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It is just a moment since the bus left the sunny country road for the dusty gravel track. The track is wending its way through the woods, but driving through the shade cast by the trees already feels cool.

Bright spots dapple the woodland floor as the sun streams down between the green leaves, insects swarm in the particle-laden light, and up in the treetops small birds flit about eagerly looking for mates or twigs for their nests. It is only May and not much past ten o’clock in the morning, but twenty-five-year-old biology teacher Bjarke Venø can tell that today is going to be as warm as a summer’s day. He glances in satisfaction at his middle-aged colleague, Ann-Louise, who is behind the wheel of the bus, as she has so often been on past outings from the children’s home. With a practised hand, she steers over the uneven road while humming along with the pupils’ song.

The wheels on the bus go round and round, round and round, round and –

The song is interspersed with the kids’ laughter and Bjarke smiles at their happy faces, which he can see in the bus’s large rear-view mirror. Then he allows his gaze to wander out through the windows. Nature is really showing off its best side, and everywhere he looks the spring day is teeming with life – especially birds. Once the calendar hits May, breeding season begins in earnest: the birds pair off, build nests and lay eggs. Bjarke hopes that he can give the kids the same wonderful experience he had when he was a child and went exploring in the marshlands of West Jutland. An expectant feeling in the pit of his stomach tells him that this trip is important, especially given how much the kids sitting in rows behind him have to put up with — it was for the same reason almost three months earlier that he put in for the temporary role at Aggersminde Children’s Home. Freshly graduated from his teacher-training course, he hadn’t realized that the home also had its own internal school with a permanent teaching staff as well as proper classrooms attached to the old building, but as soon as he saw the job advert he applied. Excited and nervous, he arrived in Jyllinge a couple of weeks later for a chat with the principal. He was given a tour and when he was told the job was his, he could hardly wait to get started on all the ideas bubbling away inside his head.

Pleased that they have managed to get away on their excursion as planned, Bjarke discreetly goes over the jottings in his small notebook in preparation for later, when he intends to tell the kids about all the different species of birds. Not that he ever really thought the outing would be cancelled. He had the feeling something or other was afoot, but it took him by surprise when he was summoned to the principal’s office that morning. The principal informed him that the proposed excursion had precipitated a number of enquiries from concerned relatives who had questioned just how ‘safe’ it would be. As a responsible residential children’s home, these concerns were something Aggersminde had to take seriously. At first Bjarke didn’t quite understand what the principal meant, but then the penny dropped. For the best part of a week, there had been wall-to-wall coverage in the media about a nine-year-old boy, Daniel Stryger Hansen, who had vanished without trace from a natural play area on the outskirts of a small village in south-west Zealand. The police, the army and a host of volunteers had searched the local area with a fine-tooth comb, while a photograph of the boy’s freckled face was shown over and over again in news bulletins and on the pages of the nation’s newspapers. The photograph had been accompanied by a description: short, reddish hair, freckles, slender build, around 120 centimetres tall, wearing blue Adidas shorts, a blue T-shirt, a red body warmer and white trainers. There had also been a photograph of a blue and white Salomon-branded school bag. The distraught parents had appealed to the public for help, but so far this had been in vain. The police had gravely shared their suspicion that a crime had been committed, and the media had speculated about connections to other unsolved cases, although the detectives had refused to be drawn any further on the matter. Like everyone else, Bjarke had been affected by the news reports and had felt for the little boy and his loved ones, but it hadn’t occurred to him that the incident would cause the families of kids in the fourth grade to be concerned. After all, the circumstances around Daniel Stryger Hansen’s uncertain fate had arisen more than a hundred kilometres away.

Fortunately, the principal’s assessment was that this did not pose an obstacle to Bjarke taking the pupils on their trip. There was, however, one significant change — the outing was now to be to the nearby Gundsømagle lake rather than the bird sanctuary that Bjarke had originally selected. Gundsømagle lake was closer to the home, and everyone would feel reassured since the children had been taken to the area on several previous occasions for activities such as building bonfires and playing hide and seek. Bjarke had stood there in the principal’s office feeling both nervous and irritated, since he had devoted a lot of time to preparing thoroughly for the visit to the bird sanctuary. However, when he subsequently looked into the ornithology of the area around the lake, he realized that he would still be able to give his pupils the experience he’d envisaged. In the months since he took up his temporary post, he’s been trying to get the kids interested in the birdlife found in Denmark’s lakes and marshes by dangling the outing as a carrot, and he’s proud that he’s succeeded, because the occasion seems to have put them in a particularly good mood.

The wipers on the bus go, ‘Swish, swish, swish . . .’

‘Are we nearly there?’ Bjarke tries to cut through the din of the kids and the bus radio, which is blaring out new reports about ethnic cleansing in Yugoslavia. He’s about to repeat his question to Ann-Louise, but at that moment the bus emerges from the woods and the landscape unfolds before them. The sight of the huge area covered in reeds stretching out in every direction from the woods to the lake gives him butterflies.

Half an hour later, the sun is high in the sky and the humidity is making sweat drip off Bjarke’s nose as he makes his way through the reeds with the kids following him. They’re wading determinedly along the shore through shallow bog water surrounded on all sides by reeds two metres tall, and while Bjarke is at pains to be as engaging as he can about the reed warbler, he can’t help noticing that the children’s interest is waning. Kitted out in wellies and clutching buckets and nets, they’ve collected feathers and eggshells from terns, tits and gulls. Along the way, they’ve also found dead frogs, magic stones and freshwater mussels that Bjarke has just demonstrated you can prise open using the penknife he has with him. But their patience is wearing thin and it’s a long time until Bjarke’s schedule allows for a break. Finally he catches sight of what he is looking for and he points energetically. ‘Look! Come and see the nest of a reed warbler.’

The children, especially the girls, press round Bjarke who has crouched down. A few metres away in the reeds one can indeed make out the nest, which has almost been fully constructed. It’s a rather ordinary nest, but it presents Bjarke with the perfect opportunity to deliver his pre-prepared mini-lecture.

‘The nest is a sign that the male and the female have selected one another and mated. Superstition has it that this happens on Valentine’s Day. Once they finish building the nest, the female lays her eggs and, when they hatch, the parents have their hands full tending to their young until they grow up and learn how to fly.’

