or whenever this goddamn case was over and he had time to catch his breath again, he would take the time to find that article he vaguely remembered about bacteria in water coolers and send it out over the intranet. He knew his little act of protest against the tyranny of water coolers was a waste of energy, but surely a man his age was allowed to mount his moth-eaten warhorse and attack a windmill now and then.

He was holding the cup under the tap one more time when it slipped through his fingers. He grabbed for it with both hands and managed to stop it from crashing to the terrazzo floor, but water splashed onto his shirt and trousers, leaving a trail of drip marks near his fly that was not very flattering.

Oh, crap. It wasn’t so much the accident—the water would dry quickly—it was what it told him. That he was tired. That he ought to go home, or at least down to the basement to crash in one of the bunks for a few hours. He had only slept three hours the night before and had been working for more than eleven hours since then. And, well, he wasn’t eighteen anymore. But his young Hungarian colleague would be landing at Copenhagen Airport in an hour, the results from the Opel registration list would be back soon, and he really wanted to talk to Malee himself and see if he could get anything out of her that Birgitte and her colleagues in the NEC hadn’t been able to. A video wasn’t enough.

A shower. A clean shirt. And yes, an hour’s downtime. But not home in Hvidovre, that would take too long. And not in the basement either. He’d always hated those small, cell-like rooms.

He poked his head into Torben’s office. Torben was staring intently at his computer screen as he scrolled his way through some document long enough to induce cramps in anybody’s index finger.

“I’m going over to Susse’s if that’s okay,” Søren said. “Just for an hour.”

Torben nodded without looking up from his screen.

“Good idea,” Torben said. “See you later.”

Why did he suddenly feel like a loser who couldn’t go the distance? Torben hadn’t been up since a little past 3 A.M. And this wasn’t a competition to see who could stay awake the longest.

“Call if there’s anything,” he said.

Torben waved his left hand in a get-out-of-here fashion, and Søren ducked back into the hallway.

SUSSE LIVED SO enticingly close by, less than a kilometer away, in an old bungalow right next to the railway. There was a solid, white-painted wood fence around the yard to keep children and dogs in, and the garden was disheveled in that pleasant way, with narcissi in the overgrown lawn and lanky roses in need of a good pruning. The two pear trees he had planted too many years ago were still there, currently sporting delicate pink blossoms.

The children had mostly left home, one of them for boarding school, the other more permanently, but the dogs were still there. Two of them, a couple of black-and-white cocker spaniels, who barked enthusiastically and stuck their wet noses and long-haired paws up against the pane of the glass door when he rang the bell.

Susse opened the door with her phone to her ear and mimed “Come in,” continuing her conversation. “Yes, I understand that, but I still think it’s stressing Linus out that Karl is so rowdy in the classroom. I think we ought to separate them, at least for a few weeks, and see how it goes. Yes. Yeah, okay. I’ll see you.”

She lowered the phone and smiled at him.

“Do you want a cup of coffee or are you just here to lie down? You look tired.”

“No more coffee.” He made a face at the mere thought. “But do you think it would be okay if I took a shower first?”

“Of course. You just do what you need to do. I’ll be in the sunroom grading papers if you need anything.”

They exchanged a civilized peck on the cheek. She looked good, he thought. Or more to the point, she looked like a woman who was feeling good. She wore her copper-red hair in a shoulder-length pageboy, which was probably not the height of fashion. But she’d been wearing it that way for a really long time, and it suited her heart-shaped face perfectly. She was round and comfortably plump all over, and her eyes were calm, clear, and warm. He had known her for more than thirty years. They had been high school sweethearts. They got married. They bought a house together—this house, where she still lived. But the children she had had weren’t his, and the man she was co-habiting with in lifelong devotion wasn’t him either. And even though she opened the door to him time and time again with the generosity that was one of her most pronounced character traits, there wasn’t the slightest risk she would be unfaithful to Ben.

Nor did he want her to be. That wasn’t why he came. It was more just for the … peace. A little dose of calm and normality before he returned to a world where people buried young men like Snow White in underground gasoline storage tanks and went around planning how to deploy a package of explosives contaminated with radioactive material so it caused the greatest possible number of fatalities.

He took a long shower in the bathroom in the basement. Then he lay down on the bed in the guest room that was actually Ben’s practice room—rows of vinyl records, amps everywhere, three different guitars, two keyboards, and a double bass in one corner—and fell asleep as if someone had just turned off a light.

SUSSE WOKE HIM up.

“Your phone is ringing,” she said.

And it was. Again and again, louder and louder. But he hadn’t heard it.

Not until she shook his shoulder.

He grabbed the phone.

“Yeaaaaah,” he said, his throat feeling as if someone had tried to scrub it with a toilet brush.

“It’s Gitte.”

“Yes.”

“Jesper Due called from Rigshospitalet. The nurse is gone.”

“What do you mean gone?”

“We’re checking the video from the hospital security system. But it sounds like she left the hospital with a youngish man without saying anything to anyone. A nurse saw them together.”

He swore.

“And it wasn’t her husband? Or ex-husband, or whatever he is?”

“No. We called him.”

“And we don’t have anyone watching her?”

“No. By the time Jesper got up there, she had already walked out.”

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“And the flight from Budapest is late so the NBH guy isn’t here yet.”

Well, that’s something, he thought, though he would still have to find time for him eventually. International cooperation was important and good and necessary and all that, but it also required a certain amount of diplomacy, and at the moment they just didn’t have the resources to be polite on top of everything else.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” he said.

THE VIDEOS FROM the hospital were a grainy mess. But there was a sequence, from the front entrance, where you could clearly identify Nina Borg. She was wearing a dark tracksuit, and yes, she was with a “youngish man.” They were walking side by side, with slightly more than a meter between them. The only thing he could see for sure was that it wasn’t Sándor Horváth.

“Is she leaving of her own free will?” Gitte asked. “What do you think?”

He shook his head faintly.

“If she is under duress, he’s too far away,” Mikael said. “That’s a public area, lots of people around. If he wanted to control her, he should be closer. And there aren’t any obvious signs that he has a weapon.”

“Well, a weapon could be any number of things, of course,” Søren said. “Get as good a still of him as you can, and send it around to all divisions. The NEC, too, you never know. Maybe somebody out there knows him. Did you get hold of the daughter? And her boyfriend, who was attacked?”

“She wasn’t at school,” Mikael said. “She had been, despite the attack. But of course they understood her wanting to go home again. I’ll head over to that address in Greve and talk to her.”

“Also the boyfriend, Ulf. Bring them in here. I want to talk to both of them. And Gitte, could you make sure someone from Transportation heads over to the airport to pick up our colleague from the NBH?”

“Transportation?” she said. “They’re at a training exercise. It’s going to have to be the cafeteria lady or me. Couldn’t he take a cab?”
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The man nodded, looking out over the pancake-flat countryside, in rolling greens with small strips of brackish gray water in between. The sky hung low and dark over the water, and the clouds on the horizon painted dark-blue stripes across the sky.

Nina looked over at the man next to her. He seemed to be in a good mood and only had one hand on the wheel as they rumbled their way up the rough gravel road. He gesticulated with the almost finished cigarette in his other hand whenever there was something particularly exciting he wanted to show her. There and there and there. He had caught a sea trout on the other side of that strip of trees over there, with a lure. Just like back home in Finland. A bunch of wires were hanging out of a dangling plastic panel next to the steering column, presumably because he had stolen the green van, and the black phone with the pictures of Ida was on the dashboard, but the man acted as if he had already forgotten all about that. His mind was on other things now.

Nina felt strangely outside her body. It wasn’t just from the exhaustion and the recurring nausea. It was also the indiscriminate small talk that had been flowing unchecked from him from the second they got into the car and pulled out of Rigshospitalet’s parking lot. In the beginning she had tried to find out more about Ida. She’d asked how Ida was doing and where she was, but the man had either ignored her questions or told her to shut up. Eventually she just stared out the window and let him talk. She didn’t recognize the whole route, but right now she was guessing they were somewhere on the south end of Amager Island on the outskirts of Copenhagen. Farther up the gravel road, she could make out some kind of small holding. The skinny Finn sped up for the last few meters and gave Nina a friendly smile as he spun his wheels in the smooth gravel. The 1970s-style windows of the farmhouse stared emptily out the U-shaped gravel drive in front.

The Finn jumped out of the van, letting the rest of his cigarette fall onto the gravel. Then he continued around the car, opened Nina’s door and yanked her out of the car so hard that she almost landed on her knees. The pea-sized gravel stung cruelly under her white sock-clad feet, and she still didn’t have any strength. Nothing to fight with, she thought. It was painfully obvious that the Finn had come to the same conclusion. He had already disappeared in the front door where he was impatiently banging doors and yelling something at someone. Of course he wasn’t alone, Nina thought sluggishly. There had been three men in their apartment, and now wherever they had Ida … maybe she was here.

Climbing the steps to the front door of the farmhouse was like climbing a mountain, and with each step she felt her pulse race at an insane tempo. The hallway, like the windows, was a relic from the ’70s. There was a pair of worn-out plastic clogs with no heels sitting on the threadbare green indoor-outdoor carpet. The door to what must have been the kitchen was open. The floor was crumbling yellow linoleum with a brown floral pattern, and all of the old kitchen cupboards and cabinets were missing. All that was left were faded patches along the walls where they used to be. Now there was just a card table pushed against the wall with an electric kettle and a stack of rolled up newspapers. A smashed picture frame was lying on the floor containing a picture of a naked girl, in a spread-eagle pose. She was pushing a pair of enormous breasts with pale nipples all the way up to her open lips. Sabrina, eighteen years old, Nina read. Loves it rough, doggie style.

Nina carefully stepped around the small shards of glass, which were strewn across the kitchen floor, and proceeded into the living room.

The first thing she saw was Ida.

She was sitting against the far wall in a weird, floppy position with one arm crooked, raised awkwardly over her head. A rag doll tossed aside by a bored child. Her dark eyes looked even darker than they usually did. Her mascara had run in long black smears so her eye sockets had turned into deep, black pits. But she was there, and she was looking at Nina with watchful eyes that were somehow still intact and defiant and teenagery. She was still Ida. Nina felt the ground disappear from under her feet in a brief giddy second of relief. Then she sank down next to Ida, carefully running her finger over Ida’s black-striped cheek.

“Mom?” The wariness left Ida’s eyes, and she leaned her disheveled, black-haired head against Nina’s shoulder. “He came over during my free period. We just went to the bakery, and then suddenly he was there, and I didn’t have time to.…” Ida was talking so fast she was tripping over her own tongue. “I’m sorry, Mom, I’m sorry. So sorry.…”

The sobs came like an earthquake, causing Ida’s whole body to tremble, and Nina tried to pull her in closer and enfold Ida’s gangly teenage body in her arms. But something was in the way. Only now did Nina realize why Ida was sitting so awkwardly on the floor. Her left arm was attached to the pipe feeding the radiator behind her with black plastic ties, but she clung to Nina with her free arm and kept mumbling about Ulf and Morten and school. Nina had stopped paying attention. She let one finger slide along the edge of the strip of black plastic around Ida’s wrist. It was tight, but not dangerously so.

Only now, as she stroked Ida’s hair, did she take in the rest. A young man was sitting on the floor on the other side of the radiator, tied to a pipe the same as Ida. Nina was startled to recognize him—the young man from Valby. The gash over his eyebrow still gaped a little, and he looked like he had taken several more blows in the interim. His right cheek was almost the same dark purple color as the wall behind him, and he had a deep, oozing sore on the hand that wasn’t tied to the radiator.

She didn’t feel sorry for him. Not anymore. No matter why he was sitting here on the floor with her daughter now, he deserved whatever beatings he’d gotten. She was only sorry that she hadn’t actually been the one to give them to him.

The Finn seemed to have completely forgotten about her. He’d pushed a cowboy hat down over his forehead, adopting at the same time a more swaggering gait. He opened up a can of beer, drank, and made a slightly disgruntled face when the beer can accidentally bumped his swollen nose.

“You. Gypsy boy. Sándor—isn’t that your name?” The Finn pointed to the Valby man with his beer can. “How do you say ‘cunt’ in Hungarian?”

The young Hungarian raised his head very slowly, but didn’t respond. The Finn casually kicked one of the guy’s legs.

“Come on, pal. How do you say it?”

“Cuna,” the Hungarian said, his face completely devoid of any expression. The psychopath in the cowboy hat furrowed his brow.

“How do you spell that?” he asked, as if it were an important detail he needed for a thesis on the Hungarian language.

Beyond the Finn there was another man, sitting on a black leather sofa in the middle of the room. A slightly overweight chocolate Lab was lying on the sofa next to him, hesitantly wagging its tail as it followed the Finn around the room with its eyes. The man on the sofa slowly shut the laptop in front of him. His shoulders were pulled all the way up to his ears, and he was scowling in irritation at the Finn, who had already fished a new cigarette out of his pocket and was pacing around the leather sofa with his beer can in his hand.

“Damnit, Tommi. Can’t you shut up and stand still for even a second?”

The Finn grinned. “Goes against my philosophy of life,” he said. “Moss and rolling stones and all that.” Then he suddenly stopped after all, eyeing Nina through narrowed eyes.

“Okay. Mother and daughter, touching reunion, cool, cool. Now we get down to business.”

Nina had a strange feeling of having gone straight from small-talk recipient to being a daddy longlegs in the hands of a boy armed with a magnifying glass and the desire to take revenge for a bunch of lost fights. She had no idea what kind of “business” he might have with her, but she had a chilling sense that it was going to be horrendous.

And she still couldn’t do anything. There was no chance she would be able to free Ida and slip out of the house. Even if by some miracle they managed to get that far, they were surrounded by fields and miles of unpaved roads, and the muscles in her thighs were trembling just at the effort it took to kneel down next to Ida. She was thirsty now. Her jaw clenched too tight, and her mouth felt both dry and pasty at the same time.

“What do you want?” Nina asked. She deliberately ignored the restless Finn—Tommi, the other guy had called him. Instead she looked directly at the man on the sofa. He looked more normal than the Finn. Actually he looked like he would fit seamlessly into any suburban Danish neighborhood, armed with a dog and a stroller and a sports bag and whatever else your average dad carried around. But some dads evidently dreamed beyond little league soccer practice with their sons. She had no idea what connection these two men had to the source of the radioactivity in Valby. It was hard to imagine that either of them would personally go and set off a bomb; there was hardly a seething religious or political undercurrent to them or to this house. So what did they want? Maybe something to do with money and eighteen-year-old girls like Sabrina.

The man on the sofa didn’t answer her. He hardly seemed to see her. His pale blue eyes only rested on her for a brief instant before he looked back at Tommi.

“Okay, then. But you handle it.” The man spoke English with a heavy Danish accent. “I don’t want to have to deal with stuff like that right now.”

He opened his computer again and took a drink from a ceramic mug that was painted red and decorated with big, clumsy black letters. FOR DADDY, it said. Then she felt Tommi’s hard, thin fingers closing round her upper arm.

“THE JACKET?”

The room he dragged her into was painted baby blue with little, white stars scattered over the walls and ceiling. A double bed covered with a worn quilt with a big floral pattern took up almost the entire room, but a rickety, white plastic lawn chair and some empty paint cans jostled for space in one corner. A flat screen TV was mounted over the bed, casting a blank blue glow over the room. The room had a faint barn-like smell, mixed with mildew and those little air fresheners people hung from their rearview mirrors. Tommi had taken up a straddling stance in front of her, and his face wore the same slightly indulgent look he had had when he pulled out his phone in the hospital.

Nina didn’t understand what he meant. “What jacket?” she asked.

“Saturday evening you gave that little Gypsy shit in there a ride. He was wearing a jacket. Where is it?”

Nina began to see the light. The young Hungarian. She had taken off his jacket to check his rib when they were sitting in her car outside her apartment. And then what had happened to it? That evening wavered in her memory, half hidden in green clouds of nausea.

“In the car,” she said. “It’s in the car.”

“You’re lying,” the Finn said, staring at her expressionlessly. “I don’t believe you.”

Nina waited a few seconds for an explanation, but none came. The Finn slowly shook his head. Then he hit her. He struck her with the palm of his hand on her left cheek, and the blow wasn’t actually that hard. Just unexpected. Nina took an involuntary step back and bumped into the light-blue wall. The Finn’s eyes had that same glassy look they had had when he pushed her head down into the pillow. She was shaking both from exhaustion and anticipation of the next blow, but instead he suddenly turned his back on her and picked up the Mac laptop connected to the TV and put it on the bed. The big screen mounted on the ceiling flickered obediently and opened a page with a list of choices. Hotel whore gets pounded. Schoolgirl and teacher. And of course more Sabrina, eighteen years old, who apparently liked it all the time and in every conceivable position. He took his time, appearing to surf aimlessly around between the numerous flashy ads but finally ended up choosing a video with two Asian girls on a beach.

Nina had moved into high alert ages ago. The door behind her was still open and every single cell in her body was tensed for flight. She wanted out of here. Now. She wanted to go to Ida, get her free, and get her away from this place. From this man. What did he want that jacket for?

“If it’s not in my car, then I don’t know where it is.”

