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2015, Hungary. The prime minister’s birthday party turnes into a nightmare, when in the 
middle of his speech, he suddenly falls head first into a bowl of minestrone soup and dies. 
Noone would have seen this coming, as he was fit and healthy, willing to stay in office as 
long as possible. The country is in panic, with the media frantically guessing, and the police 
on the wrong track. Officer Tibor Ferenczy finds himself on the special investigative team 
that needs to track down the criminals – if there was any – and fast as well. He is a well-
versed crime fighter, intelligent but a handful himself, who is notorious for not playing by 
the rules, and who doesn’t take orders from anyone. Top officers and politicians lead the 
investigation, but there seems to be a traitor among their ranks… Out of the blue the Born-
Again Magyars terrorist group appears, and in a video message they claim to have done 
the crime, but Ferenczy thinks otherwise, and with the help of his musician love, Gabriella, 
his demented ex-cop father and an unlikely group of helpers, he is ready to take on the 
real mastermind behind this, even if it means he may loose everything… 
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ONE

It was barely past nine, but Ferenczy could tell already that he was about to face a hell of 
a hot day, though not nearly as hot as on that late afternoon a couple of days ago when the 
prime minister had died. It was the middle of June but Ferenczy didn’t take off his leather 
jacket, preferring to move as little as possible instead. Right now he was leaning against 
the drinking fountain of a restaurant’s garden in Buda. The shade afforded by the trees 
was deceptive, though; while it afforded some protection from the sun’s rays, it prevented 
the previous night’s heat from escaping. It was just a couple of minutes past nine on that 
Tuesday, and Ferenczy realized that he wasn’t concentrating on his assignment, just on 
the heat and the lack of traffic noise. He turned around and looked out on the small street 
through the intertwined branches of the shrubbery, where only now and them would 
a car pass. Of course, this is why they had picked this spot to celebrate the prime min-
ister’s birthday. Flavio’s Restaurant was located just two blocks from the main road that 
channeled the traffic coming down from the Buda hills, but considering the quiet, it could 
have been anywhere in the countryside, or even Tuscany, for that matter. But even that 
wouldn’t have saved the prime minister’s life.

“Another coffee?” the young waitress asked, coming up to Ferenczy. She wore her hair in 
artistic disarray, and her eyes had a lively glint to them.

“No thank you.”

“Anything else?” she asked. “Mineral water? A Coke?”

“No thank you.”

“Something with a punch to it?” she insisted.

“A punch?”

“We have great grappa. It came from Florence just last week. Radda, to be exact.”

Ferenczy was about to nod, but then shook his head. Regardless of how long or grueling 
his day was, he never drank in the middle of it, only at the end.

“Were you here that day?” he asked the girl, who shoved the tray under her arm and 
stepped closer, because the sun filtering through the trees blinded her.

“Yes,” came her timid reply.

“Will you bring me a glass of mineral water after all?” Ferenczy said.

“Coming right up,” the girl said somewhat taken aback, because she had evidently expected 
Ferenczy to ask her to tell him everything. It would’ve been the hundredth time. As the 
sun fell on her full lips Ferenczy could see the fine hairs above them.

Ferenczy reached for the worn leather folder he had with him, and picked it up off the 
ledge of the drinking fountain. The girl’s retreating steps sounded muffled as she walked 
along the gravel path. There was no one in the restaurant. Though they’d finished investi-
gating the scene two days previously, the owners were reluctant to reopen, and Ferenczy 
guessed that it wasn’t due over doubts about next week’s menu, but worry that a restau-
rant where Hungary’s prime minister ate the last minestrone soup of his life before he fell 
face down into it was not a place to draw hungry guests by droves. Various online forums 
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and portals couldn’t resist the temptation and joked about the fact that the last seconds of 
the head of state were spent in a plate of minestrone soup. Some people considered such 
jesting tasteless, while others said that divine justice had been served at last, it’s just the 
kind of death he deserved. He had it coming. For his part, Ferenczy just sighed, because he 
knew all about finding someone face down in his plate. When he walked into the dining 
room of the rehabilitation center in Budakeszi, he’d repeatedly had to raise his father’s 
head out of that night’s stew. At first he was annoyed, but eventually he concluded that he’d 
be wiser not to take the whole thing too seriously, especially given that his father didn’t 
seem to mind himself. Also, he had the presence of mind to turn his head sideways before 
it landed in the stew of the day, and just after the spoon went flying in a wide arch from 
his hand. The perspective from the level of the stew must be different – provided you live 
to see it. If you don’t, well, that’s another matter.