The girls watch as the two reed warblers flutter busily about their nest, and some of the kids ooh and aah. Bjarke permits himself a smile and almost manages to ignore the boys whinging in the background.

‘I’m hungry.’

‘When are we going to play hide and seek?’

‘Hey, what’s that?’

Bjarke turns around, relieved that something has interrupted the chorus of grumbles. Gazing at something in the reeds nearby, a boy — his name is Emil, Bjarke remembers — has disgust written all over his face. The kids dash to his side and Bjarke carefully replaces the penknife in his rucksack and sets the bag down before he goes to take a look.

When he gets there, he can see Emil’s trembling finger pointing at a row of dense reeds in which another bird’s nest is suspended. It’s small and tangled and almost entirely hidden from the unobservant eye. The big red chick in the nest is blind and bare-skinned and looks rather like a foetus. But it is moving. The protruding eyes are rolling up and down behind the eyelids, and with its bony back against the inside of the nest it shifts about, slowly moving an egg to the edge of the nest. Clutching the mesh of twigs with its pointy talons, it moves tentatively towards the edge and its slender pink legs quiver with the effort of pushing the egg.

‘What is it?’ ask the curious crowd of children.

Bjarke is taken aback — this was not a sight he expected to see here.

‘This is also a reed warbler’s nest, but it’s been visited by a cuckoo, which isn’t a good thing, as you can see,’ he explains in a low voice while making sure that the children keep their distance.

‘Why’s it pushing the egg out?’

‘It’s in its nature,’ says Bjarke. ‘Cuckoos aren’t like other birds. They don’t form couples — instead they mate with different partners and then the female lays her eggs in other birds’ nests so that she doesn’t have to take care of them herself. When the cuckoo chick hatches, it sets about pushing the other eggs and young out of the nest so that it can keep it for itself.’

The cuckoo chick has reached the brim of the nest and with an almighty heave it manages to roll its unhatched rival over the side. The small light egg almost floats through the air before landing among the reeds in the stagnant water below the nest, where there is already the lifeless body of another reed warbler floating.

‘Does it push everyone else out so that they die?’ asks an incredulous voice from among the crowd while a couple of the girls exchange grimaces.

‘It’s what is natural to them. Then it grows big and beautiful and spends all summer saying “cuckoo”, and we like that.’

‘Emil’s a cuckoo chick,’ teases one of the girls, pointing at the boy who found the nest.

‘Nuh-uh, you’re a cuckoo chick!’ Emil hurries to point back at the girl, whose name is Mia, but several of the kids have already begun to laugh at him. Before Bjarke can say a word, Ann-Louise appears from among the reeds.

‘Right, everyone! Take off your rucksacks and leave them here while you play hide and seek. We’ll eat after that. Emil, you’re it first.’

‘I don’t want to be it!’

‘You’re it. Now put your rucksacks there!’ Ann-Louise’s directions are well rehearsed and leave no one in any doubt. ‘Leave your nets in a pile over here and get going.’

The kids do as Ann-Louise says and everyone bungs their rucksacks on the grassy tuft close to the shore where Bjarke’s bag is. Once again, Bjarke finds that he has much to learn from her firm manner. Emil has a moment of indecision before resolutely turning his back on them and beginning to count in a loud voice.

‘Count up to one and count up to two. Hen won’t put socks on and doesn’t wear shoes. Count up to three, and four if you please. Eggs will be scrambled if hen gets a squeeze.’

The children squeal in excitement and the last nets and buckets are abandoned as they hurry into the reeds. Ann-Louise picks up a stack of buckets and moves back towards the walkway.

‘Should I stay and keep an eye on them?’ Bjarke asks.

‘No, they’ll be fine. They know how far they’re allowed to go.’

Bjarke nods in relief. He needs a break. Later on, he’ll be asked whether he could hear the sound of an engine near the shore at that point, but he won’t remember. All Bjarke will recall is Emil’s voice continuing his counting rhyme while he mops sweat from his brow and follows his colleague with a pile of nets tucked under his arm.

‘Count up to five and count up to six. If you’re a troll, you’ll have kids with a witch.’

Once Emil has finished counting, he turns and looks around. Everyone is out of sight, but he wades quickly through the reeds along the shore, heading left towards a spot where he heard giggles and whispering voices not long before. A few steps later, he finds the first three girls. ‘Found you!’ he shouts, but he quickly moves on, struggling through the tall reeds, this time heading towards the lake.

‘Say “coo-coo”!’

From among the reeds, his classmates call out ‘coo-coo!’ and he changes direction, following the sound. He catches sight of several more of them at once. ‘Found you! Found you!’ he calls out, and then another: ‘Found you!’ Some of the children are annoyed and make for the shore, crestfallen, but Emil doesn’t take the time to gloat. He’s still feeling embarrassed because he was called a cuckoo chick earlier. He still doesn’t understand why Mia said it, but he knows perfectly well that a cuckoo chick is a stupid git that only thinks about itself — being compared to one makes his tummy ache. The more Emil thinks about it, the more important it becomes for him to find everyone else and win the game.

‘Say “coo-coo”!’ he calls out again, as loudly as he can, before scurrying off in the direction of the replies. He flails his arms, pushing the rigid stems aside, and soon finds more of his classmates, who slouch back to base. ‘Say “coo-coo”!’ he orders, thinking how nice it can feel to be a good leader. He pauses briefly to try to work out who he still has to find. He’s definitely missing Anders, Ole and Mia, but there’s no one calling ‘coo-coo’ back to him. It’s quiet, and all he can hear is the sound of his own wellies in the bog water and the crackle of reeds against his clothing. He moves forward a little more slowly, still dead set on winning the game, and only when he has made it a fair way across the terrain — almost to the lake itself, where they’re not allowed to go — does he stop. There’s a breeze here; the reeds are swaying around him, but he still can’t spot any of his classmates, and as he stands there alone Emil has the feeling he’s making a fool of himself.

‘It’s not funny if you don’t reply,’ he says loudly. ‘Say “coo-coo”!’

The call in response is different to the others — more lifelike. Almost as if it’s a real bird. It’s also surprisingly close by. So close, in fact, that Emil is startled. He turns around and stares searchingly into the clump of reeds he just passed.

‘Anders? Is that you?’ he says hesitantly, but in the silence that follows all he can hear is the wind rustling through the stalks.