Tommi didn’t even look up from his computer. The sound of his rapid fingers on the keys was the only thing audible in the light blue room. Then a new picture appeared on the big screen. Ida. But not like she had seen her on his mobile phone. This was from Ida’s room. The video started, and Nina stood with her eyes locked on the screen over her, watching how Ida tried to escape from the camera at first. A man was holding her so she couldn’t, and Nina recognized the Finn’s gaunt face. He was the one holding her. And touching her. It took a hard grip to hold her in the picture, with his forearms pushed against Ida’s breasts, while he whispered something to her. In the beginning she was screaming and kicking him. She continued to struggle as he pulled down her panties, but eventually she was just crying. Standing there naked, hunched over in front of the camera with her shoulders shaking. It seems as if the guy holding the camera was starting to get bored, because the camera began to drift, pointing now at a couple of pale young men near Ida’s desk. Nina had time to recognize Ulf’s shocked face and shaved head. The young Roma guy from the car was standing next to Ulf with a strangely empty expression. As if he weren’t really there. Someone mumbled something. Maybe it was Ulf. Eventually, the man with the camera gave up on aiming it at anything.

“Shut up now,” he yelled. “Just shut up, you horny little bastard.” Then the image on the screen froze.

Tommi turned around and looked calmly at Nina.

“You’d be surprised how popular this kind of shit is on the Internet.… You can make a lot of money if you have the right material. Your daughter’s cute, photogenic. We could make a new video. Just her and me.”

The Finn stuck an almost comically pink, pointy tongue out between his tobacco-pale lips and slid it in and out suggestively. That was enough. Nina stared into his slightly bloodshot eyes and for a long, happy moment pictured herself digging her fingers into his eyes. Scratching, biting, kicking. Ferociously, over and over, until she was sure he would never move again. Would never again be able to hurt her and Ida. Ever.

But in reality she didn’t do anything. Just stood there, frozen on the grease-stained gray carpet. Her whole body felt ice-cold, and it was hard to even turn her head. To breathe.

Nina thought about the radiation from Valby. About the rays that had penetrated everything, her and the children. And she knew that she ought to think it was important. But instead she closed her eyes and tried to picture the jacket. She had set it in the back seat along with the first aid kit and then.…

She tried to remember everything from that evening. The nausea, the headache. The precarious drive to the Coal-House Camp. And then it hit her. There had been two jackets. When Magnus drove her to the hospital, he had scooped her stuff out of the Fiat and moved it over into his beloved Volvo. And there had been two jackets. Her’s and that young Hungarian’s.

“Magnus Nilsson,” she said, swallowing. “My boss at the clinic. It was all in his car when we left the Coal-House Camp.” She let her head fall back, recalling the feeling of total weightlessness when Magnus had lifted her up and carried her into the hospital. Magnus, big, strong, and occasionally hot-tempered. She hoped to God he wouldn’t be there when the Finn came looking.

AFTER THAT SHE was allowed to sit on the floor next to Ida. The Finn carefully secured her left arm to the heating pipe the same way, and after a fair amount of maneuvering they managed to get themselves into a more or less comfortable sitting position, with Nina’s arm behind the back of Ida’s head. Then the Finn disappeared out the door. Nina could hear the car on the gravel and guessed he was headed for the jacket in Magnus’s Volvo. Mr. Suburbia was still sitting on the living room sofa, staring fixedly at the computer screen in front of him while Ida dozed, her head resting on Nina’s shoulder.

Nina couldn’t sleep.

Even though the fatigue sat in every muscle of her body with a paralyzing weight. Now she was worried about Magnus. Magnus and Ida. Because there was nothing to indicate that this was the end of it. It worried her that the Finn hadn’t done anything to hide his identity or keep the location of this property a secret.

Nina looked down at Ida’s tear-stained face as it rested heavily against her shoulder and again felt the same corrosive sense of impotence that had flooded through her when Tommi showed her the clip from the apartment. She should never have given them Magnus. She shouldn’t have helped them find the fucking jacket. She may have postponed the unpleasantness for Ida by giving them Magnus, but that was all she had done. Postponed and delayed something, although she didn’t quite know what.

The man on the other side of the radiator moved his uninjured hand a couple centimeters up the pipe and moaned softly as he tried to push himself into a more upright position. Then he cleared his throat and out of the corner of her eye Nina saw that he was looking right at her.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Nina shifted slightly so she could see him. He looked terrible. His shirt was damp and filthy and covered with bloodstains presumably from both his face and his injured hand. His eyes were dull and washed-out.

“I was in your apartment. I should have stopped them,” he continued. His English was easier to understand than the Finn’s, possibly because he spoke more slowly. It took him a long time to find the right words. Nina couldn’t be bothered to respond. She didn’t have the energy to provide him with water, soap, and towel so he could wash his hands of the whole thing. She had seen the video. No one had been holding a gun to his head. No one had forced him to watch while someone ripped off her daughter’s underwear. He was a free agent.

“She’s fourteen years old,” she said, noting much to her own irritation how the exhaustion and the seething rage made her voice tremble slightly.

The young man winced, and Nina knew that she should feel sorry for him. But she just didn’t care.

“I would have stopped them,” she snarled. “I would have stopped them no matter what.”

Ida moved fitfully against Nina’s chest, raising her obstinate head and looking over at the young man.

“Mom,” she said, with a little of the old Ida’s arrogant tone. “It wasn’t Sándor. He couldn’t help it. They had his brother. They killed his brother.”

Nina sat there in total silence. She didn’t react. Didn’t make any doubting or shocked or sympathetic comments. She just felt the weight of her daughter’s living body and tried not to think about the implication—that they had killed someone. That that was a line they had already crossed.


 

[image: ]O MATTER HOW you look at it,” Torben said stretching in his chair, “it is a secret organization in breech of some of this country’s laws.”

Søren felt almost as tired as before he had slept.

“They help deported refugees and other illegal aliens,” he said. “They’re sentimental do-gooders, for Christ’s sake, not some gang of violent extremists.”

They were surrounded by boxes of ring binders, confiscated from Peter Erhardsen’s house in Vanløse. Names, dates, addresses, budgets. The man had a better grasp of who his “clients” were than most social service agencies. And absolutely no clue about how to run a covert operation. They could unravel his whole so-called Network based on his own meticulous lists.

“You of all people should know that idealistic, altruistic motives are no guarantee against terrorism. On the contrary. There is a risk that we’re dealing with a group of people who might do something to promote their cause during the Summit.”

“Yes, but not a dirty bomb, for God’s sake.” Søren studied Torben to see if he was playing devil’s advocate or if he really believed this theory. He knew that privately Torben was less than thrilled with the current government’s immigration policy, but that would only make him especially careful to keep his threat assessment objective and professional.

There was a knock on the door. It was Gitte.

“Our visitor from the NBH has arrived,” she said.

“Good,” Torben said. “Then let’s try to get this business under control before it’s too damn late.”

Søren looked up abruptly and caught a glimpse of the revved-up tension underneath Torben’s calm, professional demeanor. Torben noticed him noticing and subtly shrugged one shoulder.

“Central Station,” he said. “Or the stadium on Wednesday during the international game. Don’t you see? They don’t even need to target any of the politicians at the Summit; they just need to hit Copenhagen. If we have a big, nasty radioactive bomb crater somewhere in the downtown area, the Summit won’t happen, at least not right here, right now. And that might be enough of a victory.”

Søren felt a chill down his spine. He was glad he wasn’t running security right now. That he wasn’t the one who had to decide how to divvy up the available equipment, where to position people with Geiger counters, and where not to. They couldn’t cover all of Copenhagen—that was impossible. Someone would have to prioritize who and what should be protected, and for the rest, all they could do was hope.

“How big an area are we talking about?” he asked. “I mean, how big would the contamination zone be?”

Yet another understated shrug. “It depends entirely on how strong the explosives are and how much radioactive material there is,” Torben said. “And maybe we’ll know more about the latter after we’ve talked to our man from the NBH.”

THE MAN FROM the NBH looked like a retired wrestler, Søren thought. Short, graying dark hair, strong shoulders, strong neck, low center of gravity, but definitely more muscle weight than fat. His name was Károly Gábor, and he radiated a calm professionalism that matched Torben’s perfectly.

“We traced the radioactive material to this old, disused hospital,” he said, pushing a button on his laptop so the projector showed a picture of the skeleton of a building and a little map indicating where it was located. “Apparently the Soviet troops abandoned some radiation-therapy equipment in the hospital’s basement when they left in 1990. Unfortunately the radioactive substance was cesium chloride, which has both a very long half-life—about thirty years—and physical properties that allow it to bind very easily with its environment if the seal is broken.”

A new picture—this time of people in yellow suits that resembled the ones currently decontaminating the soil in Valby. In this picture, however, there was a Latin American slum in the background.

“In terms of comparable events there’s the Goiânia disaster in Brazil, in 1987, where careless handling of a similar unit resulted in the deaths of four people, and 249 others suffered serious radiation sickness. Like the device in Goiânia, the actual radioactive core in our unit was sealed in a ball-shaped lead capsule that rotated inside another lead ball, both with small openings so that when these two openings lined up, and only then, there would be a brief, controllable beam of radiation.”

Cross sectional diagrams and animations helped him get his point across. The man had done his homework.

“In our case, however, the device was damaged following an earthquake, and the outer casing had split, so the two young Roma who found it were able to open it and access the unit itself: a small cylinder packed full of cesium salt, which they put in a big paint bucket filled with sand. We questioned one of the two young men, an eighteen-year-old named László Eros, better known by his nickname, Pitkin. He is currently at a hospital in Miskolc being treated for radiation sickness but appears to be recovering. The second, sixteen-year-old Tamás Rézmüves, was identified from the photo you sent us. He’s your corpse.”

Gábor pushed a button again, and a photo appeared on the screen. Snow White, now alive, flashing a foolhardy smile at the cameraman. You could see gap in his teeth, but it didn’t diminish the effect of his charm.

“How did he end up buried in a gas tank in Valby?” Mikael asked.

“We think it’s quite likely that he and his half-brother, Sándor Horváth, found a buyer in Denmark for the radioactive material and came up here to deliver the material. We believe their motive is exclusively financial, but we can’t be sure. It appears that young Rézmüves was harboring a certain amount of anger at the Hungarian establishment. In terms of the buyer’s identity, the only lead we can offer is the IP address we already gave you.”

“We still haven’t been able to find any connection between the IP address and the group of people in Valby,” Søren said. “But we’re working on it. What we do know, however, is that Sándor Horváth was in Valby.”

“But you haven’t found him?”

“No. His phone has been inactive since Saturday, he hasn’t used his credit card, and we don’t have a single witness who has seen him since Saturday evening, when he apparently helped break into the apartment of one of the Danes who was helping the sick children in Valby, a nurse by the name of Nina Borg. She was the one who led us to Valby, after she was diagnosed with radiation sickness.”

“And of course you’ve questioned her,” Gábor said.

“Apparently she’s just an overly idealistic nurse who was helping some people in need. But then.…” Søren hesitated. How to word this? “Escaped” sounded so drastic. “She left the hospital with a youngish man we still haven’t identified. We don’t know where she is at the moment.”

One of Gábor’s eyebrows rose a couple millimeters, and Søren swore under his breath. No trace of Horváth, and then one of the case’s lead witnesses just walks away without their having any kind of surveillance on her. The man must think they were amateurs. His phone vibrated in his pocket, but he ignored it. Whatever it was, it would have to wait until they finished the briefing.

He sensed Gitte fidgeting in the row of chairs behind him, and shortly afterward she leaned forward and handed him her phone.

“Boss,” she whispered. “I think you need to hear this.”

THEY HAD BROUGHT the boyfriend of Nina Borg’s daughter into one of the interrogation rooms in Building C. He looked nervous and had a bruise on one cheek, presumably from Saturday night’s attack.

He was alone—a five-foot-eleven teenager with a shaved head in a black Iron Maiden T-shirt and a pair of camouflage hip-hop pants—because they hadn’t been able to find his girlfriend Ida.

“We know each other from Greve,” he explained. “I live across the street.”

“I thought she lived in Østerbro?”

“Not anymore. Not since her mom went all glow-in-the-dark and contaminated their whole apartment. Now she lives with her dad’s sister in Greve. But she still goes to Jagtvejen School, and we had agreed to meet there after school. But she didn’t show up. And when I asked Anna, who’s in her class, she said Ida hadn’t been there for the last two periods.”

Søren raised his index finger in Gitte’s direction. She nodded and left the room. They hadn’t found Ida at the address in Greve either. Of course Ida might just have gone to a friend’s house, but too many of the people involved in this case were going missing. It wasn’t too soon to push the panic button.

“Ulf, we’d like to hear a little more about the three men who attacked you.”

He patiently led the boy through the statements, not pushing him, but providing opportunities. Was the first man taller than Ulf, or shorter? Was he a wearing a jacket, or a T-shirt, or a button-down? Did they speak English with the same accent, or did they have different accents?

“Different,” Ulf said. “The one without the mask didn’t really say anything. The two with tights over their faces … one of them was Danish, I think. The other one talked a little … kind of like those guys on The Dudesons.”

The Dudesons? Søren thought.

“And what is that?” he asked.

“You know, the TV show. Those crazy guys from Finland who run around and do all kinds of weird stuff. Set themselves on fire or sit down on an anthill with no pants on, that kind of thing. Kind of like Jackass.”

“Do you mean the guy might be Finnish?”

Ulf shrugged his T-shirt-clad shoulders. “I dunno. He just sort of sounded like them.” Ulf looked down, apparently at the tabletop, but Søren could hear from his breathing that he was struggling with something. Tears? Disgraceful, unmanly tears? After all, the man who talked “kind of like those guys on The Dudesons” was also the man who had ripped the underwear off the boy’s girlfriend while the other guy filmed it on his phone. That might raise strong emotions even in souls more phlegmatic than Ulf’s.

“Why didn’t she show up?” the boy asked, still without looking up. “Did something happen to her?”

“Let’s not assume the worst,” Søren said. But he thought to himself that if the Dudesons guy had taken the daughter, it was no longer a mystery why the mother had chosen to go off with him without protest.
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Ida’s voice was shrill, and she was searching feverishly for the right words in English as she looked dubiously from Sándor and back to Nina. Like the child of divorced parents, trying in vain to get a conversation going between mother and father.

Over on the sofa, Mr. Suburbia put an old James Bond movie into the DVD player and the sound of explosions rumbled out of the robust surround-sound system as Pierce Brosnan battled the villains. The flat screen’s stand was bent so that everything tilted precariously to the right, but it didn’t appear to detract from Mr. Suburbia’s viewing pleasure.

“Of course they’re going to find us,” Nina said calmly, in Danish. “And even if they don’t, I’ll take care of you. We’ll be all right.”

Sándor seemed to guess what Nina was saying and nodded slightly as if to support her optimistic interpretation of their situation, but their eyes met briefly over Ida’s head, and Nina saw the same conclusion in his eyes that she had reached. If they didn’t do something … unless something happened soon, Tommi and Mr. Suburbia were going to kill them. All three of them, but probably Ida last.

IDA HAD FALLEN asleep again by the time Tommi came back.

The wind had picked up outside, and Nina could hear the rain rapping against the window over the radiator. Mr. Suburbia had made himself some instant soup using the electric kettle in the kitchen and conducted a long, quiet conversation on his phone that concluded with “kissy kissy, darling.” Nina guessed he was talking to the source of the red ceramic mug on the coffee table. Frederik, that was his name, Sándor said. But she kept thinking of him as Mr. Suburbia.

A fresh James Bond movie was playing on the surround-sound system, this time one of the classics with Sean Connery, and Mr. Suburbia had put his feet up on the longer of the two sofas while he sipped his instant soup and supplemented the meal with a pack of chocolate cookies. Nina tried to figure out what time it was. They had taken her watch at the hospital, and her last accurate point of reference was when she was sitting in the car next to Tommi; the digital clock on the dashboard had said 2 P.M. when they arrived. Now a yellowish, rainy-day twilight filled the living room, and she estimated that it must be between 6 and 7 at night—she couldn’t be any more precise than that.

They didn’t hear Tommi coming until he was actually in the house, gliding through the living room door with slow, cat-like motions. He still had the broad-rimmed leather hat pulled squarely down over his forehead, and Nina could tell right away that his trip had been a success. He looked less tense and walked right over to Mr. Suburbia on the sofa, triumphantly waving a folded piece of paper.

“I got it.”

The staccato Finnish accent caused Mr. Suburbia to turn and finally lower the cacophony of exploding cars and warehouses.

“Awesome,” he said with emphasis, and for the first time since Nina had arrived at the property, he smiled enthusiastically. He stood up and tugged his shirt down over his modest potbelly. “Is that the name of the buyer?”

Tommi shook his head. “No, it’s more some kind of code, but I already cracked it. Check this out.” He unfolded the slip and pointed. “These could be dates, and these over here are phone numbers. It says text messages only.”

He had already pulled out his phone and was starting to enter numbers. Mr. Suburbia was standing next to him, looking a little sheepish as he stared at the paper. He clearly hadn’t understood the principle, which caused Tommi to switch over to a playful grin.