Regardless of who ends up like this, and regardless of the cause, it’s not a particularly 
dignified way to go. It’s bad enough when a heart attack strikes so swiftly, but that your 
head should go careening into a plate of vegetable soup in the presence of your wife, your 
children, and a hundred and fifty close friends in attendance, well, that’s just not right. 

He opened the folder. He didn’t mind that he wasn’t on the scene when they secured it 
and questioned those concerned. According to his colleagues, it was pure bedlam. All hell 
broke loose, and the members of the special unit responsible for the prime minister’s 
safety had to shield his wife and daughters with their bodies. Some people shouted as-
sassination, others scooted for cover, shouting that they were under attack by ISIL, and 
then there were those who were so engrossed in tasting their melon topped with Parma 
ham that they were oblivious to everything around them. Taking advantage of the chaos, 
a quick-witted guest stuffed her handbag full of silverware; her husband, the police said, 
had secreted nearly half a kilo of the expensive ham in his pocket.

On that night’s TV broadcasts, the opposition and the ruling party saw eye to eye for once, 
asserting that it was inexcusable that no one had been prepared for what had happened. 
Ferenczy waved these comment off; no cabinet’s efficiency can be measured by its pre-
paredness for the eventuality that the heart of the Hungarian prime minister might stop 
beating, especially over a plate of Italian minestrone soup.

The question, Ferenczy reflected, was not whether those concerned were prepared or not, 
or who may have neglected their duty. The question was what made the prime minister’s 
heart stop beating. The ruling Hungarian People’s Party lost no time in issuing a commu-
niqué that the head of state died of natural causes. 

But how? Ferenczy asked himself when he finished scanning the short press release in 
the folder. And what makes them so sure that he died of natural causes? Did they get it 
from the floor leader’s urine? Or did the Speaker of the House hear it from his wife’s for-
tuneteller? He suspected some political shenanigans behind the communiqué. Ignoring 
protocol and procedural rules, they’d whisked the prime minister’s body away from the 
scene without further ado, and a reliable professor they knew did a quick autopsy with 
the exclusion of the police.

“Your mineral water,” the waitress said.

“The mineral water,” Ferenczy nodded, placing the folder back on top of the drinking 
fountain. He then took his electronic cigarette from his pocket and when the waitress cast 
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a glance at the funny little gadget, he raised a shoulder, like he’d seen done in some Italian 
flick. “It wasn’t my idea,” he told her.

“I thought so,” the girl smiled. She had an easy smile, friendly and sincere, and flirty, too, 
though she could have been his daughter, he reminded himself. Still, he took the girl’s 
playfulness as a compliment.

“I can’t even ask you to light up,” he said to her.

“That’s all right,” the girl said, crossing her arms in front of her chest, which accentuated 
her attractive breasts under the T-shirt she wore.

Ferenczy inhaled the smoke, then exhaled it.

“Would you like a drag?” he asked as he handed the cigarette to the girl, surprised at his 
own action.

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather not,” the girl smiled, then added, “I think twice before I put 
anything in my mouth.” Then leaning her head slightly to the side, she turned on her heels 
and was gone. As for Ferenczy, he just stood there and tried to look as if he understood 
what had just transpired between him and the girl.