‘Hey, Anders! Say something!’ Emil holds his breath and listens intently. ‘I know someone’s there,’ he says loudly again, barging through the nearest reeds to see which of his classmates is hiding there but finding no one. Just more reeds gently waving in the wind.

Then the call comes again, this time even closer. Emil gives a start. This time it’s coming from the reeds in front of him. Emil takes a cautious step forward and slowly reaches out to pull them to one side, but then his hand freezes in mid-air. It occurs to him that the call might not be coming from one of his classmates, that some unknown person or thing might be part of the game. A monster, perhaps. Emil tries to push this thought aside. He’s a big boy now — almost eleven — and he knows it’s childish to think like that. He’s about to take another step forward when he suddenly hears the clear sound of heavy breathing very close by. Emil hesitantly looks up. In the shimmering sunlight he can make out a tall figure beyond the reeds in front of him. It’s standing still, as if waiting, and breathing heavily, almost like the horses in the paddock on the farm back home. Emil is rooted to the spot. He can hear his own heart pounding. It’s as if everything now depends on whether he can stay hidden without having to breathe. Then he turns on his heel and runs as fast as he can in the opposite direction.

Emil thrusts the reeds aside and feels them flick back against his face, and although he no longer knows where the shore is he fights to keep moving forward. His wellies feel like lead weights as he tugs them out of the oozing bog again and again, pathetically staggering on while the water gushes in to fill his footprints. He struggles blindly on, knowing that if he dares to look back even once the terror will be the end of him.

 All of a sudden his foot catches in the mud. Emil plunges forward, unable to put out his hands and break his fall. He lands face first in the shallow water. For a moment he can’t draw breath, and after lifting his head, panic-stricken, he lies terrified among the reeds listening for footsteps or breathing. There’s water dripping from his chin, but otherwise all is quiet. Then he looks around cautiously. It slowly dawns on him why he fell and he begins to scream.

The rain has begun to pour by the time the unmarked police cars appear at the treeline. Dark clouds fill the sky above the lake, and when the three vehicles reach the car park and pull up alongside the other police cars, Bjarke can hear thunder in the distance.

The outing has turned into a nightmare. A helicopter is circling overhead, while police dog teams are sweeping the lakeshore in both directions. Around him in the reeds he catches glimpses of dozens of uniformed officers moving about with their gazes fixed rigidly on the bog water. Forensic specialists in white are visible in the car park and on the walkway. They’re grimly lugging bags about and exchanging inaudible words in the rain, while other colleagues have taken up positions around a white tent some distance away in the reeds, where the remains were found.

Bjarke plunged into the bog water the moment he heard the scream. Among the reeds, he found Emil lying in the water, hysterically thrashing about as he sought to free himself from the wet fabric that had entangled his foot. Mia and a few of the others who had got there before Bjarke were standing beside him in shocked silence. It was only then that Bjarke realized what was wrapped around Emil’s foot: a sodden red body warmer. He began to comprehend what the children were staring at. Floating in the murky water were a white trainer, a pair of blue shorts and a school bag, and beside those the lifeless face of a boy was poking out of the mire. The freckles were grey, the dishevelled red hair was soaked through, and the eyes were staring vacantly towards the sky. Then, to his horror, Bjarke saw a child’s bare arm sticking out of the water, after which he frantically tried to drag the children away.

Bjarke feels like he’s about to throw up again. He’s standing in the rain beside the bus, in the corner of the car park where they parked up just hours ago and in another life. The sense of unreality is on the brink of overwhelming him, but he has to pull himself together and think of the kids; he can make out their dim scared faces through the windows of the bus, inside which there are still police officers questioning the last few children. The police have taken turns to ask Emil and the others the same things. ‘What did the man in the reeds look like? Was there anything distinctive about him? What direction did he go in?’ As far as Bjarke is concerned, the kids have already told them everything they know. All he can think about is getting them away from the lake, which will always be the place where the corpse of Daniel Stryger Hansen was found.

When Bjarke is finally told that the questioning is over for the time being and the last officer disembarks, he quickly climbs aboard. Emil is sitting in the front row shivering under a blanket while Ann-Louise, tears in her eyes, is tugging at his seat belt.

‘My bag, where’s my bag?!’

Several more of the kids begin to frantically check under their seats, and Bjarke remembers the rucksacks that he left on the grassy tuft among the reeds. Ann-Louise is still busy checking the seat belts of a couple of other kids, so he hurries back off the bus and runs through the rain towards the walkway. He suddenly remembers that the police carefully impressed upon them the importance of not going into the reeds until the whole area has been thoroughly searched, but right now they’re working alongside the white tent so there’s no one nearby for him to ask. Bjarke looks around before jumping down into the shallow water. It doesn’t take him long to find the sopping-wet rucksacks right where he left them. He quickly gathers them up, but when he reaches for his own he discovers that the zip is open. Nonplussed, he peers into the main compartment and to his surprise sees his penknife in there, unfolded. Bjarke slowly pulls out the knife. He’s quite certain he folded the knife up before putting it back in his bag. Carefully, with a feeling of unease in the pit of his stomach, he grasps the blade of the knife with his thumb and forefinger in order to fold it back together, only to discover that it’s covered in blood. Confused, he looks around and catches sight of the nest.

It’s the nest among the reeds that he and the kids were looking at just hours ago, but now it’s been roughly torn to pieces. There’s something unidentifiable floating in the water below the remains of the nest, and Bjarke has to crouch to take a closer look at it. It becomes apparent to him that these are pieces of flesh. The cuckoo chick has been cut to shreds. The slender pink legs, the wings and the tiny torso are bobbing in the bog water, side by side with the egg and the dead reed warbler chick. The cuckoo’s head with its protruding eyes has been impaled on a broken reed.

Soon after, Bjarke gets back on to the bus. He deposits the soggy rucksacks on the floor and slumps into his seat. Ann-Louise closes the door from the driver’s seat and tears along the track through the woods as if the devil himself were on their tail. She says something or other, something considerate and soothing, but Bjarke doesn’t catch the words. He’s staring up at the rear-view mirror in a daze. All the children are in their seats, some crying, some staring dumbfoundedly out of the windows, others holding hands.

There’s something about the discovery of the cuckoo chick that he ought to say aloud. In his thoughts, he’s frantically searching for an explanation, and hundreds of snapshots from the day are flickering through his mind’s eye. Over and over, he returns to the fact that it can only have been one of the kids who saw where he put his knife, but it’s utterly incomprehensible to him that a child would have taken the knife and used it to do what he has just seen.