“Hey, dude, I’m not the accountant on this operation. Try and up your game, would you?”

He stopped his eager dialing and again let his finger run down over the paper on the table in front of them.

“Here are the different dates, and here … a new phone number for each day. This buyer is being super fucking cautious. Good for us. I’m texting to him that we’re ready to deliver the package.”

Frederik nodded, and Nina could see that he was having a hard time containing an ecstatic grin that was almost identical to the Finn’s. So. It was as trivial as that. This was about money. Probably quite a lot of money, but it was still just about the money.

Her nausea had returned and she was getting a little dizzy from being tied in the same position for such a long time. She was still thirsty, but Sándor had already asked for water once and been told no.

“Then you’ll just be needing to pee,” as Mr. Suburbia had put it. He didn’t want to have any trouble with them while Tommi was away, and now that the Finn was back, Nina didn’t want to ask. She didn’t want him to look at her, because if he did he would also notice Ida, and she wanted him to forget that Ida was here. She wanted to be invisible. For as long as possible.

The Finn went to the kitchen, came back with a beer can in his hand, and glanced briefly at James Bond, who was still playing on the crooked flat screen, without the sound now. Then he flopped down onto the love seat, most of which was taken up by the brown Lab. He slapped the dog on the nose. It raised its head and nipped playfully at the Finn’s quick fingers, but then he hit it again, slapping the dog hard first on the nose and then on the forehead with the palm of his hand. The dog wagged its tail in confusion as yet another burst of hard slaps rained down on its head.

“Yeah, you want to play? Good dog!” The Finn landed a powerful punch on the forehead of the brown Lab, which finally appreciated the seriousness of the situation. Whining, it tumbled off the edge of the sofa and crawled under the coffee table to hide.

Mr. Suburbia leapt up from the end of the sofa.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“It shouldn’t be up on the furniture,” Tommi said.

“Keep your mitts off my dog,” Mr. Suburbia shouted. “He has more right to be here than you do!”

Tommi pulled his chin in against his chest in feigned puzzlement.

“Well, well,” he said. “That wasn’t a very nice thing to say.”

His tone sent a shiver down Nina’s spine. Apparently it also had an effect on Mr. Suburbia.

“Just leave him alone,” he said, but without the aggressive undertone he had used a moment earlier.

The lack of opposition almost seemed to frustrate the Finn. His restless eyes settled on the captives below the window. Nina tried to look away. To pretend they weren’t there. But it was too late. The Finn was on his way across the living room floor, his steps quick and decisive.

“Hi, baby,” he said to Ida, who had woken up in the middle of all the yelling. “You wanna be a movie star?”

He positioned himself in front of them with his legs spread, his crotch a few centimeters from Nina’s face. She could smell some kind of cheap body shampoo mixed with nicotine and the cloying scent of fabric softener from those faded jeans. Nina looked up to meet his gaze, which caused him to pump his groin with a grin, so close that Nina reflexively pulled her head back, hitting it on the radiator behind her. This sent a little jolt through Ida. Nina prayed she was smart enough to sit still. Don’t do anything, don’t give him any excuse to touch you, she thought fervently. When driving on the roads between refugee camps around Dadaab, she had learned from the local women how to avoid trouble. Avoid drawing attention to yourself. Even the most hardened men liked to have an excuse when they committed rape. The girl with the defiant look and contempt in her voice was chosen first.

“Go away,” Ida said. “Leave my mom alone.”

Shut up, sweetheart, Nina thought. It’s not your job to defend me!

Tommi smiled, a warm and disconcertingly normal smile.

“Man, are you cute,” he said. “I think it’s going to be a really good movie.”

He squatted down in front of her and slid his hand down the front of her shirt.

“Leave her alone.” Nina spoke quietly, with the same amount of emphasis on each syllable. No more than that. Not enough opposition to provoke him.

“Fucking let go of me,” Ida hissed, trying to bite his hand.

No. No, Ida. Not like that!

The Finn’s breathing had changed, and Nina could see his hand moving under the cotton fabric of Ida’s T-shirt. Ida gasped, popped up onto her knees and awkwardly tried to wriggle away from him. Nina grabbed the only chance she could see. She slammed her fist upward, straight into his crotch, with everything she had.

She didn’t hit him dead on, but still accurately enough that he staggered back a step moaning, with both hands over his crotch. As he stood like that, Sándor somehow managed to flip himself up on his hands, the bound healthy one and the wounded free one, and kick backward with both legs, bucking like a horse.

One of his heels hit the Finn in the face, right on his swollen black-and-blue nose. Tommi bellowed and kicked Sándor in the thigh, but Nina wasn’t sure the Hungarian even noticed it. He was already doubled over, clutching his wounded hand, which had started bleeding again. A bruise on his thigh was probably the least of his concerns.

“Knock it off!” Mr. Suburbia shouted. Under the coffee table, the Labrador was barking furiously, although it showed no desire to get involved in the fight.

“I’ll kill him,” Tommi said. “This time I’ll fucking kill him!” He grabbed for the fringed cowboy jacket he had tossed over the back of one sofa, but Mr. Suburbia beat him to it. He snatched the jacket and pulled something out of one of the pockets. A gun, of course. Nina was surprised only that it wasn’t a gleaming silver six-shooter, but a dull black modern affair with a barrel that wasn’t more than twelve or thirteen centimeters long.

“Give me that,” Tommi hissed.

“Just knock it off, damnit.” Mr. Suburbia said, looking irritated. Like a father interrupted in the middle of the evening news by a fight between his kids. “Are you coming totally unglued? First Tyson and now this? No more trouble now. You hear me?”

“But.…” Tommi flung out his arms as if he were about to protest, and Nina was half expecting him to say that the others had started it.

Just then there was a pling from another pocket of the fringed jacket. Frederik awkwardly put down the pistol on the coffee table and pulled out the phone.

“It’s from him,” Frederik said. “It’s going to be tonight. Nine-thirty. But he won’t send the address until later.” He looked up at Tommi again. “We’re so close. Quit thinking with your cock. I want things low-key now. Smooth. That other stuff is going to have to wait.”

The Finn shot Nina, Ida, and Sándor a collective angry look.

“Fine,” Tommi said. “Then you can be the fucking babysitter.”

The Finn flipped a defiant fuck-you finger at them all and vanished into the blue video room, presumably to relieve his frustration in the company of eighteen-year-old Sabrina.

Nina looked at Ida. There was barely suppressed panic in her dark eyes, and her bound arm was moving incessantly in an involuntary twitch.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Nina lied. “Nothing’s going to happen. I’m here.”
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Out of sheer desperation he had then spent almost twenty minutes watching a group of brain-dead young Finns subject themselves to various bizarre forms of bodily harm, all while laughing maniacally and yelling at themselves and each other. In English, with a strikingly pronounced Finnish accent. By the time his phone finally rang, he was profoundly grateful for the interruption.

It was his navy blue friend, Birgitte Johnsen.

“I just saw the description you sent out,” she said. “Of the man in the video.”

“Yes,” Søren said. “Do you know him?”

“It could be Tommi Karvinen.”

Søren sat up straight and slapped his pen down on the tabletop with a bang.

“A Finn?”

“Yup. One Nordic import we could certainly have done without. We suspect him of being heavily involved in trafficking, but the girls he’s involved with don’t talk. We haven’t been able to nail him. Aside from an old narcotics conviction from the late 1990s, he just has one suspended conviction for aggravated assault from 2003.”

“Suspended?”

“He beat up a john who had beat up a prostitute. His lawyer argued self-defense on the woman’s behalf, and that won him some leniency.”

“As in ‘how chivalrous of him to defend her?’ ”

“Yes, but the most interesting thing.…”

“Aha?” He could hear in Birgitte’s voice that she was looking forward to telling him the next bit. But did she have to sound like a grandmother holding out a caramel and then pretending she wasn’t going to let him have it?

“The prostitute, who of course was heard as a witness in the case, was Malee Rasmussen.”

Yes!

“Give me everything you’ve got,” he said. “Starting with the address.”

All the sudden his body was alive again. The feeling of defeat he’d been fighting all afternoon was gone. He leapt up and flung open the door to the hallway.

“Gitte!” he yelled. “Gitte, where are you?”

Christian came over to him with a printout in his hand.

“She just went downstairs for a power nap,” he said. “But I have something for you.”

Søren mechanically accepted the pages Christian was handing him.

“What is this?”

“The results from the Opel list.”

“Give me just the highlights. Have we got something?”

“Not really. No IP addresses of particular interest. No one belonging to any known groups. No criminal records, apart from a guy who was apparently into alternative lifestyles at some point back in the ’70s and had a minor drug conviction. Solid pillars of society right down the list with an average age just over sixty, which I suppose isn’t so surprising, considering the age of the car. These are people who bought German quality and kept it. The only thing is.…” Christian paused.

Come on, Christian, not you too. Give me my caramel!

“Yes?”

“It’s nothing too definite. The man is over eighty and retired. He worked for the city, in Buildings and Safety for damn near half a century. Not exactly obvious terrorist material.”

“Christian, what the hell? What about him?”

“He just … well, more specifically, his wife, the house is in her name … they just took out an sizeable loan on the equity. And we can’t see how they spent the money.”

“How much?”

“Six hundred thousand kroner.”

Okay. That wasn’t exactly small potatoes.

“Well. I suppose we know he didn’t spend it on a new car,” Søren said.

“No. It could have been a holiday home or something like that, but if so it’s not here in Denmark.”

“Send Gitte over there when she wakes up.”

“Will do. Where are you headed?”

Søren felt a famished predator’s grin spreading across his face.

“Off to catch me a Finn,” he said.


 

[image: ]HE POLICE OFFICER was female. In a way, it was two shocks in one.

Of course Skou-Larsen was well aware that the police force employed countless women, but when there was a friendly young lady on one’s doorstep, ringing one’s doorbell, well, “Whoops, the police are here” wasn’t exactly the first thing that popped into one’s head.

“Has something happened to Helle?” he asked, as soon as he realized the meaning of the identification she was showing him.

“No, no,” the policewoman said reassuringly. “We just need to follow up on all the leads in this case. Am I correct, sir, in my understanding that you own a 1984 Opel Rekord?”

“Yes.” She could see it in the carport, he thought, if she turned her head a little. But he supposed they had to ask. “Model E,” he said, to try to seem a little more accommodating. “An older car, of course, but very reliable. What is this in regard to?” She wasn’t in uniform, so it couldn’t be a traffic infraction. Or … did they not wear uniforms anymore?

“Would you mind if we came in for a moment, sir?”

We? It wasn’t until then that he noticed the second police officer, who was still standing on the sidewalk talking into his phone. Skou-Larsen furrowed his brow, but it seemed rude to say no, and it would also look suspicious in their eyes.

“Not at all,” he said. “My wife isn’t home, but perhaps I could figure out how to make us some coffee.”

The second police officer introduced himself as Mikael Nielsen, but didn’t want to sit down.

“You guys mind if I take a look at the car while you talk?” Nielsen asked.

Skou-Larsen felt a wasp-sting of irritation at the officer’s rude informality. You guys. As if he were talking to some street punk.

“Perhaps first you could just be so kind as to tell me what this case is about?” he suggested. “I can assure you that I haven’t done anything illegal.”

No one said, “No, of course not,” or any other similarly placating phrases. Both Mikael Nielsen and that young lady—what was her name now? Nystrøm, Nyhus, Nymand—were just observing him with an expectant neutrality that he found disagreeable.

“Of course, sir, we could also wait for a warrant,” Gitte Nymand said. Yes, that’s what she said her name was.

He waved his hand in irritation.

“No,” he said. “That’s fine. Check whatever you damn well please, for Pete’s sake.”

“Thank you very much, sir,” Gitte said, rewarding him with a warm smile. “The whole thing will go much quicker this way. For you as well.”

He refused to let himself to be mollified. She might be more polite than her colleague, but the signal was very clear: They were in charge, and they could invade his car and his home as it suited them. The affront stung, and he decided that he didn’t feel like struggling with the coffee machine for their sake. Deeply ingrained manners made him wait until after she had sat down on the sofa before he allowed himself to settle into his favorite armchair. Maybe it was good that Helle had that extra choir practice; with any luck, he could get this all over with and have the constabulary out of the house again before she came home.

“Let me just jump right in,” Nymand said. “Several months ago, sir, you and your wife took out a loan for a little over half a million kroner. The loan was paid out in cash, which is rather unusual. Could you explain to me what the money was for?”

“Oh,” Skou-Larsen said, suddenly feeling the light of understanding casting a reconciliatory glow over the invasion. “You’re from the fraud squad.”

“No, sir,” Nymand said. “We’re from the PET.”

“But this obviously has something to do with that scam case in Spain,” he said.

She didn’t skip a beat. “Could you please tell me about it, sir,” she said. “From your point of view, of course.”

“I’m afraid my wife was taken in by a few brightly colored brochures and a salesman who was slightly too clever. And since the house is in her name, I didn’t learn of her plans until it was too late. It was supposed to be a surprise, you understand. I’m almost eighty-five. And she thought it would be good for me to have someplace warmer to spend the winters.”

Gitte nodded encouragingly, without interrupting.

“But it turned out the whole thing was a sham. The apartment my wife thought she bought doesn’t exist. At least not outside the pictures in the brochure.”

“Do you still have the brochure, sir?”

“Of course. Would you like to see it?”

He went to retrieve it from the drawer in Helle’s nightstand and then placed it on the rosewood coffee table in front of the police officer. PUEBLO PUERTO LAGUNAS it said in sunshine-yellow capital letters across the glossy front, and the pictures underneath were brimming with enough palm trees, pool umbrellas, and idyllic balconies to produce a stab of longing in any winter-weary Danish soul. Nor was Skou-Larsen completely immune to it. The idea of escaping the asthma-inducing fogs and winter bouts of arthritis was agreeable enough, but one didn’t need to toss every scrap of judgment and healthy common sense out the window because of it.

“The problem is,” Skou-Larsen said, “that the apartment my wife thinks she bought hasn’t even been built yet. And in addition, it’s already been sold to someone else. She keeps saying that there must have been some mistake, but I’m convinced the whole thing was a scam.”

“I see. So the money was a down payment or a deposit?”

“Yes. A deposit.”

“Mr. Skou-Larsen, we’ve no record of the money having been transferred to any other account, either here in Denmark or abroad. It was just cashed from the loan account the bank set up.”

“I’m afraid my wife was so careless as to pay the sum in cash to a so-called agent in their sales office. I called them, but they claimed they had never heard of him. They said they don’t even have agents in Denmark, just in Spain and one location in England. I think it was Brighton.”

“So, sir, you believe your wife was the victim of a fraud?”

“I most certainly do. Wouldn’t you call that a con job?”

“If it happened the way you describe, sir, I certainly would. We’ll have to look into it more closely. In the meantime, perhaps you could tell me if you can remember what you were doing Saturday, May second, between 6 and 11 P.M.?”

Skou-Larsen was brought out of his rightful indignation with a jerk.

“What I was doing …?” he said hesitantly. It sounded just like something one of those godawful mystery-novel detectives would ask the murder suspect. And he didn’t see how it could be related to the fraud case. Unless the con man had met with some kind of accident? They had asked about the car, after all.

“I should think I was watching TV,” he said hesitantly. “We usually do on Saturday. My wife likes those prime time dramas.” Then he happened to think of something. “No, wait. I think that might be the Saturday I had to go to the clinic because I fainted. Doctors hardly ever make house calls anymore, you know, not even if you’re practically dying. But once I got there, they changed their mind, and ended up admitting me to the hospital for the night.”

“Which hospital?”

“Bispebjerg.”

“And what was wrong with you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Blood pressure. It was too low.” At the hospital they claimed that he must have taken too many of his Fortzaar pills, but he was sure he hadn’t. “They kept me in until Sunday, so I wasn’t home that night.”

The second policeman, Nielsen, returned from the carport with a yellow device that reminded Skou-Larsen of the blood pressure monitor the doctor used, maybe because they had just been talking about that night at Bispebjerg Hospital. Instead of the blood pressure monitor’s inflatable cuff, it had a stethoscope-like object connected to it by a spiral cord. Skou-Larsen noticed the two officers exchange a look and an infinitesimal shake of the head.

“We also need to check the house,” the one named Nielsen said.

“Mr. Skou-Larsen was kind enough to give us permission to check anything we needed to,” Gitte said quickly, and Skou-Larsen already regretted his rash words. Were they going to go rooting around in his closets and drawers and gape at his folded underwear now? But that wasn’t what the young man was doing. Instead, he plugged a pair of headphones into his yellow box and started walking around waving the stethoscope-like instrument.

“I’m sorry, but what on earth is he doing?” Skou-Larsen asked. “What kind of device is that?”

At first he wasn’t sure if Gitte was going to answer him. But after a brief pause, it came.

“It’s a Geiger counter,” she said. “Or more accurately, a Geiger-Müller counter. Mr. Skou-Larsen, does anyone besides you ever use your car? Your wife, perhaps?”