He took a drag of the vaporizer and thought that to be perfectly honest, it wasn’t unpleasant 
in the least. He took a sip of the cold mineral water, placed the glass on the folder, with a 
hand used for leverage pushed himself away from the drinking fountain and strolled over 
to the back of the garden that afforded him a full view of the scene. The prime minister’s 
birthday lunch had been organized in a beautiful spot, he had to hand them that. The hun-
dred and fifty guests were seated at thirty-one tables, four to six guests at each, so despite 
their numbers, the place didn’t seem crowded at all. The prime minister and his family 
were seated at a long table standing on a low platform. More typical of weddings, Ferenczy 
thought with a nod of the head. The wedding guests are seated on the floor below, while 
the pair of nice and crispy newlyweds hold court over them with their families in tow. 
Which is just as it should be at a wedding. But at a birthday celebration? Once again, Fer-
enczy shook his head. There must have been a perfectly good reason for this arrangement, 
but if there was, Ferenczy didn’t care. If that was their spiel, it was okay with him. Since 
the prime minister had to appear in parliament that afternoon, lunch was served earlier 
than originally planned, and not long before twelve noon, the prime minister… Ferenczy 
looked up at the platform, then closed his eyes the better to recall the details of the testimo-
ny of a witness. “The prime minister raised the spoon to his lips, looked at the assembled 
company through his glasses, flashed a satisfied smile, then swallowed his soup. Then he 
stiffened as if he’d been struck by lightning. I could even see an artery bulging on his neck. 
When the spoon fell out of his hand, we all knew that something was terribly wrong, but 
most of us watched in deadly silence as if we were at a concert or the theater. In short, 
we watched the spoon knock against the plate and fall to the floor and then the prime 
minister’s face turned a funny color and his tongue stick out of his mouth, then he grew 
limp and fell headlong into his soup.”

So then, that’s how it happened. According to the coroner’s report, the prime minister suf-
fered a heart attack, a simple statement laboriously presented over three pages. Wouldn’t 
you know! Everyone accepted the official verdict, the governing Hungarian People’s Party 
and its coalition partner, the Democratic Christians, hand in hand with the opposition – 
the Hungarian Socialist Party and the Hungarian Life Party. The prime minister was dead. 
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There was no two ways about it. It was as obvious as the cause of his death – plunging 
headlong into a plate of vegetable soup. He may have been a prominent statesman or 
a mass murderer, he may have accomplished something, but posterity will remember him 
only as The Prime Minister Who Died Face Down in a Plate of Vegetable Soup. It would 
be difficult to find a legacy more bitter and painful than this, not to mention the poor chef, 
Ferenczy reflected, who’d been in a catatonic state ever since and could not be questioned.

The “why,” on the other hand, was a much more intriguing question. Ferenczy couldn’t 
deny it if he tried – he’d have been interested in the “why” even if he weren’t a member 
of the investigative unit that was looking for an answer to this particular question. And 
if at all possible, a better answer than the ones that were sweeping over the media like a 
tidal wave. His heart did him it. Too much fat. Too little brotherly love. The MOSSAD. The 
Mafia. The Ukrainian insurgents. A piece of celery stuck in his throat. Or maybe the Lord 
grabbed him by the nape of the neck and pushed his head into that soup, because he didn’t 
conduct himself like a good Christian. Ferenczy paid no attention to these speculations. 
He was interested in the facts, because although you can argue with the facts, but where 
would it get you? As a policeman he’d learned to accept facts even if the message they 
conveyed was not to his liking. 

He grabbed a chair standing by the wall, placed it in the middle of the garden, and sat 
down.