Bjarke tries to collect himself. There must be another, less ominous explanation that will become crystal clear once he’s put some distance between himself and this nightmare. He buckles his seat belt. His breathing has finally begun to return to normal when he glances into the rear-view mirror again. This time he notices the impassive face just visible above the back row of seats. When the luminous, secretive eyes suddenly meet his in the mirror, it’s Bjarke who is compelled to look away first.
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Silje Thomsen can feel the crush of bodies behind her in the overcrowded metro car as the train draws into the station. The doors slide open and — her heart pounding and her hand clenched around her mobile phone — she hurries to get off. The beeping of the doors intermingles with the chatter of passengers and the whistle of a train arriving on the other side of the platform, and she moves quickly through the rush-hour throng without looking back. If that nutter was on the same train as her, then she has no intention of wasting a single second. She squeezes past people on the escalator and when she emerges at street level she feels gently relieved as the winter darkness with its snow and sleet absorbs her. Car headlights sweep across the suburban boulevard and tyres splash their way through the greasy layer of slush as she jogs towards one of the bus stops on the right-hand side of the square. Her bus is already there, so Silje picks up the pace, but before she makes it the bus slowly pulls away from the kerb. Short of breath, she stops. Before her frustration has a chance to ebb away, the mobile in her hand vibrates and while she doesn’t doubt for a moment who it is, she glances down at the display in horror.

‘Count to six, right after five. Will little Silje get home alive?’

This message from an unknown sender causes Silje to stare wildly back at the people streaming out of the metro station. Then she turns around and steps decisively into the road. Cars brake and some skid in the snow and honk at her, but she makes it to the far side of the road and flees frantically down the nearest side street.

Only when Silje reaches the shortcut by the blocks of flats does she dare to slow down. She’s shivering with agitation and cold, and she realizes that the snowflakes swirling around her have left her soaked through. They keep catching in her hair each time she turns to look behind her. Her phone vibrates.

‘Count to seven; eight, nine are next. Silje’s a slag and oversexed.’

She rushes along the footpath as she’s often done with her daughter’s warm hand in hers, but when she passes the final block and reaches the snow-blanketed residential street, she still doesn’t feel as if she’s reached safety. The houses behind their hedges and picket fences look cosy enough as golden light shines through their windows on to the snow outside, but she hurries along the pavement, panic-stricken, until she reaches the fence and the garden gate with the for-sale sign lashed to the post. She pushes the gate open and as she walks up the front path to her house she feels the phone vibrate again.

‘Counting tock, counting tick. When I track you down, it’s game over, bitch.’

Silje fumbles frantically with her keys. Behind her, she can feel the darkness of the garden closing in, but she finally manages to open the front door and tumbles into the hallway. She slams the door shut and takes care to bolt it as well. In here, the darkness feels reassuring, so she doesn’t switch on the lights. She hurries past her daughter’s empty bedroom to the kitchen without bothering to remove her coat or sodden shoes.

 Using her phone as a torch, she rifles through the clutter in the kitchen cupboard in a frenzy, and after dumping a jumble of items on the kitchen table she finds the pack of new SIM cards. She tears the cellophane open, prises out a new card and checks she has saved her contacts to the phone itself. Once she’s replaced the SIM card she feels an immediate sense of relief. She turns the mobile back on and as she moves quickly through the house she pulls up her daughter’s number.

‘Hi, sweetie. Everything’s fine. Here’s my new number from now on. See you soon. Hugs from Mum ☺’

Breathless and on her guard, she stands in the corner by the window in the large dark room and stares through the open blinds. The front garden and the bushes and trees that she once loved to tend are covered in fresh snow, while on the street she can see the snowflakes dancing down out of the sky and being whirled about by the wind in the glow of the street lights. It almost calms her down, but then she catches sight of a figure. She can see it through the cracks in the fence, moving along slowly, probing, and she holds her breath and gets ready to call the police. But when the figure has made a little more progress, she is able to see through the gap at the bottom of the fence that there is a small dog on a lead, snow clumped to its paws as it trudges on with an old woman in tow.

Silje laughs out loud in the dark. She’s relieved and a little ashamed, a grown woman hiding here like a little kid. She tells herself that she has to get a grip and that as of tomorrow she has to make good on her thoughts of finding a new safe place where they can start over, even if she can’t afford it. Then her mobile vibrates and she raises it to text her daughter back.

‘Gotcha.’

That small word on her display glows in the dark and paralyses her. The fear returns at once, but this time it’s mixed with confusion. It’s only been a few moments since she started using the new number and there’s no way anyone apart from her daughter can know about it. Then she thinks that in a panic she must have put the old SIM card back into her phone.

Returning to the kitchen, she turns the heap of things on the table upside down. She knows exactly where she put the pack of SIM cards and she sweeps the beam of the phone torch across the table and floor. The pack isn’t there. She starts to root through the drawer again and each time she pushes things aside in vain, the same thought creeps in. The phone number for the new SIM card was on the packaging, and if the packaging isn’t on the table any longer — where she left it — then there must be a reason. But the front door was locked when she arrived home, the windows were fastened and secure, and she keeps repeating this to herself over and over until the phone vibrates again and gives her a start.

This time there isn’t any writing — just an indistinct photo. Tears running down her cheeks, she tells herself that she doesn’t have to tap it to enlarge it, but she does it anyway.

At first she doesn’t understand what it’s of. Then she makes out a dark room with the silhouette of a woman visible. The woman is wearing a coat and standing by a window, peering through the blinds. There are snowflakes caught in the hazy glow of a street light visible between the slats of the blinds, which the woman is separating with one hand. Then Silje realizes that she is the woman in the picture. Horror-stricken, she turns towards the door to the room and all of a sudden something in the dark comes to life.
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Naia Thulin can’t help but smile. Bjørn’s voice is warm and with his brand-new fur cap, stubble and the snowy backdrop he looks like an Arctic wild man. In his zeal to tell her over FaceTime how blissful winter sports are, he comes close to careering into another pedestrian on the pavement he is pacing along in Copenhagen’s city centre. As for Thulin, she’s exiting the lift on the first floor of her place of work, NC3.