“Helle doesn’t drive,” he responded absentmindedly. A Geiger counter? In his house? “Does this have anything to do with that business in Valby? Why in the world would you think there’s radioactivity in our home? Do we need to be evacuated?” His muddled brain reached all the way back to the safety drills from the ’50s, and he started contemplating what he would need if he were going to spend the night in the air-raid shelter under Emdrup School. No, wait, it wasn’t called that anymore. What was it now, Lundehus School? Did they even still have the bomb shelter? He could picture the old brochure clearly. IN THE EVENT OF WAR, it was called, with a foreword by former Prime Minister Viggo Kampmann, and gave information about “the destructive range of the new weapons” and the recommendation to keep enough emergency rations on hand for eight days. But this wasn’t a nuclear war, this was … this was something else. You can’t make an atomic bomb out of cesium, he told himself. But a Geiger counter—in his house?

“What is he looking for?” he managed to ask.

“Try to concentrate now, Mr. Skou-Larsen. Has anyone else used your car? Has it ever been stolen?”

“No,” he said. “Never.”

“Do you own a computer, sir?” Gitte asked.

“Uh, yes. Our son … he’s good at sending e-mails and that kind of thing.”

“We would like permission to copy the contents of your hard drive.”

“Yes. But.…” Suddenly he discovered that he had put his hand on her wrist, a move that took both of them by surprise. “Won’t you tell me what’s going on?” he asked, letting go of her again even though he actually wanted to keep holding on until she responded. It was unbearable, all of it. It was as if his home on Elmehøjvej were suddenly transformed into the setting for one of those absurdist 1960s dramas. They had been to see one, he recalled. With a title like Happy Days, he had expected it to be entertaining, but it was mostly sad, and Helle got angry and said it wasn’t right to waste people’s time with stuff like that. That was actually the last time they had been to the theater, apart from a musical or two.

Gitte gave him a look that was not entirely devoid of compassion, or so he thought.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Skou-Larsen. But as I said, we have to follow up on every lead. Even the more unlikely ones.” She stood up. “Mikael?”

“Yes,” came the muffled response from upstairs.

“Are you about done?”

“Just about.”

A moment later, the policeman with the Geiger counter came back down to the living room.

“Clean,” he said. “Just background radiation.”

She nodded as if that was just what she had been expecting.

“There, you see now, Mr. Skou-Larsen. There’s no reason to worry. We have to take your hard drive with us, or would you rather have us wait here until someone from IT can come out and make a copy?”

“Take it,” he said hoarsely. The sooner he got them out of the house, the better. “We almost never use the computer. Not since Helle learned how to send text messages.”

They left, after a polite goodbye—even from the rude young male officer. But Skou-Larsen was shaken and dazed, not sure that anything made sense anymore.

Thank God Helle hadn’t been home.…


 

[image: ]HODESIAVEJ. THE STREET name sounded so exotic, Søren thought, but ironically suburbian neighborhoods in Denmark didn’t come much more boring than this. Small boxy plots with slightly oversized boxy houses, most of them made of identical yellow brick.

The carport was empty. According to the motor vehicle registry, Tommi Karvinen was supposed to be the proud owner of a four-year-old BMW M6 Coupe, and that, at any rate, was nowhere to be seen.

Søren had managed to wangle two men from the evening shift’s overworked staffing roster. Kim Jankowski had just turned forty but was still the less experienced of the two—he hadn’t applied to the police academy until he was thirty-one, just before the age limit disqualified him, but had been extremely focused since then. Jesper Due Hansen was a couple of years younger and had just transferred to counterterrorism from the personal protection unit. He had inevitably been nicknamed “the Dove,” not due to any particulary pacifist tendencies, but because of his avian middle name.

They drove past the address and parked farther away, where the car couldn’t be seen from the house.

“The back garden abuts the Common,” Jesper Due said. “It would be pretty easy to go in that way.”

Søren nodded. “He may have hostages. So … nice and easy, right? Not too much noise. We don’t want to escalate the situation.”

He stationed Jankowski outside on Rhodesiavej, and then he and the Dove went down to the asphalt path that ran through the no man’s land between the back gardens of the houses and the wide-open green spaces of the Common.

“We should have brought a dog,” the Dove said. “Then we would have totally fit in.”

They could see at least four people out walking their dogs on the Common; luckily three of them were quite far away, and the fourth was preoccupied with some form of training that involved an extraordinary number of toots on a dog whistle that unfortunately wasn’t sufficiently high-pitched to be inaudible to human ears.

“It’s that one,” Søren pointed. “The brown wooden fence.”

The Dove leapt over it first, in one quick, athletic bound. Søren followed a second later. Luckily Karvinen wasn’t the type who went in for roses. His back garden was a big jungle of waist-high weeds, and the withered, yellow, knee-high grass from last year revealed that the lawn hadn’t been mowed anytime recently. A thistle in the Eden of suburbia, Søren thought. How symbolic.

They both ran, bent double, up to the house and the patio. Yellow grass seeds stuck wetly to Søren’s pants, and there was a strong stench of cat pee. The windows were bare and curtainless; the rooms inside had no lights on even though it was overcast and starting to get dark.

There was no one in the living room or the room next to it. Then Søren noticed some light coming from a basement window at the end wall of the house. He tapped his partner gently on the shoulder, and the Dove nodded and handed him the minicam—actually a miniature video camera on a stick, with a monitor so you could see what was going on in a room without having to stick your head up.

Søren lay down on his stomach in the dandelions and wormed his way along the foundation until he could put the minicam into position. Then he pulled back a little, sat up, and the Dove handed him the monitor. The Dove proceeded noiselessly around the house to check the windows in the other rooms.

The OLED monitor was about twice as big as a mobile phone. That was the most practical size for the field: You could operate it discreetly but still see the image clearly. What it provided Søren now was in razor-sharp high-definition; any sharper and he could have checked the girl’s thighs for cellulite.

She was naked aside from a garter belt of the type that was never intended to hold anything other than a pair of kinky stockings. Very young, with long blonde hair that had been made even blonder with a little help from the cosmetics industry. Her eyes were pinpoint flashes of light in dark caves of mascara, and both of her nipples were pierced with wide gold rings. She was lying on a satiny black bed with her abdomen pushed up and forward as if she were writhing below an invisible lover. But there wasn’t anyone else in the room as far as Søren and the minicam could tell.

“What the hell.…” Søren mumbled to himself as the girl buried both hands in her crotch and rocked wildly back and forth. There was something unnatural about this.… He fully appreciated that a young woman could have an intense erotic relationship with her own body, but this was more than a little teenage masturbation. Everything about the sight confronting him was purely for show. The girl’s exaggerated facial expression of pleasure, her vigorous motions, that porn bed.… The whole thing was designed to excite everyone but her.

She abruptly stopped her rocking and sat up. Waiting. Listening? He couldn’t see whether there was a phone near her, but that would explain some of the superficiality of the performance. He could see her lips moving. She was saying something. Her face distorted for a brief instant into a grimace that had nothing to do with desire. Then she stuck her hand under one of the big, overstuffed silk pillows and brought out an object that had been stashed there.

It was, predictably enough, a dildo. A vinyl version of the male member in a size that bore no relation to reality. She pushed herself over to the edge of the bed, with her legs spread and her heels all the way up against her buttocks. She hesitated in a revealing moment of discomfort before opening her mouth in a parody of orgasm and slowly began pushing the behemoth between her legs.

Søren turned off the monitor. He knew that when they went in he would find a camera in the basement room with the porn bed. Probably a webcam. And somewhere out there, in Copenhagen or Amsterdam or Berlin, was a sleazebag who was paying for permission to give orders to the young girl. Orders she carried out, no matter how humiliating or uncomfortable.

The Dove was back.

“There’s no one in the rest of the house,” he said quietly. “How many down there?”

“One,” said Søren, even though in a way he felt like he ought to count the sleazebag, too. “A young girl. And probably a webcam. I think she’s providing paid sexual services over the Internet.”

The Dove raised his eyebrows.

“Well, I guess that’s one way to work from home,” he said. “Shall we go in?”

Søren nodded. “Yes. She’s here. She must know him. Maybe we can get her to tell us where he is.”

THEY ENTERED QUIETLY. Jankowski dealt with the patio door without any major difficulties, and they crept down the stairs to the basement together. Now Søren could hear the sound, too.

“Show me your arrrse,” the sleazebag commanded in strangely guttural English. “Yeah, that’s right. Come to Daddy.”

She was at it again with the vigorous thrusting motions, now down on all fours. The dildo was sticking out between the cheeks of her butt like some grotesquely docked tail. Her eyes were closed, and now that her face was turned away from the webcam, the act was over. Apart from a pained little wrinkle between her eyes, her face was completely devoid of expression.

The sleazebag on the Internet spotted them first.

“What the hell.…” he swore.

The girl opened her eyes and screamed.

“Easy,” Søren said in English, because he was pretty sure she wasn’t Danish. “Police. We’re not going to hurt you.”

“Fuck,” the male voice hissed, and there was a click and a brief bit of white noise from the speakers on the computer, which Søren hadn’t been able to see with his minicam because it was hidden behind the bed.

Søren didn’t care. If the girl was under eighteen, then Christian would deliver the sick sleazebag’s IP address straight into Birgitte’s eager hands. And if she was over eighteen, then there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it anyway. It wasn’t illegal to buy sex online. And although he was pretty damn sure that the profit from the girl’s efforts was going directly into Tommi Karvinen’s till, it would no doubt be a thankless job to try and get her to admit it. Karvinen’s girls don’t blab, Birgitte had said.

Karvinen. Dudesons.

Oh, fuck.

He ran the mental tape one more time. Show me your arrrse. With the slurred S and the rolling guttural R sounds. Exactly like in the Dudesons episode when the insane Finn plunked himself down on an anthill with his backside bared.

It was him. The man on the other end of the Internet connection was Tommi Karvinen. And he had seen them.


 

[image: ]INA HAD BEEN feeling sick. She was pregnant with Ida, it was morning, and the morning sickness had overpowered her and made it hard for her to breathe. She was in bed next to Morten, trying to lie completely still in the sweat-dampened bedding as she listened to the traffic outside on the overpass. If she didn’t move, she could sometimes postpone the inevitable. The sudden rush of saliva, the sharp burning feeling of vomit in her throat, and the hurried scramble to their tiny bathroom with its cold, black-specked terrazzo floor. Sometimes thinking about lemons and ginger and cool, fresh, green grass helped, too, and she tried thinking about the baby as a good thing. Something happy.

She rarely succeeded. She could see that her body had changed, her breasts were bigger, and just beneath the skin, there was a fine network of light-blue veins. Her flat stomach had also taken on a small, discreet bulge, and although she knew that there was a living being in there under her skin, she didn’t really feel anything. It didn’t have a face. It didn’t exist, and as Nina lay on her knees on the cold terrazzo floor, the nausea finally overtaking her body, she sometimes wished the baby wasn’t there, and that she and Morten didn’t have to do this. Together. And with that thought came the anxiety of doing the whole thing wrong, because she didn’t love the little unborn life enough. Because you were supposed to love your own baby. Weren’t you? She didn’t dare ask Morten if he loved the child, because he probably did. His feelings were always proper, healthy, and normal. Nina, on the other hand, felt panic and anxiety creeping in, from all the black crevices of her childhood. Mostly she was afraid of herself. The nausea washed over her again, and she was so terribly thirsty. But if she moved now, if she stood up now, there would be no going back.

Bang.

A door was yanked open in the outskirts of Nina’s consciousness, and now there was someone yelling, too. She opened her eyes. The nausea was still there, but she wasn’t lying in bed next to Morten, nor on the bathroom floor of their first apartment. Her left shoulder was painfully stretched, her arm still bent awkwardly behind Ida’s neck and tied to the radiator. She must have dozed off, but not for very long, because there was still that same hazy, yellow half-light in the room.

“Fuck. We have to go. Now.”

Tommi had stumbled into the living room, swearing and trying to zip up his jeans.

Mr. Suburbia got halfway up from the sofa and shot a questioning look at the Finn, who was now struggling to put on his worn white sneakers.

“What’s going on? I thought we had to wait for the address.”

“We’re out of here now,” Tommi hissed. “The police are at Rhodesiavej. They got Mini.”

Something somewhere in the living room beeped, and the Finn looked around, searching, spotted his phone, and picked it up with a satisfied grunt. “I think we just got our address.”

He browsed down through the menu.

“41 Lundedalsvej. This is it, Frederik.”

Ida squirmed anxiously. She was wearing her favorite jeans, Nina noticed, a pair of skinny black jeans with ratty holes in the thighs and knees. She pulled her legs up against her chest so her bony white knees were visible. They were trembling faintly.

Mr. Suburbia stood there for a second staring mutely at Tommi.

“Rhodesiavej. How the hell did they find you?”

The Finn, who was now on his way over to Sándor in quick, decisive steps, sulkily shrugged. “No clue. It’s not my fault. But Mini has got her passport and all that shit in the house, and if they look up her name, they’ll find this place, too. So the new plan is.…” He pulled a flimsy pocketknife out of his back pocket and was now standing in front of Ida, Nina, and Sándor. “The new plan is we get the money, I take a little trip to Thailand and enjoy some Asian cunt, and you slink off back to your house in the ’burbs and keep a low profile until the police find something else to waste their time on.”

Mr. Suburbia looked like he had just woken up. He glanced around the living room, stuffed the laptop roughly into his computer bag and started randomly dumping DVDs, ring binders, loose change, and his red ceramic mug into a plastic bag. The Finn shot him an irritated look.

“Just leave all that shit, Freddie, and get over here and help me get this lot on their feet. I can’t be doing every fucking thing by myself.”

OUTSIDE, THE RAIN was coming down in a steady drizzle, and the moisture settled like a cool, wet film on Nina’s face and hair, making her thirst burn worse than before. Ida and Sándor walked ahead of her across the wet, shiny gravel of the U-shaped drive in front of the house. Ida looked small and stooped, her backpack dangling absurdly from one hand as if she were just on her way home from a normal day at school. Sándor was holding himself straight in an almost-defiant way but kept his injured hand tucked against his belly, as if to protect it from the rest of the world. Tommi was behind them, with the gun aimed at their backs. He seemed a little less tense now that they were all out of the house but was hurrying them along the whole time. When they rounded the corner of the house, Nina felt a sharp shove, which almost sent her nose-first into the knee-high stinging nettles growing up along the wall.

“Faster!” Tommi yelled, loud enough that Ida and Sándor also got the message and obediently sped up. Nina got up slowly but then stumbled again without provocation and dropped to her knees in the wet, stinging stalks. The ground rolled dizzyingly beneath her, and for a brief panic-stricken second, she thought she wasn’t going to be able to get back up again. What would he do then? Shoot her right there, in front of Ida? The thought flitted through her as she stared into the lush, dark-green jungle of nettles in front of her. She had broken the fall with her hands and felt her palms burn and sting as she struggled to regain her footing. Ida dropped back silently to pull her to her feet. Her daughter’s face was unreadable, her eyes narrow, black cracks in a sheet-white mask.

“Stop right there.”

Tommi barked the order in his heavy English, and Mr. Suburbia quickly skirted around Nina and Ida, his dog padding along at his heels. He stopped next to Sándor and cast an uncertain glance at Tommi. Mr. Suburbia looked like a man who was crumbling inside, Nina thought. If there had ever been any voice of authority inside that fancy polo shirt, it was gone now. This—whatever “this” was—was the Finn’s territory.

“Where is the damn thing?”

Mr. Suburbia had pulled a long, thin metal hook out of his back pocket and was kicking around in the stinging nettles, searching, until his foot hit what he was looking for. A rusty metal lid. Maybe to a septic tank or an old oil tank of the illegal, buried variety?

“Here,” he said.

In a way, Nina knew the instant she saw the lid. And yet she didn’t believe it. Not until Mr. Suburbia hauled the lid of the tank back and called Ida over.

Ida didn’t respond, just stood there, still with her backpack in one hand.

“Come on. Get over here.” Mr. Suburbia seemed annoyed and glanced hesitantly over at the Finn, as if he were waiting for some kind of instructions from him on how to get hostages to crawl down into black holes. But Ida kept close to Nina, her lips forming small, soundless prayers. Like when she was little and used to huddle in bed chanting whispered incantations against monsters.

“Get her down into the fucking tank,” Tommi hissed. “I can’t do it. I’m holding the gun. Come on already.”

Mr. Suburbia took a step forward, grabbed Ida’s arm and started pulling her toward the yawning hole. He stepped over it clumsily and was now trying to lift Ida’s feet off the ground so she would lose her footing, and he could stuff her into the hole. But his plan was doomed to fail. Ida finally let go of her schoolbag and stuck out her arms and legs in panic and started to make noises. Not screams, but sobbing pleas.

“Please don’t. No. Please don’t do this. Let me go.”

And then, finally, Nina’s feet left the ground, and she lunged at Mr. Suburbia, aiming for his eyes and nose and trying to dig her fingers into his face.

“Let. Her. Go.”

Her words slipped out one by one in between each desperate attack on the man’s mildly astonished face. Then he began to turn around, still with Ida struggling in his arms, so that Nina could only claw his shoulders and back.