The restaurant was deserted. The sun was rising higher and higher in the sky, and it oc-
curred to Ferenczy  that he’d have to divest himself of his jacket soon. This place is done 
for, he thought, casting a glance around him. God only knows how many millions or even 
tens of millions they’d spent bringing the ambiance of Tuscany to the Buda hills, but even 
if they were to invest ten times as much, for all time to come, Flavio’s Restaurant would 
remain the place where the prime minister drowned in a plate of minestrone. At least, until 
they close the place for a couple of months, then open it in the early fall under another 
name, by which time only a couple of streets bearing his name would preserve his mem-
ory, some statues disfigured by acid and paint, a couple of empty and deserted handball 
courts, plus a couple of dozen books bemoaning the loss of the incomparable statesman, a 
veritable genius in his own right, or else launching a discourse on the irreparable damage, 
the festering wounds he’d inflicted on the body of the Hungarian nation and its turbulent 
history. 

Still, given that Ferenczy was all in favor of facts, he could never resists a bit of speculation. 
After all, an investigation always begins with it. It begins with you speculating, either on 
your own or with colleagues, or with friends. Unless the murderer is found standing over 
his victim with dripping knife in hand, an investigation invariably involves speculation – 
which, on the other hand, is based on the solid basis of fact. The more facts available, the 
more secure the base.

Facts, Ferenczy reflected as he leaned back in his chair. Out on the road a car with a diesel 
engine kicked into life with a loud belch, and some of the exhaust came drifting into the 
garden. Ferenczy scratched his chin, then shook his head. He should have shaved for the 
briefing later than morning. Breaks screeching, a bus maneuvered down the narrow street. 
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Someone turned on the radio, then the sound of dishes clanking against each other added 
to the sudden cacophony. 

Facts.

The prime minister had died just two days after his fiftieth birthday. He had never engaged 
in sports, except for doing a short spring at televized marathons in support of some cause 
(and to gain new adherents and enlarge his popular appeal). 

Anyone could see that he had at least fifteen if not twenty kilos of extra fat on him. The 
coroner’s report, which was not made public, mentioned that he wore a body belt, which 
didn’t hide anything and didn’t cure anything, on the other hand, it allowed him to bend 
down to tie his shoes without his head turning beet red and his blood pressure shooting 
through the roof. Due to his line of work and the way he lived he was also under a great 
deal of stress, not that you can separate the two. He also had three daughters, of whom 
even one would have been a handful, and a wife who liked to pose for the cameras even 
more than he, and of whom it was said that she had political ambitions of her own. She was 
hoping to be elected to parliament to represent a party that supported women, but what 
her final aim was nobody knew or even suspected. As far as Ferenczy was concerned, that 
was enough to give anybody a heart attack, which threatened one out of two Hungarian 
males and killed one out of four.

It was an open and shut case. There was no need for an investigation. Everybody kindly 
step aside and go on home. There’s nothing for you here to gawk at!

Except there is, Ferenczy reflected.

The prime minister of Hungary had died, and for the time being, Ferenczy was as much 
in the dark about the cause of his death as the next man. This is why he’d come to the 
scene of the tragedy, and for want of a better idea, he began where one always begins. 
After inspecting the scene, he wanted to speak with the employees even if they’d all been 
questioned previously, their testimony filling two thick folders. He was just about to head 
for the kitchen when his jacket began to vibrate. He sunk his hand inside his right pocket, 
but it wasn’t his private cell phone, so he quickly reached inside his left pocket and pulled 
out his other phone before it could start ringing. He couldn’t abide the sound.

It was Stefanovics calling. He took a quick look at the upper right corner of the screen. 
It was twenty-one minutes past ten. He pressed the green button, then held the phone as 
far away from his ear as he could.

“Fucking hell, Ferenczy! May the ass of every whore in heaven burn on sizzling coal along 
with yours if you’re not here within ten minutes!”

“Right, boss,” he said, then signed off. He pocketed his electric cigarette, passed through the 
garden gate, and breaking into a run just managed to reach the bus that was contentedly 
filling the air with fumes when the driver changed gears, and of which he knew that not 
only would it not reach National Police Headquarters in Teve utca on time, it wouldn’t even 
reach the Southern Railway Station half way down the road.  