It feels unusual to Thulin to smile this early in the day, and there had been no indication that she would have cause to when, some forty-five minutes earlier, she had got into her car and set off for work through the snow. First off, the radio news bulletin at the top of the hour had revelled in the fact that today would be the day when the Ministry of Justice made a decision on the complaint made by Caroline Holst’s family about the investigation. It’s been more than two years since the murder of the nineteen-year-old girl in her final year of high school in Hvidovre, and the case remains unsolved. The impending ruling had given the newsreader cause to once again drag up a heap of unsavoury details about the crime. After the bulletin, the two hosts had opted to focus on the fact that it was 14 February aka Valentine’s Day. Thulin had been blissfully ignorant of this until they had opened their gobs. They’d wittered on about the hunt for The One and it had become altogether unbearable when listeners had been urged to call in and share their stories about their own encounters with great love. By the time Thulin had made it to the car park, she’d been on the brink of phoning in to suggest that this particular red-letter day be banned for all eternity, but then the sight of Bjørn on her mobile-phone display had made her forget her objections to romantic hogwash.

Bjørn recentres himself in shot and while Thulin doesn’t want to cut the conversation short she reminds herself that she needs to hurry to avoid being late for her meeting.

‘But is there anything in particular we need to bring with us?’

‘Just your good cheer. It’s going to be a blast.’

Thulin has reached the first pair of glass doors leading into her department and scans her access card. She only discovered a couple of days ago that the snow-sports trip to Isaberg in Sweden for her daughter Le’s year at school was scheduled for this coming weekend. She had stopped by Bjørn’s after work, as she so often did, and a taken-aback Bjørn, who had just received the list of participants, asked why she and Le hadn’t signed up. Thulin had messed up. Partly because she hadn’t signed up in time via the parents’ app, partly because it had been Thulin who had suggested to Bjørn that they go on the trip together, even though she knew that it was a trip for dads and their kids.

Bjørn immediately set about trying to find out whether Le and Thulin could join the trip, but until his call a few minutes ago she didn’t know whether the Swedish guesthouse had any more rooms available. Only now does it occur to Thulin that skiwear costs a fortune.

‘If you haven’t got anything, then let me see what I’ve got stashed away here from my girls.’

‘I’ll check right away. And you’re sure it’s OK for me to come along?’

‘Of course it’s OK. It’s a ridiculous rule that only dads can come along on dad trips.’

Bjørn flashes a roguish smile at the camera and Thulin chuckles. That was one of Le’s arguments for skipping it. In Le’s own words, she didn’t have a dad so she didn’t think the trip was relevant to her. Thulin disagreed with her in wholesale terms.

‘Thanks,’ she says, and she means it.

‘It’s for my own sake. We’ll dispatch the kids off into the snow and then slip away to find somewhere we can relax. See you on the coach?’

Thulin smiles and nods before reluctantly hanging up. She’s reached the next pair of glass doors and once she’s scanned her access card again she enters the department proper. Getting into the place is one of the few things she’s struggled to get used to since she joined the National Cyber Crime Centre as a detective just over a year ago. Colloquially known as NC3, the department is part of the National Special Crime Unit, which is based in an industrial park in Glostrup on the Copenhagen outskirts, and when moving around the place it’s wisest to have your access card with you at all times. Right now, the multitude of airlocks aren’t bothering her, and she devotes the rest of her walk to wondering when she’ll be done with her day’s work so that she can get home to pack.

If someone had told Thulin three or four months earlier that she would be happily involved with a divorced dad from Le’s school, she would have laughed said individual out of the room. For starters, a relationship like that would have sounded about as enticing to her as attending her housing cooperative’s annual general meeting. Besides, her heart was still broken back then in a way that she hadn’t experienced before.

October had dragged on with gloomy melancholia, and she’d tried to focus on making life as good as possible for Le. One night after Le had been put to bed, Thulin embarked upon a desperate attempt to get it together and move on by updating her Tinder profile and swiping her way through the meat market. It was even shittier than she remembered, but from among the never-ending parade of prospective boyfriends depicted with bulging torsos, sports cars and carbon road bikes, Bjørn’s face appeared. She had seen him at school from time to time with the other parents, and naturally she swiped left on his forty-four years of age and the semi-arrogant ‘I know I look good’ look that she thought she could discern in his slightly too attractive eyes. Just like she’d swiped left on everyone else.

About a week later, the man walked through the main entrance at Copenhagen Skatepark soaked through. She was there with the other parents killing time on her phone while waiting for Le’s training session to wrap up. Bjørn gave her a friendly nod. Since there were no other seats free except on her bench, she was forced to say yes when he asked whether he could sit down, and it didn’t take long for him to strike up conversation, asking her whose mum she was. While Thulin wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone, there was something about Bjørn that you just couldn’t say no to. He had an enviable ease about him, seeming straightforward and sincere, and the arrogance she thought she’d glimpsed on Tinder turned out to be the ability to be in equilibrium. He said he was Valdemar’s dad — the boy was also obsessed with rattling around on a plank with four wheels — and explained that he’d taken on the skateboarding gig while his ex-wife saw to the older girls’ riding lessons.

Thulin, meanwhile, talked about her own experiences with Le, who wasn’t really thriving in class but was excelling on her skateboard, painting graffiti and pursuing her completely unrealistic desire to go to boarding school after the summer holidays. Bjørn knew all about petulant teenagers since Valdemar had two big sisters, and his carefree manner boosted Thulin’s mood. When he got up to leave, he briefly turned around and said — with a cute twinkle in his eye — that for what it was worth he’d swiped right, but that he didn’t hold a grudge, and Thulin couldn’t help but smile.

She reminded herself that she wasn’t interested in anyone, and certainly not him, but afterwards she began to look forward to picking up Le from the skatepark. Their chats on the bench grew longer and longer until he eventually invited her round for dinner. At first Thulin said yes, before messaging a couple of hours later to say something had come up, before thinking better of it and telling him she could come after all. She’d made up her mind beforehand that she wouldn’t sleep with him, but she laughed and felt at ease as she sat at the table in his cosy kitchen, and then it happened anyway — probably mostly on her initiative.

For Bjørn, it was apparently simple. He told her that he’d long since fallen for her hook, line and sinker, and while Thulin didn’t feel the same way to start with, it was great that he was so open and uncomplicated.