A shot cracked with deafening loudness behind them, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw something brown and furry streak past her legs in a panic and continue through the stinging nettles into the field beyond. Mr. Suburbia swore loudly and called after the dog, and Nina gave it all she had and landed a proper blow for the first time, dead-on, somewhere just behind his ear. Then she was yanked back by the Finn’s skinny, iron grip on the back of her neck.

“Knock it off, or I’ll shoot you, your daughter, and your goat-fucking friend. Right now.”

Nina slowly turned her head. The Finn was still holding the back of her neck with one hand and, with the other, aiming the gun at Sándor, who was standing beside him, still and pale. Sándor’s injured left hand was clenched into a fist, but he had got no further than that.

Tommi loosened his grasp on her neck and instead pulled her all the way back, into an absurd embrace. She was standing with her back pressed against his chest while he pushed up her chin with the cold muzzle of the pistol. Nina tried to make eye contact with Ida, still dangling in Mr. Suburbia’s grasp over the manhole, but Ida saw only the Finn and the gun under her mother’s chin. Her eyes were crazed with fear.

“Psychology, Frederik,” the Finn said. He was winded from the struggle and paused for a second to catch his breath. “You have to use a little psychology in situations like these.”

Then he looked at Ida.

“There’s nothing dangerous down there, baby. And it won’t take that long. Your mom and the goat-fucker just have to help us with something. Then you can come up again. Nice and easy.”

Ida shook her head faintly, and Nina could see her trying to bring her thoughts into some kind of order. Filter away the man’s calm, almost friendly tone and hear what he was actually saying. She was confused.

“I could also put it another way,” Tommi said then, without changing his intonation. “If you don’t crawl down into that hole, right now, no fuss, I will blow your mom’s jaw off.”

This time the message hit home. Ida stared for a brief instant, looking from the Finn to Nina and back again. Her jaw muscles tensed, and Nina could see that she was trying to control her trembling. She didn’t want to cry, probably for Nina’s sake as much as her own. Nina herself wanted to scream, but didn’t. Ida might not be aware how dangerous it was to be locked in a sealed tank. How quickly the oxygen got used up. And Nina wasn’t going to explain that to her just now.

Without a word, Ida sat down on the edge of the hole, legs dangling. Then she slid down until only the very top of her shoulders stuck up amidst the stinging nettles. She slowly squatted, and Nina could hear a muffled scraping sound from Ida’s knees as she crawled into the underground metal coffin.

“Chuck that down after her,” the Finn said and pointed at her school bag with his pistol. “We can’t leave it lying around, or someone might notice. And make sure you lock the inner lid.”

Mr. Suburbia dropped the bag down into the tank and then hesitated a second. Glanced down at his polo shirt, up until now miraculously clean, and then knelt down with every sign of distaste. He stuck his head and upper body down into the darkness and, from the movement of his shoulders, seemed to be struggling with something big and heavy. There was the click of a well-lubricated padlock, and Mr. Suburbia popped back out of the hole, breathing hard.

Nina stood there as if she had been turned to stone.

“I have to go find Tyson,” Mr. Suburbia said, looking around. “We can’t leave without him.”

The Finn snorted in irritation.

“Enough already. You can deal with the stupid mutt afterward. You might even ask the nice cops if they’ll help you look.” He turned Nina around to face him and looked at her with the seriousness of a doctor giving instructions to the parents of a dying child. “It’s dangerous down there,” he said. “In the tank. You can die from it, and right now the four of us are the only ones who know where your daughter is. But if you do as we say, I’m sure she’ll make it out again just fine.”
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“Beatrice Pollini,” Søren said, looking dubiously at the ID the girl had given him—a worn, dog-eared Italian passport. “Do we buy it?”

“No way she’s nineteen,” Jankowski said. “Seventeen at the very most.”

“And I don’t think she’s Italian, either,” Søren said. “Come ti chiami?” he asked. The girl smiled uncertainly.

“Good,” she said. “Okay.”

“That’s not what you asked, is it?” Jankowski said.

“No. I asked her what her name is.”

“Italian passports are some of the top scorers on the border police’s list of forgeries,” Jankowski said. “It’s a whole industry.”

Søren nodded. “It may well take some time. And that’s exactly what we don’t have. Christian, how’s it going with that IP address?” He saw us, Søren thought, feeling the stress sizzling along his neural pathways. He has hostages, and he saw us. They could be looking at every kind of disaster right now.

Christian looked harassed. “Let me at least plug in the damn thing first, would you?” he said.

Søren raised his hands in a gesture of apology. “Just run her ID through the system,” he told Jankowski. “I’ll try and see if I can pry anything useful out of her.” They had had to send Jesper Due back to the evening shift, which was screaming under the pressure.

“Beatrice is a difficult name,” he said to the girl. “What do your friends call you?”

She stared at him with dark, deer-in-the-headlights eyes.

“Mini,” she whispered. “Because I’m so small.” And then she started crying, unnaturally quietly, as if she’d learned that making a noise just made things worse.

In my next life, Søren thought. In my next life, I want to do something else.

SURVIVE.

That was the single conscious plan in Nina’s head. Survive, so she could tell someone where Ida was. Nothing else mattered.

And yet a twinge of … of horror ran through her when Sándor, on the Finn’s orders, opened the door to the garage so, for the first time, she could see the source of Sándor’s brother’s death and her own illness. It was a completely normal paint can, the kind you keep wood preserver in—dented sheet metal, with a handle made out of strong steel wire. She wouldn’t have given it a second glance if it had been sitting next to the jumble of rusty gardening tools leaning against the wall. But now that she knew what it was, her skin crawled, and it was hard not to think about the radiation penetrating her, invisible and unnoticed, seeking out her vulnerable internal organs and destroying them, cell by cell.

The stolen green van that the insane Finn had used when he abducted her was parked in the driveway. He had placed a section of cement pipe inside the van on top of a couple of thick, cement paving slabs, and once they had eased the paint can with the cesium source into the concrete pipe section, two more pavers would go on top. In mechanical terms, the task was simple. Once the paint can was shielded on all sides by seventeen to eighteen centimeters of concrete, their forced proximity to it might actually be only minimally damaging.

At least it won’t kill me before I can tell someone about Ida, she thought.

“You don’t need to touch it,” Sándor said. “If we take one of those and run the shaft through the handle on the can, we can carry it between us.” He pointed to the gardening tools with his healthy hand.

Tommi and Mr. Suburbia were standing behind them, at a suitable distance, now clothed in protective masks, gloves, and white hooded outfits that said ENVIRO-CLEAN in big, black capital letters across the chest on the front and back. Nina and Sándor were not afforded the same luxury.

“Let’s use the rake,” Nina said. “It looks like it has the newest handle.”

Sándor reached for it, but Nina beat him to it.

“It’s better if I do it,” she said. “I have two good hands.”

He hesitated, but then nodded. If he messed up the maneuver and the paint can tipped, they would have radioactive sand everywhere, and that would just make a bad situation worse.

She coaxed the shaft of the rake under the wire handle and carefully dragged the paint can closer. Sándor grabbed the free end of the rake. They looked at each other. Nina nodded. Then they lifted, slowly and in unison. It was a matter of holding the handle perfectly level so the can didn’t slide to one end or the other. Survive, Nina thought. Just survive.


 

[image: ]ÁNDOR WAS STARING so hard at the can dangling between them that his eyes were starting to water. He kept his breathing slow and deliberate, focusing on holding the handle horizontal, completely horizontal, with no wobbling. Afterward he realized that the whole time it took to raise the can into the van and lower it down into the concrete pipe, he hadn’t heard a single sound other than that of his own heartbeat. All his concentration, all his senses, were focused on that one, simple task.

“Nice,” Tommi said waving the pistol. “Now the pavers.”

They were perfectly standard garden pavers, sixty by sixty centimeters. Sándor couldn’t grip the thick, rough edge of the square, concrete slabs with his injured hand, but he was forced to use it for support and balance. There was no way Nina would be able to lift the pavers alone. She looked like she was holding herself upright through sheer will power.

They moved the two slabs into place on top of the pipe section. Tommi inspected their work and apparently found it satisfactory. At any rate, he gave Sándor a pat of comaraderie on the shoulder with his gloved hand.

“Cool,” he said. “Now you two hop in there, and keep it company. How do you say ‘car’ in Hungarian?”

The Finn’s strange interest in Hungarian vocabulary no longer surprised Sándor. “Autó,” he said in a monotone.

Tommi lit up behind the see-through plastic of his mask. “Hey,” he said. “That’s the same in Finnish. So it’s true after all.”

“What is?” Frederik said irritated. “What’s true?”

“That Finnish and Hungarian are related. The Finno-Ugric language family and all that stuff.”

Frederik glanced at the cement pipe in the back of the van. “You don’t think you could concentrate just a little on what’s important here?”

“There’s nothing wrong with expanding your horizons.”

“For fuck’s sake, Tommi. The word ‘auto’ doesn’t have a goddamn thing to do with Finnish or Hungarian. It’s from Latin. Get those two into the van so we can get going.”

Tommi squinted. “You heard what the man said. Get in!”

The gun was pointed vaguely in their direction, but there was nothing vague about the look on the Finn’s face. It radiated a clear-as-glass intensity even through the cheap plastic of the face mask. Nina clambered in without protest and shot Sándor a look that clearly said: No drama. Don’t risk my daughter’s life.

He wasn’t so sure anymore that obedience and a low profile were their best survival strategy, but he didn’t see any other options. The rear doors slammed shut with a hollow claaaang, and a moment later the van started moving.

“Where are we going?” Sándor asked Nina. “Do you know?”

She shook her head. He could only just see her. Not much light made it in through the small window between the back of the van and the driver’s cabin.

“I heard the address,” she said. “I just don’t know where it is. Somewhere in Copenhagen, I think.”

“To meet with some filthy rich sicko who wants to buy radioactive material,” he said, not quite able to take his eyes off the makeshift cement container hiding the poisonous shit that had killed Tamás. “Nina, can we let them do it? How many people are going to end up dying the way Tamás did?”

She lowered her head so he could only see her dark hair. “Ida” was all she said. “I can’t think about anything else or anybody else.”

The van rattled its way up over some small obstacle, turned sharply to the right, and continued more smoothly. They were heading toward the city.
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He still didn’t understand. Didn’t understand why a friendly, young police lady and a not-quite-as-friendly young policeman had spent more than an hour questioning him and checking out the car and the house with a Geiger counter. Or a Geiger-Müller counter, as they were now apparently called.

And it wasn’t because he hadn’t been paying attention. He’d been watching the experts on TV talking about the Summit and those dirty bombs—they always used the English words for “Summit” and “dirty bomb” even though Danish had perfectly adequate terms. He didn’t understand why everything had to be English these days. He had listened to investigative radio reports about the problem of radioactive materials from Eastern Europe. He had plodded his way through that long article in Berlingske Tidende on “Why Denmark is a Target.” He had also seen that documentary everyone was talking about—“The Making of a Terrorist” or something like that—about madrassas and training camps for suicide bombers. That video clip still stuck in his mind, the one of a young Muslim girl, no more than fourteen, talking about the greatness of Allah with a mixture of fear and pride in the dark gleam of her eyes a day before she blew herself and fourteen other people to smithereens on a street in eastern Bagdad.

He thought about the minarets in his backyard and of the dapper Mr. Hosseini and his mosque. It was hard to imagine Mr. Hosseini with an explosive belt full of TNT, but what did a terrorist actually look like?

They had asked about whether the Opel had been stolen, and he had said no. But now it suddenly occurred to him that there had been that day a few weeks ago when he’d had to adjust the seat. It was much farther forward than he cared for, which had puzzled him. Should he call the police lady and tell her that? What if someone had taken the car and put it back again without his having noticed?

Yet another stab in his chest. The pills. First he had to take one of those pills.

He trundled into the bathroom, careful not to hurry even though he was increasingly afraid that this was a heart attack coming on. Helle had put all his medications into a lunch-box-sized, white plastic crate in the cabinet over the sink. Centyl, aspirin, Fortzaar, Gaviscon, Nitromex. He shook a blister pack from the box, pressed the little tablet out of the foil, and put it under his tongue. There. Now it was just a matter of waiting. Breathing nice and easy, nice and easy. He sat down on the lid of the toilet and closed his eyes.

Then he opened them again. Because there was something was missing, wasn’t there?

Centyl, aspirin, Fortzaar, Gaviscon, Nitromex … but no box of Imovane. His sleeping pills were missing from the white crate.

He got up to see if they were elsewhere in the cabinet and was overcome by a sudden wave of dizziness. He made a grab for the sink. The medicine crate flew off to one side and the Centyl bottle hit the toilet tank with a crack and shattered, scattering shards of glass and pale-green pills all over the floor tiles.

Skou-Larsen clung to the sink for a few minutes until his dizziness subsided. Pathetic old wreck, he snarled at himself. Hopeless, helpless, useless old man. What was that crude phrase of Claus’s? Couldn’t take a crap without busting the crapper.

Saying the word crap helped a little, even though it had just been quietly to himself. He tried again.

“Crap,” he whispered to himself. “Everything is crap.”

His respectable upbringing stirred uncomfortably in him. But where had it actually gotten him, being so impeccably decent his whole life? It hadn’t protected him from having the police invade his home. And it certainly hadn’t kept his marriage alive. His sense of propriety had settled like a membrane between him and Helle so they walked around playing their carefully rehearsed roles without ever talking about anything that really mattered.

Enough of that, he decided. When she comes home, I’m going to talk to her. Really talk to her.

He decided he had better clean up the broken glass first. And gather up the pills. There was no reason to let her see how close he had come to fainting. His physical frailty was only all too noticeable as it was.

It had been years since he had touched the vacuum cleaner, but he did know where it was—in the closet under the stairs. An older model Nilfisk, good Danish quality and very durable.

There was a padded envelope in the vacuum closet, on the shelf next to the vacuum bags and the neatly folded stack of dust cloths. A grayish-white envelope without an address.

What’s that doing there? he thought. What a strange place to put it.

He opened it and peered into it.

It was full of five hundred kroner bills, and it didn’t take him long to guess how much was in there.

About six hundred thousand kroner.


 

[image: ]ØREN HAD BROUGHT the girl up from the basement and into the kitchen. His plan had been to suggest a cup of coffee to distract her and make the situation feel more normal, but the only visible coffee-making equipment was an espresso monstrosity the size of a small space station, and with the clock ticking in his head, the whole palaver of grinding beans and fumbling around with the settings and weird little filters was simply insurmountable.

The girl sensed his skepticism, and a tiny little pseudo-smile raised one corner of her mouth.

“We never use,” she said. “Too hard.”

She said “we,” he noticed.

“Is Tommi your boyfriend?” Søren asked.

Her smile disappeared as if someone had erased it. She nodded, one time, a quick, abrupt motion.

“Where is he?” Søren asked, without much hope of receiving a helpful answer. Nor did he get one. She just shook her head.

“He not tell me.”

Where was she from? Somewhere in Eastern Europe, probably, from the look of her. And if the Italian passport was bought in Italy, then it was likely to be one of the more southerly countries—former Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, maybe Albania. The false passport was probably as much to hide her age as her nationality, he guessed.

“How old are you, Mini?” he asked, to have some kind of baseline for what she looked like when she was lying.

“Nineteen.” She looked him straight in the eye, but she couldn’t keep her hands still. One hand flopped around restlessly in her lap, and as soon as she had delivered her lie, she looked away.

Good. One more time, just to test the theory. “Where are you from? What country?”

“I am Italian girl.” She looked at him, and this time both her hands and her feet were fidgety. Little Mini didn’t like to lie.

He asked a couple of neutral questions and determined that she had been in Denmark for four months, that she had come to do some modeling work, that she was going to be in a movie soon. She actually believed all of this; Søren had to restrain a dark, bitter rage that wouldn’t have done the interview the least bit of good. It was certainly possible, he thought, that they intended to film her. But the very idea of the kind of movie it would be made him want to smear Tommi Karvinen over a wide swath of Amager’s asphalt.

Then he asked again if she knew where Karvinen was. And she fidgeted restlessly with one hand when she said no.

“Mini,” he said in the plainest, clearest English he could think of. “He took a girl. A Danish girl. She’s fourteen years old.”

She didn’t say anything, but the light in her eyes, which had sparked to life when she talked about her modeling career and her movie plans, died away again.

“Where did he take her?” Søren asked.

She pulled all her limbs in close to her body, like a spider when you blew on it. Self-preservation. Extreme self-preservation.

“Where is she?” he asked gently. “Don’t you want to help her?”

She was hyperventilating. He could both see it and hear it. Slowly she keeled to one side on the chair. When he realized the chair was about to tip over, he reached out a hand to stop it, but he was a second too late. She slid onto the floor and lay there with her knees pulled up against her chest and her eyes closed. She actually had fainted, Søren confirmed. She wasn’t pretending.

Suddenly Christian’s broad silhouette appeared in the kitchen doorway. He looked down at the girl.

“What did you do to her?” Christian asked.

Søren maneuvered her gently onto her side, wadded up his dark windbreaker into a sort of pillow and pushed it in under her head. He shook his head.

“She was hyperventilating,” he said. “Keeled right over. Do you have anything for me?”