They mostly met at his town house on one of the small lanes a stone’s throw from Carlsberg in Vesterbro, and it didn’t exactly take a real-estate hotshot to work out that Bjørn’s job as an executive at a major telecommunications company meant he was better off than most. Fortunately, this wasn’t something that either Bjørn or the house made a show of. Bjørn himself had a relaxed energy, and the house had a New York-style rough-around-the-edges charm. Well, that and a couple of de rigueur Arne Jacobsen armchairs that must have cost more than Thulin made in a year. Thulin was gradually seduced by the fact that Bjørn was an extroverted creative and untidy man who couldn’t contain ideas and suggestions for more than two minutes tops. Not to mention his highly addictive qualities as a good lover and incredible cook.

Nevertheless, Thulin insisted the relationship remain a secret to start with, especially because bitter experience meant she didn’t want Le involved in case the relationship didn’t last. But as she saw more and more of Bjørn that became weird — not to mention impractical. For his part, there were no reservations and after two months and yet another sweet declaration of love, he even went so far as to say he was ready to move in with her. Thulin was overwhelmed. It was obviously out of the question. Yet she couldn’t escape her feelings for him, and his words gave her the courage to remove the cloak of secrecy. When she dropped the bomb on Le, it turned out that her daughter had cottoned on to the relationship long ago and accepted it without interest. Valdemar was in the other class in her year and Le didn’t know him all that well. As far as Thulin could decipher it, as long as the relationship didn’t interfere with her life, Le was completely indifferent. It was, however, a dagger to Thulin’s heart when one day at school she saw that Le didn’t bother to greet Bjørn properly, despite how accommodating he’d been. This really bothered Thulin. So Le wasn’t completely unaffected by the situation, even if she was trying to play it cool. Bjørn reminded her that life as a twelve-year-old was hard enough as it was, and Thulin couldn’t blame Le for holding back. As such, she’d seen the skiing trip to Sweden as a welcome opportunity to bring her and Le together with Bjørn and Valdemar in a natural way. Le protested that she was supposed to be going to a skateboarding event, and just the night before she slammed her door shut at the prospect of going skiing instead. Le’s quasi-grandad Aksel, who had been round to help reseal the kitchen windows, naturally took her side and reminded Thulin what she had been like at that age.

‘Completely impossible. And no wonder the girl’s having a tough time after the mess between you and that muppet in the autumn.’

Thulin doesn’t want to be reminded of either the autumn or ‘the muppet’. Besides, Aksel — the retired policeman who has been in her life since she was Le’s age — ought to refrain from commenting on her love life. As Thulin turns down the corridor and texts Le to tell her that the ski trip is on, she realizes how much she’s hoping it will be a success and bring the four of them closer together. It’s an unfamiliar feeling, and strangely enough she’s looking forward to it despite the prospect of a coach trip, noisy kids and prattling dads.

‘We’re off on a house call. Someone’s been reported missing. We leave in five,’ Raheem says as she passes him. Raheem is her regular partner at NC3, but Thulin doesn’t break her stride.

‘I’ve got a meeting with Krause — won’t be long,’ she says as she heads for Krause’s office at the far end of the corridor. Krause heads up the task force focusing on investigations relating to cyberstalking, grooming and online sex offences. It’s an area that’s seen constant growth since she started there. They saw plenty of fallout from the pandemic through the rising number of police reports and cases. Then there was another wave of #MeToo, the war in Ukraine and the economic downturn, none of which did anything to diminish the number of sex offenders and keyboard warriors. On the contrary, the bombardment is on the increase with hacks and ransomware attacks now growing issues, and Thulin and her colleagues have plenty to be getting on with. On the other hand, she has her own office, fixed working hours and she’s spared nocturnal calls from her commanding officer. And it’s nice to be shot of emergency call-outs, bloody crime scenes and a constant guilty conscience vis-à-vis Le.

‘Ah, there you are. Come in,’ Krause says in response to her tap on the open door to his office.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Thulin says without meaning it.

‘That’s fine. Take a seat.’

‘Can this wait? Raheem says we’re off on a call-out and I’ve got a mountain of paperwork.’

Thulin’s preoccupation with Raheem’s house call isn’t altogether genuine if she’s honest. She’s more interested in getting to her office and getting on to Vinted to search for winter sports gear.

‘This won’t take long.’

She reluctantly sits down in front of the large desk while Krause is seated on the leather chair behind it.

‘How’s everything going?’ he asks, giving her a measured look with a hint of something that might at a stretch be interest.

Thulin can’t recall Krause ever having asked this kind of question before. He’s a little older than she is, a technically gifted and ambitious man who has acquainted himself with all manner of digital criminality but gets nothing out of the HR courses that the top brass persist in sending him on.

‘Fine, thanks.’

She briefly considers whether he is expecting her to ask the same question in return, but Krause settles for a satisfied nod.

‘You know that I’m glad to have you here in the department. I realize that your skills could be put to use in many other places, but I want you to know that I have high ambitions for NC3. Two hundred employees is hardly a bulwark against cybercriminals, but we’re expecting to double in head count within the next year. Annoyingly, there’s going to be restructuring elsewhere too. For instance, the chiefs have great confidence in the reformation of Unit One, and they’re currently foraying into other departments, which regrettably results in competition.’

‘Oh dear,’ Thulin says, attempting empathy.

‘Yes, it’s a rotten state of affairs.’

Krause continues to outline the issue while Thulin remains oblivious to where this is going. All police chiefs are in competition with other departments, and the return of Unit One, the elite unit responsible for investigating homicides nationwide, is the latest tactic to send cold shivers down the spines of the logistics people; the elite group attracts a lot of attention. Thulin has no view on whether the revival of the unit is a good or a bad idea. She’s had a complicated relationship with that corner of Danish policing for as long as she can remember, for her own very particular reasons.

‘Anyway, to get to the point, I’m duty-bound to inform you that I’ve received an approach,’ Krause says, cutting short his ruminations on law-enforcement policy. ‘Unit One want you as a detective in their new homicide unit and I need to know where you stand.’

Thulin looks at Krause. She heard what he said but it’s so unexpected that for a moment she simply sits there staring at him. For one thing, she’s already made up her mind that she doesn’t want to work on homicides any longer. For another, the offer is akin to asking someone pulled out of a fire with third-degree burns whether they fancy being a firefighter.

‘Unit One have approached you because they want me as a detective?’ she repeats, checking she’s got the right end of the stick.