“Yup. We got lucky. This little girl here officially owns a property a little farther out quite near the airport, just off Tømmerupvej. And get this—it’s exactly where we traced the IP address back to.”

“Yes. Jankowski and I will head out there.” Pity the Dove had needed to take off, but there wasn’t time to call him back. “Would you get an ambulance for this one?”

She was conscious again, he sensed. Lying there listening to their foreign voices in a language she didn’t understand.

“An ambulance? But if she just hyperventilated …?”

“Christian. Get her out of this house. Get her admitted to a nice, clean hospital with friendly people who will take care of her. We’ll take it from there tomorrow. Right? Just say she’s unconscious, and you can’t wake her up.”

The penny finally dropped, Søren observed, and Christian merely nodded.

Without his jacket and with Jankowski on his heels, Søren trotted down the suburban street to where they had parked the car.

“What was wrong with the girl?” Jankowski asked as he slid in behind the wheel. “Did she just faint?”

Søren yanked his seatbelt into place with barely restrained fury.

“Drive,” he said. “I don’t know what the hell he does to terrorize these women. But it is going to stop right now!”
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“Ida,” she said, and there was a feral imperative in her eyes that could not be ignored. “You risk getting my daughter killed.”

The car started moving again, presumably they had just stopped for a red light.

His injured hand throbbed and pulsed in time with the diesel engine. His head hurt so much that he was wondering if it wouldn’t be a relief to just let that Finnish psychopath shoot it off. His weary heart still had room for empathy for Nina and a shiver at the thought of that dark, subterranean oil tank and the girl down there, struggling not to gasp up the oxygen too fast and shorten the time she had left. But someone was going to have to try to think beyond that. He certainly understood that Nina couldn’t do it. It was her child. But someone had to think about everyone else, about unsuspecting people sitting on the metro or going to sleep in a hotel bed or jumping up and down in the stands at a concert somewhere, not knowing that their world was about to be blown into a thousand pieces, into a thousand radioactive particles, in a week or a day or an hour.

Someone had to think about them.

Tamás hadn’t. He had thought only about the money, about immediate injustices, about his family’s survival and dreams. The metro passengers, the hotel guests, and the Copenhagen music fans weren’t really people to him. The Roma in Valby had called him a mulo, an evil spirit. An impure death brought curses with it, and you couldn’t die much more impurely than Tamás had.

When Sándor closed his eyes, it was Tamás he saw. Not a living memory of him, but a dead Tamás, who stared at him with burning eyes like the ghosts in Grandma Éva’s stories, blazing eyes that cried blood. He wondered if he would ever be able to sleep again without seeing Mulo-Tamás in his dreams. He wondered if he would ever get the chance to go to sleep again at all or if it would all be over in an instant, with a bang he wouldn’t even hear before the projectile smashed its way into his brain and snuffed everything out.

The van stopped. For longer this time, too long for it just to be a traffic light. Then it slowly drove forward again, now over a somewhat more uneven, bumpy surface.

Nina’s eyes shone in the reflected lights from the driver’s cabin, and she moved uneasily. Then the doors were flung open, and the Finnish psychopath ordered them out.

They were at a construction site, Sándor noted. Muddy tire tracks, pallets of drywall wrapped in plastic flapping gently in the breeze. Spotlights on high posts and sharply delineated black shadows in the May night darkness. Tommi had parked the van between two portable office trailers so it wasn’t immediately visible from the street.

“He wants it inside,” Tommi said. His face mask made his heavy accent even heavier, or maybe it was just because he was excited. “Come on. We’re not going to get any money until he gets it where he wants it.”

Sándor measured the distance with his eyes, but Tommi was too far away. He was rocking back and forth on his feet like an athlete getting ready to make his approach to the high jump, with a phone in one hand and the gun blatantly on display in the other. Either he figured no one could see them or he just didn’t care. Frederik was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he was already inside the half-finished building a little further away, behind Tommi’s agitated, rocking form.

Nina started to push the top slab off.

“Help the lady, now,” Tommi said. “It isn’t fair to let her do all the work, now, is it?”

Sándor helped her. Yet again they managed to work the rake under the paint can’s wire handle. Yet again they balanced the can between them, and the need to maintain its equilibrium absorbed all his attention for a while. Right up until his heel struck something both soft and unyielding. He looked down, forgetting about the horizontal line of the rake handle, and then had to abruptly adjust his end before the can slid all the way down to him and spilled its sand on the ground.

It was a dog. A German Shepherd.

At first he thought Tommi had simply shot it, but there wasn’t enough blood, and now he saw its rib cage rise in a brief gasp and the tongue hanging out of the dog’s half-open mouth quivered, wet and pink. It wasn’t dead, or at least not yet. He couldn’t tell if someone had hit the dog and knocked it out or if it had been drugged in some way.

“Come on,” Tommi said, with an actual hop of happiness. “Aren’t you excited at all? The party is just beginning!”
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She would be home soon. They rarely sang for more than two hours. Supposing she was actually singing.

I could call Ellen Jørgensen and ask, he thought. Mrs. Jørgensen lived a few streets away and was in the choir, too. Sometimes he drove her home after practice if he was picking Helle up anyway.

He didn’t get up. The nitroglycerin had helped a little, even though he still wasn’t feeling quite right. But the reason that he kept sitting there was … the real reason was that he just wasn’t up to it. What was he going to do if Ellen told him he had made a mistake, that they didn’t have an extra choir practice tonight?

Then he heard the garden gate click, and though he couldn’t see out into the front yard from where he was sitting, he could hear the crunchy click-click-click sound of the gears on Helle’s bicycle. His hearing was the only thing that still worked more or less as well as when he was younger. He struggled to his feet. His legs were all pins and needles; the hard staircase had taken its toll on the already poor blood supply to his lower extremities.

She realized immediately that something was wrong. Her eyes flitted from his face to the open vacuum closet, to the envelope sitting behind him on the steps.

“Give it to me,” she said.

“Helle, we have to talk about this. What were you going to do with the money?”

“I hate it when you snoop in my things,” she hissed, trying to push her way past him.

He propped his hand against the wall so she couldn’t walk past him. Her face looked like it usually did when she had been out of the house—tastefully made up with a touch of light eye shadow and a bit of pale pink lipstick, just a hint, nothing vulgar. She had pulled her hair back into a loose bun, and she was wearing her Benetton shirt, the one he had bought based on the careful instructions from her wish list last year. He remembered how Claus had complained—“Mom, this isn’t a wish list, this is an order form. Can’t you just let us surprise you?”—but Skou-Larsen thought it was nice and reassuring to have such neat directions to follow. That way you wouldn’t get it wrong.

She looked the way she always did. Completely the way she always did.

“This wouldn’t have been necessary if you had done something,” she said. “But you never actually get anything done, do you?”

“I’m going to put that money back in the bank tomorrow,” he said patiently. “And then we need to have a power of attorney drawn up so Claus or I will also have to sign something before you can withdraw it again.”

She wasn’t listening to him anymore. He could tell from the distant but focused look that made him feel like just a random object standing in her way.

Suddenly she shoved him hard to one side, not with her hands, but with her shoulder. He staggered and tripped on the bottom step, landing badly on his hip and heard the dry, little crack as he felt his thighbone snap and slide.

“Aaarhhh,” he moaned and then again when the pain came, “Aaaaaaaarhh.” The air wheezed out of him in an undignified, barely human sound.

She grabbed the envelope with the money.

“Call,” he said through clenched teeth. “Call the ambulance.”

She looked down at him with that sharp, concerned wrinkle between her brows.

“I don’t have time now,” she said. “You’ll have to wait until I get back.” And then she left, with the envelope clasped to her chest. Skou-Larsen heard the door slam but was no longer able to see it or her. It wasn’t the pain from his broken femur now; it was a bigger, more all-encompassing pain radiating outward from the back of his head, obliterating the contours of his body and shutting down all his other senses.

I won’t be here, he managed to think. When you come back, I won’t be here anymore.

A black tide was swelling irresistibly within him. He couldn’t hold on any longer and had to let it bear him away.
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Grudgingly, Søren had to agree with him. The house was deserted.

“We were too slow,” he said. He had alerted “the uniforms,” as Torben referred to them, and had them send a squad car block off the dirt road leading to the dilapidated farm, but it had been too late. Karvinen was gone and so were his hostages. The knowledge ate away at his gut, and he regretted that last cup of coffee.

“Get the techs out here, and let’s see what we can find,” Søren said, but he knew the likelihood of their finding anything they could use in time was depressingly small.

He took a deep, deliberate breath and tried to clear his thoughts. His feelings of rage and failure weren’t going to do him any good, and they weren’t going to do Karvinen’s hostages any good either.

Tommi Karvinen wasn’t some ingenious super-criminal. According to Birgitte, he had started out as an ordinary street pusher before moving into pimping, where he had channeled his talent for explosive, brutal violence into terrorizing both the girls and the customers as necessary. He obviously possessed sufficient intelligence to know who he could beat the crap out of without the police getting involved, and it was exactly this type of calculating instinct for self-preservation that made it hard for Søren to picture him as a fanatical bomber. His form of terror was more individual. He chose his victims with care and had an intense and intimate personal relationship with them; it was hard to see how he would get the same satisfaction from blowing random people to kingdom come.

So what did he want with the nurse and her daughter?

For one absurd, shaky moment, Søren imagined that the two things had absolutely nothing to do with each other. That Karvinen’s motives had nothing to do with Valby or cesium or dirty bombs.

“Søren?”

“Yes. What now?”

“Just listen to the Geiger counter.”

Søren stuck one of the two earphones into his ear. The dry, sonar-like beeping was significantly stronger as they approached the garage.

“Get Radiation Hygiene out here,” he said. “Immediately.”

He thought back to that flashy PowerPoint presentation. The cesium source didn’t take up much room—the cylinder itself was smaller than an ordinary soup can. Could it be hidden somewhere in this garage?

He didn’t want this hope to jinx it, but at the very least he knew they had been here. Karvinen fell back into place, inextricably tied to Valby and the dirty bomb scenario. It was all connected. It didn’t make any sense yet, but it was all connected.

The wind was coming in across the flat fields, carrying the scent of seaweed and brine and jet fuel with it. With a sharp pang of longing, Søren thought of Susse and her white house and the hour’s peace he had snatched for himself earlier in the day. Why had he set up his life so that most of his time was spent trying to get inside the heads of parasites like Karvinen?

Pull yourself together, he snarled to himself. Think. Do something. You can feel sorry for yourself later.

Suddenly he noticed a movement in the sea of stinging nettles at the corner of the farmhouse. He glided sideways, closer to the wall, and drew his sidearm. Waiting. Listening.

The nettles rustled again, and now he could hear something. Scraping, and whining. He slipped along the wall of the house in a couple of stealthy, sideways paces and peeked around the corner.

A slightly overweight, brown Labrador retriever looked up at him with golden brown eyes and wagged faintly. Then it went back to digging again, dirt and pebbles flying out between its hind legs.

Søren stuck his gun back in its holster. He was glad he hadn’t had a chance to yell “Police!” or some other inappropriate action line. Instead he made a couple of encouraging clicks with his tongue so the dog looked up from his digging again.

“What are you up to, boy?” he asked.

The dog wasn’t just trying to dig up a mouse hole. It had scratched and clawed the entire way around a rusty metal lid like one that might cover a well or sewer access.

Snow White. Suddenly Søren had a flashback to the cold morning hours outside the garage in Valby, digging up the underground gas tank and the body they had found in that dark, diesel-stinking sarcophagus.

Fuck.

No.

Not again.

His heart skipped a beat before it hammered on. Not the girl. Please God, not that poor fourteen-year-old girl.

Then he heard a sound that wasn’t the dog’s whining and scraping. A faint, metallic knocking. Thunk-thunk-thunk. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk-thunk-thunk.

SOS.

“Jankowski!” he bellowed. “Get over here! Now!”

He dropped down onto his knees in the trampled nettles and tried to lift the lid with his fingers, but he couldn’t get a proper grip. A screwdriver, a hook of some kind … something that could fit into those two holes in the lid. He tried with a ballpoint pen, but it snapped. Then he took his pistol and banged out a response rhythm with the butt so that she—in his head it was still the girl, he couldn’t get his mind off her—so that at least she knew someone had heard her and that help was on the way.

“We’re coming,” he shouted. “We’re going to get you out!”

IT WAS THE girl. Once they managed to wrench the outer lid away from the opening of the oil tank and cut the padlock off the specially mounted inner lid, what peered up at him was the chilled, pale face of a teenager. Her hands were bloody and her nails broken and chipped, and her fingers were convulsively clutching the bunch of keys she had been using to bang out her faint, scarcely audible SOS. Tears were streaming down her filthy cheeks and kept flowing even after they got her out and wrapped her in silver-colored heat blankets, given her water and sugar and more water.

“They have my mom,” she said. “And Sándor. He’s OK, he isn’t one of them, please don’t hurt him. And they have that thing.”

“The cesium unit?” Søren said.

“Yes. That. They want to sell it to some crazy old guy who’s going to give them half a million kroner for it.”

“Do you know where?” Søren asked, holding his breath. “Do you know where they’re going to meet?”

The girl was still breathing in a strangely arrhythmic, jerky way. Søren was amazed she was holding it together as much as she was under the circumstances. That she could talk, think, and respond at all.

“Lundedalsvej,” she said. “I wrote it down so I would remember it.” She showed him her forearms and the big, black, smeared letters written zigzagged across her skin. “I used my mascara.”

Søren wanted to give her a hug, but she wasn’t the kind of girl who would have appreciated that. She was so clearly clinging to her self-control with an iron will that reminded him of her mother.

“Respect,” he said instead, quietly and heartfelt. And was rewarded with a crooked, wobbly teenage smile.

Jankowski looked pensive.

“Lundedalsvej.…” he said slowly. “Isn’t that where …?”

“Yes,” said Søren. “That’s where they’re building that new mosque.”
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“I parked the Touareg a few blocks away,” Frederik said, winded. “So we can dump the van here. I’m assuming you stole it?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tommi said. “Come on. It’s almost nine-thirty. And put on your mask, otherwise the rest of the hazmat suit isn’t going to do any good.”

Frederik pulled the hood up over his head and positioned the filter mask and protective goggles over his eyes, nose, and mouth.

The door to the single-story hall in front of the domed building was locked, but that didn’t slow Tommi down.

“Take this,” he said passing Frederik the pistol. Frederik took it but held it away from his body, awkwardly, very obviously uncomfortable with the weapon. Somehow that didn’t make Sándor feel any better; he just got the sense that he could now be shot by accident as well as on purpose.

Tommi had fetched a screwdriver from the van and quickly and efficiently broke open the green double doors to the mosque.

“Wait here,” he said.

He took the gun from Frederik and disappeared into the building, but it didn’t take long before he was back in the doorway again. “All clear,” he said. “He’s not here yet.”

With the paint can balanced between them, Sándor and Nina stepped into the dark reception hall. It smelled of turpentine and new wood, and plastic sheeting rustled under their feet with every step they took. The sharp light from the spotlights outside shone in through the arched windows, but otherwise it was dark, and it was harder to hold the rake handle level when you couldn’t see it.

“Set it down,” Frederik said. “And stay where you are. Now we wait.”

He and Tommi stepped out of the light, and that made Sándor feel exposed and vulnerable standing here in the middle of the room, plainly visible as soon as anyone stepped through the door. Next to him, Nina had sat down on the floor with her head between her knees.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “But what are you going to do about it?”

In the silence they heard the pling of a text message arriving. Tommi tossed the phone to Frederik. “Here,” he said. “See what he wants.”

There was a pause while Frederik fumbled around with the keys and read the message. “He wants it down in the gents’,” he said. “Over to the left.”

“Can he see us?” Tommi asked. “Where is old Moneybags?”

“Just do what he says,” Frederik said. “The sooner we get out of here, the better.” His voice was higher than usual, tense and nervous. “Yeah, but not without the money.”

Frederik crinkled his way across the plastic sheeting in his out-of-place boat shoes, and Sándor heard him open a door. Then there was a click, and the door became a shining rectangle in the darkness.

“The lights work over here,” Frederik announced unnecessarily.

“Hello,” Tommi suddenly yelled so loudly that the sound reverberated and startled them all. “Come out, come out, wherever you are! Show me the money!”

The only response was a new text message arriving with a pling. “What?” Frederik mumbled. “Why the hell should we do that?”

“What did he say?”

Frederik showed Tommi the text message. Then he waved to Sándor. “Come here. No, damn it. With the thing.”

Sándor looked at Nina. She had collapsed on the floor, with an arm and a leg flung out to the side in a sloppy way that revealed that she wasn’t just resting.

“Nina,” he said.

She didn’t respond.

“I think she’s fainted,” he said.

Tommi had his own simple test for that. He sauntered over to Nina’s ragdoll body and kicked her so hard in the side that Sándor grabbed his own rib in automatic empathy. There was absolutely no response.

If he was going to carry the can alone, he would have to touch it. He couldn’t hold the rake handle in his injured hand, so he had to grab the paint can’s wire handle in his healthy one.

“At least give me a pair of gloves!” he pleaded.

Frederik hesitated. Then he removed one of his own pale-yellow work gloves and tossed it onto the floor in front of Sándor.

“Here.”

Sándor pulled it on. It was the wrong one, but it was still a whole lot better than touching the thing with his bare hand. He pulled the rake free and set it on the floor. Then he picked up the paint can. He held it as far away from his body as he could. It was heavy, and his arm quivered with the effort.

The lavatories were tiled in green and blue from floor to ceiling and had gleaming brass taps. There were no doors on the stalls yet, and down at the end, a water heater, some pipes, the main water shut-off valves, and an expansion tank were still exposed, not having been sealed away behind drywall or paneling yet.

“He wants it inside that,” Tommi said, pointing to the hot water storage tank with the gun. “Just the whatsit, not the whole can.”

That meant he was going to have to touch the actual source of the radioactivity. Sándor hesitated, on the verge of rebellion. Tommi didn’t. He moved the pistol ever so slightly, so it would just miss Sándor, and fired.

The shot rang out between the tiled walls and a shower of small, sharp tile fragments sprayed Sándor’s cheek, neck, and shoulder. And they heard a muffled scream from the ceiling over them.

Sándor and Tommi both looked up. The ceiling wasn’t totally finished. White panels were being mounted on a wood frame, and in the space above that, between bristling unconnected wires and exposed insulation, they could now both see that there was someone up there.

“You’re coming down,” Tommi hissed. “With or without holes. It’s up to you.”

At first it didn’t seem like the person intended to obey, but when Tommi raised the gun again, the figure began moving with difficulty. With difficulty, because he or she was impeded by an astronaut-like protective suit of the type used for asbestos removal. The legs came first, and then the rest followed, with a wriggle and a twist, and the ceiling voyeur dropped down onto the floor between Sándor and Tommi.

The suit made it impossible to tell much other than that it was a human being. But Tommi was far more interested in the padded envelope the figure had taped to its chest.

“Payday.…” he whispered, tearing the envelope free. “Money, money, money.…”

He was actually singing it. Hoarsely and off-key, but it was unmistakably Abba.

Now, Sándor thought. Now, while he’s not paying attention to anything else.

All he had was the sand-filled paint can. He swung it at the Finn’s head with all his might, at this moment utterly indifferent to where the sand and cesium ended up.

He missed. Tommi jumped back, dropped the envelope, and fired the gun all in one motion.


 

[image: ]OMEONE HAD SET her on fire, and Nina knew she had to wake up. Now. The strange darkness enveloping her kept dragging her back; even when she succeeded in forcing her eyes open, it was as if her brain refused to come back online. The floor felt hard and cold against her hipbone and her shoulder. Then she realized that she wasn’t actually on fire. The burning, throbbing pain was coming from the lower rib on her right side. A broken rib can perforate the lung, she thought woozily. Avoid sharp movements. But everything was moving. The room was a big teetering, swirling darkness that for a brief, absurd moment made her think of a gigantic hall of mirrors, the kind where everything is crooked and distorted. She was still desperately thirsty, and the floor she was lying on was terribly cold and dusty. There was dust in her mouth and on her hands.

Ida.

She pictured Ida in Mr. Suburbia’s arms in the darkness in front of her. And Ida on her way down into her dark, subterranean tomb. Nina could hear voices and turned her head toward the sound. A narrow strip of light shone in from a half-open door a little further into the hall, and she recognized Mr. Suburbia’s family-man silhouette next to the door. Nina swore to herself and lay still. Maybe he would think she was still unconscious. Tommi had probably stationed him there to keep an eye on her. Her eyes had adjusted to the darkness now so that she could see the wide double doors that led out to reality. It wouldn’t take more than a few seconds of running, and once she was out.… The pain in her side gave a brutal jab as she inhaled. Perforated lungs. She couldn’t run if she had a punctured lung. If she ran, she could puncture a lung. Her thoughts chased each other around in circles, like white mice in a laboratory maze. It felt as if someone had plunged a chisel under her rib and wrenched at it. She didn’t remember how it happened, but when she carefully ran her fingers over the lower edge of her ribcage, she felt a clear angle that shouldn’t be there. A fracture, it was definitely broken. She wasn’t running anywhere.

And Ida was still alone in the dark.

Bang.

The sound of the shot echoed through the empty, tiled hall and made Mr. Suburbia’s silhouette cower.

“What the hell is going on?” he muttered.

He walked over to the doorway but appeared to change his mind and stayed put with his back against the doorframe, peering furtively into the next room. Apparently no one answered him, but they could still hear the Finn in there. It almost sounded as if he were singing.

Singing?

Mr. Suburbia glanced over at her, perplexed, then he turned around and disappeared into where Tommi and Sándor were.

Now, Nina thought. You can’t die here. You have to do it now.

She tried take shallow breaths as she pushed herself up off the floor with both arms. The pain in her side made everything go black before her eyes, and twice she was forced to stop altogether and wait for the world to slowly come into view again. Then she continued hobbling across the floor toward the exit.

Which was when the second shot rang out. She was so startled it almost knocked her over. But she still didn’t look back.

She reached the door. Splinters from the damaged wood around the lock jutted out like barbs, and her fingers were too clumsy to open it silently. The wind from outside grabbed it and blew it all the way open with a distinctive bang. Then she was standing outside in the chilly May evening. The construction site’s puddles glittered yellow-brown in the light from the overhead spotlights. She could see the paved road just a hundred meters away, and on the other side of it, a row of peaceful looking suburban homes with dark beech hedges and birch trees, their black branches swaying in the cool breeze. There were lights on and people at home in one of the closest ones.

Help, she thought. Get help for Ida.

She started walking toward the light, staggering but obstinate, and didn’t stop despite hearing another three shots ring out from inside the mosque behind her.
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“What the fuck are you doing?!”

The voice was Frederik’s, but it was almost unrecognizable from the shock. Tommi was just laughing, a completely normal laugh, as if someone had said something really funny.

“Boom!” he said. “You’re dead.” And then the pistol clicked as he let yet another bullet slide forward into the chamber.

Sándor didn’t want to fall. That would most definitely hurt, and he had already experienced enough pain. But his legs didn’t ask for permission. They just crumpled beneath him, so he fell to his knees, and after that forward, and then onto his side. And, yes, it hurt.

There was yet another shot, but Sándor didn’t feel anything. While the bang was still ringing in his ears, he saw the asbestos-suited figure spin halfway round and topple over onto the floor. Ah, he got shot this time, not you, Sándor thought with a strange sensation of remoteness, as if it were some sort of public statement that didn’t pertain to him.

“Stop it,” Frederik yelled.

“Why? Dude, it’s a Muslim terrorist and a Gypsy. I’m doing the world a fucking service here.”

Someone hoisted up Sándor’s aching body. It was Frederik. The man put his arms around Sándor and supported him, almost affectionately, it felt like, but Sándor wished he would leave him alone. Then the man pushed something cold and metallic into Sándor’s good hand and closed his fingers around it.

The grip of a pistol.

He forced his eyelids open. Yes, it was pistol. A flat, little black one. Smaller than Tommi’s.

“Shoot him,” Frederik whispered. “He’s insane! Shoot him before he kills us all.…”

Why don’t you shoot him? But his irritable question didn’t make it any further than his mind. Frederik raised his hand, placed his index finger over Sándor’s index finger on the trigger, and squeezed.

The back of the Finn’s head exploded. Sándor just had time to see the singed black hole in the face mask, approximately where the man’s mouth was. Then Tommi fell over and hit the tile floor with a jellyfish-like slap.

Frederik let go of Sándor and stood up. He stepped over the crumpled asbestos-suit-clad figure and leaned over Tommi.

Why is he holding Tommi’s hand? Sándor wondered.

But that wasn’t what Frederik was doing. He tore the gloves off Tommi’s hands. Then he picked up Tommi’s pistol and positioned it in Tommi’s dead, floppy hand, wrapping the Finn’s fingers around the grip, pretty much the way he had done with Sándor’s uncooperative fingers.

He’s going to shoot me, Sándor thought. And then he’ll shoot Nina. And make sure the asbestos man is dead, too. And then he’ll walk out of here, safe in the knowledge that no one can point their finger at Mr. Clean and say: He did it.

The flat, little pistol was still in his hand. He only had to lift it. Lift it and aim.

He couldn’t.

Come on, phrala.

He heard the voice so clearly that for a crazy instant he was sure Tamás wasn’t dead after all. It sent a jolt through him, and his finger curled around the trigger. And he fired.

Bang. Howl.

Frederik was standing in front of him with his hands folded as if he were in church, blood gushing out between his fingers. His little finger was missing.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” he moaned, the pitch of his voice growing higher and higher with each repetition. He staggered out the door and disappeared.

Sándor contemplated whether he had the energy to drag himself out of the building. He wasn’t sure. The asbestos-suited figure was lying still, a red stain on his chest, and Sándor couldn’t tell if there was any life behind the mask. The paint can was a few meters from him, on its side, and the sand was slowly trickling out around the edges of the lid where it wasn’t completely sealed. And the envelope with the money was also lying on the floor, so close that he could reach it if he stuck out his arm.

He stuck out his arm.


 

[image: ]IRST NINA KNOCKED on the door, which had a little knocker with a black cast-iron lion’s head. But nothing happened. She was fairly sure she heard footsteps behind the solid front door, but it didn’t open, and she regretted choosing the closest house. She should have moved farther away from the building behind her. If Tommi or Frederik came after her now, she would be totally exposed, standing there in front of this closed door. A wide-open target, a barely moving target. The pain in her side rose and fell with her much-too-rapid breathing, and each time she inhaled, new black dots danced in front of her eyes. They could shoot her right here, and no one would ever find out where Ida was.

She stepped over to the tall, narrow window next to the door and knocked on the glass, alternating between her knuckles and her palm.

“Hello!”

Her voice made almost no sound. The shout was there, in her throat, but her tongue and dry lips refused to cooperate. Anyway, now she could see a face on the other side of the glass. An older man dismissively waving a hand lightly covered with liver spots. Nina looked down at herself. She looked terrible. The dark-blue tracksuit was covered with construction dust, and her right arm jutted out awkwardly to the side to keep her from touching her rib. She tried to smile, but the face inside the window had already started backing away. Farther and farther away. She knocked again, but this time without much conviction.

“Hello? I need help!”

There was no response.

Nina turned around and stared back at the mosque behind her. Its front door was still open, but she didn’t see any sign of Tommi or Frederik. The reflection of a light in the window of one of the portable office trailers at the construction site across the street made her jump, but it was just the streetlights swaying in the heavy wind.

Did she have the strength to try the neighbor’s? Nina looked over at the house next door. Yet another red-brick fort with a single lit window and an impervious front door. She had the utterly stupid desire to cry. Like when she was little, standing alone on the playground with a scraped knee and hundreds of happy, laughing children around her. But it hadn’t done any good then, and it wouldn’t do any good now. She rubbed a hand over her eyes and looked around. There was a birdbath on the little lawn in front of the house, attractively surrounded by fist-sized red, granite rocks.

Nina hobbled down the steps with a firm grasp on the wrought iron railing. One step, two steps … she tried to ignore the pain when she bent down, but as she straightened up with a rock in her hand, she emitted a wheezing groan anyway.

She went back up the stairs and peered in the window. The man had withdrawn so far that she could see only his feet, nervously padding away. She raised the rock and slammed it into the window with all her might. The old man’s double-glazing didn’t surrender until she hit it for the third time, making a hole big enough to pass a fist through. Her reluctant helper had by this time retreated so far back into his hallway that all she could see was his feet, but that didn’t matter.

“Call the police,” she bellowed. “Now!”

SHE SAW THE patrol car long before the pensioner could have even picked up the phone. It drove past her without flashing lights or a siren, pulled up outside the construction site, and turned off its headlights.

Nina grabbed the stair railing and took the three steps down to the front walkway so fast that she crashed to her knees on the flagstones. She got up again and staggered, shuffling and shouting, as fast and as loud as her rib would permit.

“Help.”

She didn’t know how long it had been since Ida had crawled into that oil tank. One hour? Two hours? At any rate it had gotten dark out, and it had been way too long.

“Help.” Nina picked up her pace. “Help. I need help.”

This time she screamed for real.
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And the money. The money that Tamás had given his life for. It was all here in his hand, in a gray, blood-smeared envelope that was almost as thick as Blackstone’s International Law.

He didn’t have much time or many options. He clumsily got up onto all fours and couldn’t get any farther than that. Walking and standing were not in his current repertoire. A stab of pain shot through his hole-riddled palm when he put his left hand on the floor, but if he was going to take that envelope, he would have to ignore the pain. It turned out you could reach a point when the pain became irrelevant. What mattered were the mechanics. What you could and what you couldn’t do. He couldn’t stand up without falling down. And if he fell, he would stay down. He could probably crawl on all fours if he used his left hand, too, so that’s what he did.

He crawled past the person in the white suit. At the moment he didn’t care who was lying there inside the suit, nor did he care if the man were alive or dead. He didn’t have any spare energy to waste on anger or curiosity. Hand-knee, hand-knee, that was all that mattered. Past the Finn with only half a head. Out of the door. Out.

Halfway across the threshold he was hit by a wave of weakness. His arm buckled, he rolled halfway onto his side, but the doorframe stopped him and keep him from collapsing completely.

“You’re not going to make it, phrala.”

He looked up. There was Tamás, Mulo-Tamás with the red, bleeding eyes.

“Shut up,” Sándor mumbled. “Out of my way! You know this whole thing is your fault, right?”

Mulo-Tamás didn’t move. “Not just my fault,” he said.

Sándor didn’t have the strength to argue with an evil spirit that might not even be there. He tried to crawl farther, but his body wouldn’t obey.

“I did it because I had to,” Mulo-Tamás said. “So the family would survive. So we could get by. Who knows? If you hadn’t turned your back on us, maybe I wouldn’t have fucking needed to.”

“Move,” Sándor repeated feebly.

“You turned your back on us.” Mulo-Tamás’s bloody eyes burned. “You turned your back on your own people, your brother and your sisters, your own mother. Just so you could get by in the gadjo world. And where did it get you? Nowhere. Soon you’ll be as dead as me. And what will happen to the family then? Your death is hardly any purer than mine.”

Sándor’s head sank.

“The money,” Sándor mumbled. “Feliszia’s school. The new roof. An apartment for Vanda. Tamás, I’m not turning my back on them.”

“You just don’t want anyone to know we exist.”

“Yes. Yes, I do. Lujza is going to meet you all. If … well, if she wants to.” I don’t think I have the strength to love someone who isn’t brave enough to be himself, she’d said. But … what if he was brave enough now? What if he could stop being just half a person? Somewhere deep down, he knew perfectly well that that was why he backed down so easily, why he never stood up to confrontation, why he was afraid of the authorities and walked away from most fights—even the most important ones. A half person has a harder time keeping his balance than a whole one. Maybe it was about time he quit being a half-brother, too.

“Phrala,” Sándor said. “Enough now, okay? Te merav. You’re killing me.”

But Mulo-Tamás wasn’t there anymore. There was nothing there.

Sándor clung to the doorframe and managed to pull himself up onto his knees. The front hall was empty. Nina wasn’t lying in the middle of the floor anymore, and he really hoped that was because she had managed to get away, and not because Frederik had dragged her off somewhere.

He wasn’t going to be able to get away. He heard car doors closing and footsteps outside. He had minutes or maybe only seconds left until they were here.

His heart hammered in an attempt to force the blood around his body faster. He clung to the doorframe with both hands and managed to struggle to his feet. The hole in the ceiling was still there, but there was no chance he would be able to reach it and not much chance that he would avoid detection even if he could. But the money. Maybe he could get the money up there.

One try. He didn’t think he had it in him to do any more.

Come on now, phrala. Do it!

He wasn’t sure if the voice came from someone else or if it was from inside him. Wasn’t sure if it was Tamás’s or his own. Maybe it didn’t matter, either. Maybe it was one and the same thing now.

He threw. Flung the envelope up, toward that dark opening up there. It was pretty much going to take a miracle, he thought. And that was exactly what he got—a perfect arc, with more strength than he actually had, and a precision that even on a good day would have been remarkable. The envelope disappeared through the opening into the jumbled chaos of wires and insulation material and darkness.

Sándor staggered a few more steps before his legs gave out. The fall almost killed him, but he managed to crawl another few meters. Then he could go no farther.

He lowered his head on to his one aching arm and lay down to wait for help or judgment. For whatever was going to come next.

Okay, phrala. You did what you could.
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Nina hadn’t noticed she was shaking until the officer had put his jacket across her shoulders. And then he had told her that someone had found Ida. And that she wasn’t dead. She didn’t hear much else of what he said, but it was as if she became aware of herself again in a different way. The pain in her ribs became real. The nausea and the throbbing in her head and her shaking hands, clutching the water bottle the policeman had handed her. They all felt like her, like parts of her. It hurt, but that meant she was alive again. And Ida was alive.

Nina sank back in the seat, watching the scene outside as pain throbbed rhythmically in her right side. There were three police cars parked along the curb now, but none of the officers were in sight. The door they had entered through gaped blackly at the parking lot, and the door to the office trailer was also open now and swinging in the wind. She hoped Sándor was alive. She hoped those shots that had been fired hadn’t been meant for him, but she was consumed by relief over the news about Ida. It was as if there wasn’t room for anything else right now.