‘Yes,’ Krause says dismally. ‘Unfortunately, I quite understand their point of view — just as I would understand yours if you say yes. Of course, I don’t want you to go if I can help it, but it goes without saying that I’ve sung your praises and –’

‘I’m not interested.’

Krause stops short and looks at her. ‘You’re not interested?’

Thulin is tempted to qualify her answer with a ‘fuck no’, but settles for getting to her feet. ‘Was there anything else?’

‘Thulin, I doubt they’ll ask a second time.’

‘Nor should they.’

Krause rises to his feet and says something or other about how grateful he is. She’s already at the door but as she hurries down the corridor she resolves to call Bjørn and accept his offer of a loan of any ski gear he might have stashed away.
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One of the two surnames on the mailbox outside the house on the quiet residential street in Vanløse has been struck through. The for-sale sign is slightly askew on the garden gatepost, while behind the slatted fence is a detached red-brick house from the first half of the twentieth century, squeezed in between two large patrician villas like a broken tooth. One of the neighbouring houses is half covered in scaffolding and tarpaulins, and behind the house a gloomy gathering of massive blocks of flats looms. From where Thulin is sitting behind the wheel of her car, however, the property looks idyllic given the fresh blanket of snow picturesquely covering the fence and the trees and bushes behind it.

‘But why aren’t you interested?’ Raheem says from the passenger seat, firing a curious glance at Thulin over the top of his sunglasses. She’s pulled up behind the lone police car parked outside the address Raheem gave her. ‘Practically everyone else would drop everything if they were asked.’

‘Well, everyone else can always apply for the job, can’t they?’

‘Getting headhunted is insane, and you damn well know it,’ he says, unbuckling his seat belt. ‘Unit One get the highest-profile homicides and loads of resources, and once they’re on a case they don’t give up.’

Thulin kills the engine and snow immediately begins to cover the windscreen. Just a moment earlier, the sun was shining, but now spring feels very distant again. Thulin would guess that Raheem is in his mid-thirties. He lives in a two-bed flat in north-west Copenhagen, wears an earring, has neck tattoos and used to be a hacker. There’s only one conviction on his official rap sheet — for pirating a movie when he was a teenager — but Thulin is in no doubt that this is the tip of the iceberg. Raheem, however, is very adroit at avoiding references to any ‘grey areas’, as he calls them. Formally speaking, his interest in IT began with a job as a systems administrator for an international computer game company. Later on, after becoming entangled in and then disentangled from various grey areas, he made a living as a white-hat hacker working for companies, big and small, who tasked him with testing whether their security was up to scratch. In parallel with this, he won NC3’s recruitment Capture the Flag competition two years in a row, and in record times. Rumour had it that it was only those grey areas that stood in the way of immediate and permanent police employment. Unlike Thulin, Raheem has never attended the Police Academy, which gives him an edge when out-of-the-box thinking is called for, and he is by far the most skilled IT tech she has ever worked alongside. He’s also good company and very popular — especially with the female officers — but right now Thulin regrets telling him the honest reason why Krause wanted to have a chat.

‘I’ve got a twelve-year-old daughter. When it’s time to knock off, I like to leave my work at work,’ she says emphatically, while remembering to grab latex gloves for both herself and Raheem from the glove compartment.

‘I don’t believe you one bit. You’re going to accept.’

‘My dad was a detective in the old Unit One, so, no, I’m not.’

Thulin gets out of the car and slams the door shut. She peers up towards the grey sky and shudders slightly, but when Raheem’s surprised face appears on the far side of the car she can tell she isn’t going to get away without providing an explanation.

‘He was away a lot. And when he was home, he was still gone. In the end it was a coronary that got him. So no thanks. I’ll pass.’ Thulin purposefully crosses the road, making for the garden fence while narrowing her eyes against the falling snowflakes.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ says Raheem as he catches up with her at the gate, and she can tell he means it.

‘It was a long time ago,’ Thulin says, shrugging it off, even if it doesn’t always feel that way to her. She opens the gate and shoos him through it. ‘Come on, let’s get this over with so that we can get back to base as soon as possible.’

‘But it’s all good if you’re going to stick around,’ says Raheem in his most innocent voice. ‘It’ll be a real bummer if I never get to find out what happens when you go on a Valentine’s date on a dad-and-kids trip.’

‘It’s not a date, dimwit. It’s a skiing trip with my daughter.’

‘Sure, sure,’ he says, nodding with a smile.

As she makes her way up the garden path, Thulin clocks that the appealing impression of the house from the street doesn’t hold up when you get close. There are visible signs of subsidence in the walls, and the windows, downpipes and chimney all look the worse for wear. This drabness is amplified by a few tufts of long yellowish grass protruding from the snow in the front garden along with a torn trampoline and a big plastic slide, while a couple of rusty bicycles are propped against the wall in the empty carport. Looking across the fence to the neighbouring house, she can see individual windows in the gaps between the flapping tarpaulins, but its front garden appears to be otherwise untouched.

The voices coming from inside the red-brick house capture Thulin’s attention as they reach the stone steps, which are flanked by a pair of snow-covered flowerpots. She can see two uniformed officers through the open front door, standing in a hallway leading past a door to a kitchen where they’re speaking to a man in a suit. The man looks to be around forty and he seems distressed. If Thulin were still in her old job, those kinds of conversations would be hers to have and she doesn’t envy her colleagues one bit. One of the officers, an older, ruddy-cheeked man, spots that she and Raheem have arrived and hurries out on to the front step, carefully closing the door behind him.

‘The missing woman is a forty-one-year-old office assistant called Silje Thomsen. Her ex-husband came around yesterday evening at eight p.m. as agreed, to drop off their daughter, and when no one opened the door they let themselves in using the daughter’s key and found the house empty. The same thing happened this morning, and that’s when the ex-husband filed the missing person report. We haven’t been able to find anyone who knows where she might be, and the last signs of life were at around five thirty p.m. yesterday, when she sent a text to the daughter from her new phone number. The girl called her mum on that number later on but without getting through, and now it seems like the phone is switched off.’

‘So you haven’t found her mobile?’ Raheem says.

‘No, but there are several computers in the house. The ex-husband doesn’t know any of the passwords or the like since they’ve apparently been going through divorce proceedings for the last six months and it seems to be acrimonious — to say the least. But you can see whether you can get anything out of the electronics to show where she’s got to.’