A man was walking down the sidewalk. She wouldn’t even have noticed him if he hadn’t sped up as he went past the police cars. It was just a man in a pale raincoat, a man who was out taking a walk in the suburban neighborhood where he surely belonged. It was the low, white silhouettes of the police cruisers that were out of place. But instead of stopping out of curiosity to look at them, he hurried on. And that was why she recognized him.

It was Frederik. And it wasn’t until she looked more closely that she saw there were quite a few things wrong with the picture Mr. Suburbia presented. The raincoat was too big to be his. And the one pocket, the one he was hiding his right hand in, sported a growing bloodstain.

The open door of the office trailer, swinging in the wind … the light she thought she had seen in the window of the hut. Had that been something more than a reflection from the spotlights bobbing on the swaying posts? Had Frederik been hiding there while he got his camouflage worked out?

Nina flung herself across the steering wheel in the front seat and hit the horn. The prolonged honk made the man cower like a gun-shy dog, but then he sped up to a run. And nothing else happened. The officers in the hall either hadn’t heard her, or they were busy, preoccupied with something they thought was more important. Nina pushed the horn down again and held it. This time with the result that the curtains moved very slightly in the anxious old man’s house. Well, that’s not much help, Nina thought dryly.

I parked the Touareg a few blocks away. She suddenly remembered what Frederik had said as he came jogging back, skipping between the puddles in the parking lot, before they went into the mosque. If he made it to the car, he might actually escape. Frederik slowed back down to a just-out-for-an-evening stroll again as he rounded the corner. He was getting away.

Mr. Suburbia. Who had sat there drinking instant soup out of his ugly red ceramic mug while Ida was strapped to that radiator.

Nina had ridden in the ambulance a few times while she was in training, and she had quickly picked up some of the more experienced EMTs’ tricks. One of them was to leave a set of extra keys under one of the sun visors so any driver would be able to start the ambulance when the call came in. She leaned over the driver’s seat in the police car and tilted the visor down. A key landed on the seat with a soft thump, and Nina gingerly shimmied her way into the driver’s seat, pushed the clutch pedal down, and stuck the key in the ignition. She steered the car out onto Lundedalsvej and accelerated toward the corner, without being completely sure what her plan was. She just couldn’t let him get away like that. Not after what he’d done to Ida. And Sándor. And his brother.

She caught sight of him a little farther down the road. He appeared calmer now. Once again looking more and more like a homeowner out for a neighborhood stroll. He didn’t even glance over his shoulder when he turned down yet another side street and briefly disappeared from her view. Turning the corner herself, she was suddenly right on his tail, and this time he couldn’t help but hear her. He turned around on the sidewalk and saw her. Looked into her eyes for the first time.

His hands came up out of his pockets. One was wrapped in blood-soaked toilet paper. The other was holding a gun. She didn’t have time to see any more than that before he aimed the gun at her. He held it in his left hand with his arm out straight in front of him, in a way that wasn’t totally convincing. Nina turned the wheel, slowed the patrol car down, and ducked to the right as the shot hit, causing white chunks of glass to rain down on her like a shower of ice. The right front tire bumped onto the curb, and the engine cut out.

She shook the glass fragments out of her hair. He was still there. He was standing right in front of the car’s white hood, clumsily cocking the gun with his injured hand.

He was crying. Tears of pain, presumably, which was fair enough. And yet she couldn’t shake the thought that it was the cry of a spoiled child. A child who had never before been in real pain.

She turned the key in the ignition and brought the engine back to life just as he raised his gun again. She let out the clutch a little too abruptly, and the car jumped forward in a kangaroo hop before stalling again. But that was enough. The thud on the bumper was firm and satisfying, and Mr. Suburbia disappeared under the front of the car with an indignant howl.
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[image: ]PLEASANT, GOLDEN LIGHT fell through the Venetian blinds, and the background noise of clattering trays and serving carts, voices and footsteps, and the distinctive suction-cup shwoop of the automated doors closing were pleasantly muffled. The month of June was in full bloom outside, and the chestnut trees were dropping their sticky yellow-white flowers left and right. Søren had cycled over to Bispebjerg Hospital in drizzle and rain showers, but now it had cleared up. They had let him hang his dripping rain pants and anorak in Ward K’s staff locker room while he questioned Helle Skou-Larsen.

She lay with her face turned toward the light and her bed raised so that it was easier for her to look out. She didn’t turn her head when he entered her room. If he wanted to see her facial expression, he would have to sit between her and the window, so he nodded quickly to the lawyer and pulled one of the mismatched visitor’s chairs around to the other side of the bed.

“Hello, Mrs. Skou-Larsen,” he said pleasantly. “How are you doing?”

She focused on him slowly. Her eyes were porcelain blue against her bloodless skin, and the subtle makeup couldn’t completely cover her pallor and the dark, heavy bags under her eyes. There was a certain absurdity to the oxygen tube as an accessory to her pink lipstick, but her lung capacity was still far from optimal.

“Fine, thank you.” Her voice sounded astonishingly normal. Stronger than he would have expected, given her general frailty.

He showed her his identification.

“Søren Kirkegård, PET.”

“Yes” was all she said.

“I’m sorry about your husband.”

She showed no reaction.

Her lawyer got up off the only upholstered chair in the room.

“Mads Ahlegaard,” he said, holding out his hand. “Let me just remind you that the doctors say this conversation will have to be limited to fifteen minutes.”

“I’m aware of that,” Søren said, sitting down on the flimsy, wooden chair. “Mrs. Skou-Larsen, I’m here to talk to you about your attempt to buy an illegal radioactive substance.”

The words felt so inappropriate, as if they didn’t really belong in the same universe as this middle-aged suburban housewife who went to choir practice once a week and played bridge every other Friday. And yet, that was exactly what she had done. They were now aware of most of her activities; they had found the Acer laptop she had used for the online searches that had ultimately put her in touch with Tamás Rézmüves, ten different pay-as-you-go phones she had bought at various locations around town, the remnants of her husband’s supply of Imovane pills that she had used to sedate the guard dogs at the mosque—and possibly also her husband.… They had found her fingerprints on the Opel Rekord’s steering wheel and gear shift, despite the fact that she apparently hadn’t driven a car since the ’70s. They were pretty clear on what she’d done. What remained a mystery was why. The first theory was that she must have been subjected to some form of extortion or coercion, maybe from a radical right-wing extremist group, but there just weren’t any indications that that was the case. It appeared the whole thing had been her own bright idea.

Now the doctors had finally given the green light for her to be questioned. And this was not a task Søren planned to assign to anyone else.

“Mrs. Skou-Larsen, what was the cesium chloride for?”

She looked past him, at the window. It was irritating that she wouldn’t allow him to establish eye contact, but he wasn’t going to let that show.

“Someone had to do something,” she said. “You can’t just let things slide.”

“Yes, but what were you going to do?”

“It was getting so that you saw them everywhere,” she said. “You couldn’t go anywhere without … without them being there. Without them looking at you.”

“Who?” he asked, even though he thought he knew the answer.

“Them. Those foreigners. It wouldn’t bother me so much if it were just a few here and there, but there are just more and more of them.” She looked right at him for the first time, a chilly glimpse of blue and white. “Did you know that they have almost twice as many children as do Danes?”

Where do people hear this nonsense? The question was on the tip of his tongue, but he restrained himself, smiling pleasantly instead.

“Yes, I can certainly understand how that might seem alarming.”

“And then that new mosque. So close! At first I was so angry I almost couldn’t sleep at night. But then.…” She cut herself short, her eyes left him again and drifted sideways, toward the sunlight and the blinds. He had to prompt her to get her talking again.

“Then what, Mrs. Skou-Larsen?”

“Then I started thinking that maybe there was a reason for it. That it was supposed to be right here, so close that I could walk there. Because, of course, that made it easier.”

“Yes, I can certainly see that.”

“I’m not at all fond of driving,” she said suddenly flashing him an apologetic, feminine smile. “My husband is always the one who drives. Or … well, he was.”

But where there’s a will, there’s a way, thought Søren, picturing this seemingly helpless woman, slightly out of touch with reality, throwing herself into Copenhagen traffic in a twenty-five-year-old Opel Rekord, probably with her hands clutching the steering wheel so hard that her knuckles gleamed. They probably ought to be glad the Opel was an automatic, at least from a purely traffic-safety-related point of view. Had she intentionally chosen to access the Internet from a school where more than 70 percent of the students were not ethnically Danish? It was quite possible that Khalid’s difficulties were due to an intentional if impersonal act of revenge on the part of this woman. No, helpless wasn’t the right word for her.

“So you would prefer it if this mosque were … removed?” Important not to use words like “destroyed,” “blown to pieces,” or “contaminated.” Language mattered. He had to try to describe the act in such a way that she wouldn’t distance herself from it.

She shook her head all the same.

“Removed? No, where did you get that idea from? That would ruin everything.”

Søren was too professional to let her see how astonished he was. But it took an act of iron will.

“How would it ruin the whole thing?” he asked neutrally.

“Well, it just wouldn’t have worked then.”

“So you didn’t intend to.…” Oh, now there was no avoiding it. “It was not your intention to blow up the mosque?” That would explain why they hadn’t found any trace of explosives, either at the house on Elmehøjvej or around the cultural center.

She looked indignant.

“Blow it up? Of course not. Why in God’s name would I want to do that? What do you take me for? A criminal?”

And then she told him what she had actually planned to do.

AS SØREN CYCLED back from Bispebjerg Hospital, he had an almost irresistible desire to lie in a woman’s arms. Not necessarily to have sex, although that might be nice, too. But to lie next to a warm, receptive body, to talk to a person who was lying so close to him that he could smell her breath, her sweat, her hair and skin. To rest his face in the hollow between her shoulder and her breast and feel her softness and warmth.

There just wasn’t anyone.

Susse was the closest he came, right now. But she was with Ben at some concert in Randers, and besides he couldn’t tell her anything of significance about the case, though much would surely come out later during the trial.

He cycled back to his office in Søborg, even though the Skou-Larsen interview was supposed to have been his last stop for the day. Going home to Hvidovre, to an empty house, a beer, and a microwave dinner from the freezer … no. Not now. Not today.

Torben was heading out to his Audi when Søren turned into the parking lot. He kicked his feet out of the toe clips and dismounted, hot and sweaty because he had ridden as fast as traffic had permitted, but not winded. Maybe he ought to just head down to the fitness room and run his brains out on the treadmill so he could quit thinking about women and emptiness and sources of radioactivity at least for as long as he could keep his pulse up around 190 BPM.

“Well?” Torben asked, turning his back on the Audi for a bit. “How did it go?”

“She was willing to cooperate up to a point. And it looks like she was acting completely on her own. Obviously we should run her through it a few more times once she is up to slightly longer sessions, but I didn’t get the impression that she was hiding anything.”

“No ties to extremists, no accomplices, no conspiracies?”

“Doesn’t look that way. And I think we should be letting young Mr. Horváth go home soon. Her story supports his. She was actually dealing only with Tamás Rézmüves, his half-brother. Sándor was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Well, we can certainly release him,” Torben said. “The question is whether the NBH will.”

“Gábor seemed like a pretty reasonable man. Couldn’t you put in a good word?”

Torben raised his eyebrows. “How did Sándor Horváth manage to win you over into his corner?”

“I just don’t think there’s any reason to ruin his life further.”

Torben studied him for a moment. Then he said, “Okay. I’ll talk to Gábor. That is if you’re sure Mrs. Skou-Larsen’s explanation is credible.”

“As I said, I’d really like to talk to her again. But I’m fairly certain it’ll bear up. She decided to procure some radioactive material over the Internet and install it in the hot water tank in the men’s lavatory in that mosque.”

“Did she say anything about why?”

“Yes.” Søren opened the neck of his anorak, to alleviate some of the sweating. “It wasn’t because she wanted to blow up anyone or anything. She was actually quite indignant when I suggested that. No, she just wanted to ensure that there wouldn’t be so many of ‘them.’ And the reproductive organs are among the first to be affected when someone is exposed to radiation.”

“Damn,” said Torben, his hand moving halfway down to his testicles in a protective gesture before he caught himself.

“Yup. She just wanted to quietly and calmly sterilize the entire population of Muslim men in the area.”

Torben shook his head. “People are crazy,” he said helplessly. “How on earth are we supposed to predict what all the nutcases of this world are going to come up with? Sometimes I wish my job were just solving crimes after they’ve been committed. Nice, clean, and simple. Weren’t you headed home?”

“Yes. I’m just going to go work out for a bit first.”

Torben gave him a quick, manly slap on the back. “You want to see if you can outrow me one of these days when the weather’s nice? Bring it on.”

Søren forced a smile. He definitely had a competitive streak, but sometimes he found it tiring that everything had to be an incessant pissing contest.

AFTER HIS SIXTH interval running on the treadmill’s 12 percent incline, he gave up. No matter how high he drove his pulse, he couldn’t stop thinking. Frustrated, he took off his sweaty clothes and stood under the faintly chlorine-scented jet of water in the shower room. He lathered up his armpits and crotch. Curled his fingers around his cock and scrotum, wondering at everything this one organ signified. It defined him as a man; it made him a lover; it could have made him a father if he had wanted that and hadn’t just backed away, forcing Susse to have her kids with another man.

It was completely unnecessary to sterilize him, he thought. He had managed that all on his own, with the choices he had made in his life.

In his mind’s eye, he once again saw Helle Skou-Larsen’s indignation when he had asked whether she were planning on blowing up the mosque. She did not believe in violence, she had said. She hadn’t been planning on killing anyone. What did she look like, a murderer?

Søren didn’t know what a murderer looked like anymore. And he supposed what she had wanted to commit wasn’t homicide, not in the standard sense. Just a quiet, invisible murder of the future.


 

[image: ]INA WAS WAITING for the night.

It was still light outside, even though it was almost 10 P.M., and she had been lying on the guest bed in the clinic for more than an hour. Since she got out of the taxi, actually, dragging her scant possessions with her. She had bought a sleeping bag. Underwear. Two pairs of jeans. Socks, shorts, and T-shirts. And a toothbrush, of course. It was important to bring a toothbrush to your new home. Magnus had said she could stay at the clinic until she found a place to live, and somehow Nina was thinking that wouldn’t happen right away. A new place to live meant something like an apartment. Maybe somewhere in Østerbro. Two bedrooms would suffice, surely. Then the kids could each have their own, and she could sleep in the living room when they were there. If they ever were. Anton would show up at regular intervals. Ida was less likely to. Nina had been granted permission to hug her one single time since their ordeal. Ida had wrapped both arms around Nina and cried into her neck, but she had also given her a look afterward that was completely different from her normal glare. For the first time in more than a year, it didn’t feel like Ida was mad at her, but more … sick of it all. Disappointed, maybe.

You promised her that as long as you were with her, nothing bad would happen to her, Nina thought. Now she knows that isn’t true. That her mother and father aren’t strong enough to protect her from everything in this world.

Apparently the war between them had been called off and replaced with something else. Nina just didn’t know what. But Ida hadn’t come to see her since.

Morten came to the hospital a few times with Anton and had dutifully asked about her broken rib and her radiation sickness and the long-term effects, and he had also smiled, probably for Anton’s sake, and talked a little about Anton’s school and how the parent-teacher meeting had gone. He had traded shifts so he didn’t need to go back to the North Sea until the summer vacation. He was thinking about looking for a new job, he had said. One where he wouldn’t be away from home for two weeks out of four. But for the time being, his sister was helping with the logistics, and they were lucky that his brother-in-law worked in Copenhagen, not far from Ida and Anton’s school.

They hadn’t discussed difficult issues like custody. Not yet. “That can wait until you’re well again,” he had said.

And now she was well. Or recovered, anyway.

Her body was symptom-free, but the doctors said she should still count on having more infections than normal. She should go to the doctor for regular checkups. And remember to take her pills.

The springs in the guest bed sagged noisily every time she rolled over. The sleeping bag she had just taken out of its plastic wrap was way too warm. North Field Arctic, rated for extreme, subzero temperatures. But the sun had been beating on the clinic’s south-facing windows all day, and the evening was muggy and still. She could hear young men yelling outside, drunk and aggressive.

Nina got up, pulled a shirt on over her underwear and stuck her feet into the loose shorts she’d bought at Kvickly. She left her sleeping bag where it was and walked down the long walkway to the children’s unit. In the security room, the night guard was sitting on the sofa sipping a cup of coffee and watching the ten o’clock news, with its endless scenes of violence and prophecies of doom. They were talking about terrorist threats and the melting polar icecaps and the global financial crisis. Nina snuck past without saying hello.

She found Rina in her room, all the way down at the end of the hall, wrapped up too warmly in the corner of her bed with her eyes closed, her breathing hot and fast. Sometimes she mumbled something or other and lashed out at something in the air. She was on medication now, Nina knew. She was sleeping better now. Nina opened the window facing the lawn and stood there for a moment looking out into the twilight before she lay down next to Rina.

Nighttime was the worst time at the Coal-House Camp, because at night they were all alone in the dark.
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