The officer takes a step to one side, opens the front door and waves them into the house.

‘But you’re saying she might have been missing since yesterday evening?’

It’s Thulin asking the question because while she’s been standing in the cold she’s suddenly been overcome by an irksome suspicion.

‘Yes, and the daughter in particular is worried. Apparently her mum has been signed off with stress for a while, and even her ex admits that it’s not like her to be out when her daughter is due back.’

‘What did the text from the mum say? Since the girl’s worried,’ Thulin says.

‘She wrote something along the lines of “Here’s my new number, sweetie, hugs from Mum”. Nothing special.’

‘That’s what it said?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then whose idea was it to call us?’

Both the officer and Raheem stiffen slightly and glance at Thulin in surprise. But this isn’t the first time she’s encountered a uniformed officer who thinks bringing in NC3 is the easiest way to solve a missing persons case, and she’s unable to contain her frustration.

‘NC3 doesn’t handle missing persons cases. We only take them on if there’s a suspected crime. You’ve got your own IT techs in your police district who ought to be handling this. Otherwise we’d do nothing but run around looking for people who haven’t come home.’

‘OK, I suppose so. But our own people were on another assignment, so –’

‘Who gave the green light for NC3 to come out here?’

‘That would be me.’

Thulin looks at Raheem, who winces slightly.

‘They said one of the computers inside the house is on, which means it’s actually our job to take a look.’

‘And I’m sure you’ve already checked whether you can track the GPS in the woman’s car?’ Thulin says, unmoved, nodding towards the empty carport.

‘She doesn’t own a car. The husband got it and she got the house until it’s sold,’ the officer says meekly, trying to compensate with an apologetic smile.

Thulin can already tell that her time would be better spent on the mountain of paperwork on her desk. She steps towards the front door while brushing snow off herself and throws an irritated glance at Raheem. ‘Let’s get this over with. You’re doing the first floor, and if there’s a basement, then you’re doing that too.’
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Thulin is still annoyed as she puts on the blue-plastic overshoes and enters the large corner room. The room’s in semi-darkness because the blinds in the windows facing the street are down, but in the daylight streaming through the gaps between the slats she can see enough to make out that the interior of the house is in the same neglected condition as its exterior. It might once have been an inviting living room with a carefully thought-through symmetry, a style taken from the interior-design pages, but currently it is a home in a state of dissolution. There are marks on the wooden floorboards where there were previously items of furniture. On one of the subdued grey walls there is a row of screws sticking aimlessly into thin air, while framed colourful posters, made homeless, sit in a removals box on the floor beneath them. The rest of the room’s contents comprise a large chaise longue sofa, a purple rya rug, a glass coffee table, a flat screen, a large Montana bookcase — its shelves half empty — and a white bureau with a modest collection of family snaps in small frames, of which half are empty. On the coffee table there is a cardboard document folder labelled ‘divorce papers’ alongside a plate covered in dried scraps of food and a red-wine-stained glass that smells as if it has been left there for some time.

Thulin dons her latex gloves and sets to work. It’s not that she’s expecting fingerprints to play a role in this case, but gloves are mandatory when searching for computers, iPads and any other electronic devices they can find which can be unlocked and might tell them something about the owner. As she moves around the living room and is about to examine the contents of the bureau drawers, she hears a frustrated male voice (presumably that of the ex-husband) through the kitchen door, responding to the officers’ questions.

‘No, I’ve no idea where she could be. Nor do I know who she’s with, how she’s sleeping or what the hell she’s playing at. What I do know is that I’m going to be late for work because I’m stuck here!’

‘When did you last speak?’

‘We don’t speak. We’ve got a deal, and she was the one who wanted changeover to be on a Thursday, and then she wasn’t here!’

The voices from the kitchen remain stuck in that loop, and once Thulin has finished in the living room she exits into the hallway where the first door leads into a bedroom. The blinds are also lowered in here. Lying on the unmade double bed that has just a single duvet on top, she finds an open laptop with a small piece of coloured tape stuck across the webcam. Thulin puts this into a transparent plastic bag and tucks it under her arm while taking a look around the room. On the floor is a half-empty mug of coffee, and lying on the bedside table are a couple of self-help books on dealing with stress and anxiety, and as Thulin performs a routine search of the drawer in the bedside table she finds a small kitchen knife and the sort of canister of pepper spray that is sold online. She hesitates for a moment before she automatically begins to speculate as to why the missing woman kept these things by her bedside, but she quickly pushes the thoughts aside because they’re no longer part of her job. Once she has finished examining the wardrobes on the opposite wall, she pops into the bathroom, where there’s nothing to see apart from a couple of bottles of sleeping pills and some psychoactive anti-anxiety drugs.

From the bathroom, she returns to the narrow hallway where there are three further open doors. The first leads into a room that contains no furniture whatsoever. The next leads to what appears to be a junk room. The curtains are drawn and on the floor are an ironing board, a clothes horse, an old mattress and some more boxes. The final door leads into a child’s room that is pretty and bright, and perhaps the only room in the house that actually looks inhabited with its made bed, white desk and wardrobe with a mirror on the door. There is a pair of roller skates hanging from a hook on the wall between two posters of female handball players whose names Thulin doesn’t know. The meticulous sense of order reminds Thulin that Le’s room needs tidying. Hers looks like it hasn’t been tidied in months. Thulin goes back to the hallway and glances briefly through the window beside the back door. Just like the front garden, the back garden is surrounded by an overgrown slatted fence and the fresh layer of powdery snow is untouched. Thulin notes that the back door is secured with two sliding bolts but that there is nothing else to see, and she makes her way back through the house.

The search so far has taken her less than ten minutes, and she should soon be back at NC3 provided the traffic plays ball. As she returns to the living room and makes for the doorway to the kitchen, she spots some small baskets tucked on to the bottom shelf of the Montana bookcase; she missed them on her first sweep. She squats in front of the bookcase to take a closer look at them, though she doubts she’ll find anything of interest. The last room she needs to check out is the kitchen, and then she’ll give Raheem a hand if he’s not done upstairs.

‘Why are you touching Mum’s things?’

Thulin is startled and turns towards the voice coming from the dark corner beside the sofa. A girl of about Le’s age with long dark hair is sitting on the floor leaning back
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