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CHAPTER


1

THE BODY WAS lying on moss-covered flagstones close to the gable end of the disused inn. The forensic team’s powerful floodlights illuminated the peeling, whitewashed limestone wall. Even from a distance, Liam Stark could see the outline of a body under the tarpaulin in the white pavilion they had erected to protect the site and keep prying eyes away.

On his way there, he had received a short briefing that a dead body had been found behind the abandoned building. The report was quickly supported by the first officers on the scene, who reported to dispatch that the deceased was an unidentified middle-aged man. The officer had told Liam that they’d presumed he was probably destitute, judging by his disheveled appearance.

“A couple of kids found him,” Frank announced as he made his way toward Liam, pulling down his hood and removing his hairnet. The pathologist, along with a crime technician, had completed the site investigation. Frank nodded toward the tarpaulin, adding that Liam was welcome to look at the body now.

It had stopped raining, but the atmosphere was still damp, and occasional drops of rain still fell from the surroundings. The square behind the old building was muddy, and in front of what had once been the kitchen entrance to the inn, weeds grew in abundance. Liam leaned forward to lift a corner of the green tarpaulin. He caught a glimpse of a furrowed face and registered how dark wisps of hair lay across the man’s forehead before instinctively taking a step back when the pungent smell rising from the corpse hit him.

“Has he been here long?” he asked, turning to the crime technician who had participated in the site investigation. The technician had been on his way across the courtyard to join his colleagues from the National Forensic Service but instead had come back to help Liam. He looked down at the body, shrugging his shoulders.

Liam pulled the plastic cover completely aside, and together they looked at the dead man.

“You’d think so looking at the condition of the body,” the crime technician began, but then shook his head. “But it doesn’t look like the tarpaulin has been on the ground for very long. If he had been here for longer, we would see that photosynthesis had stopped under the covered area.”

“Photosynthesis?” Liam squatted down next to the body. The man reeked of urine and dirt. And blood.

“Any vegetation under the tarpaulin would wither without light. And that’s not the case here. Also, the relatively warm and sunny weather we’ve been having lately would have started the process of decay as the temperature under the tarpaulin rose. That doesn’t seem to have happened either, but it’s too early to say for sure. I could be wrong, and we will continue our investigation once the body has been taken away. But if you ask me right now, which in essence is what you’re doing, I’d say that the preliminary investigations indicate that he was placed here under the tarpaulin after the onset of death, and that he hasn’t been here that long.” The crime technician turned to Frank. “But Master here can probably make a more educated guess on the time of death and how long he’s been here.”

The pathologist had an expression of concentration on his face, signaling that now was not the time for jokes or idle chitchat. “I need more time before we move the body,” he said.

“Do you think we’re dealing with a homicide?” Liam asked, even though he sensed it was too early to start pushing for answers and knew the pathologist might shut down and get angry as a result.

But Frank nodded and added dryly that it would be hard as hell to imagine that the man had rolled himself up in the tarpaulin to take a nap outside when he could have gone inside. “The door is broken open, you can just walk in. But there’s also something else …”

He carefully put the hairnet and hood back on and squatted down next to Liam but with his back to him, bent over the dead man on the ground.

Liam looked expectantly at Frank’s back, but nothing more came. The pathologist was apparently thinking hard and didn’t seem to be bothered by the fact that they were waiting for him to go on. Liam felt the cold of the ground penetrate his clothes. He had left in a hurry and had only brought his fleece sweater for warmth.

The call from Dybbøl was the lifeline he had been waiting for all day. During two days off work while still on call, he hadn’t received a single message from work. In the past, this would have been a dream come true, but now it was just the opposite. The phone had been glued to his hand from the moment he got out of bed, and it had been on the table on top of his napkin when he ate dinner with his parents. Actually, it was Dea Torp that the chief constable wanted to send to the dead man behind the inn, but before Dybbøl could speak, Liam, with a deep sense of relief washing over him, had hurriedly announced that he would go there straightaway.

He had felt his mother’s gaze on him but ignored it and promptly got up from the dinner table, and before the pot was placed on the trivet, he was out the door.

He had felt disgusted with himself. An embarrassment that he knew his parents saw through. He couldn’t stand his situation. Liam Stark, fifty-one years old, deputy chief inspector in the Reactive Criminal Investigations Department, Odense Police. Address: mother and father’s house in South Funen. It was fucking pathetic. And now he was cold and regretted leaving the house so abruptly. And to top it all off, he was starving too.

After he separated from Helene, every day had felt like a new day in prison. They had been together for twenty years, and now he was back to square one. It was pitiful, pathetic, and embarrassing that he had moved back to his old room in his parents’ organic, self-sufficient farmhouse with the two elderly people milling around all day at a snail’s pace, fixing things and wanting him to be happy. So any opportunity to work instead of being there to help his father in the garden was so welcome that he had immediately refused to disturb Dea, even though it was undoubtedly her turn if the score were to be evened out.

He put his hands in his pockets and looked at Frank expectantly, but knew it wouldn’t pay to push any further until Frank was ready. Then he shrugged and walked toward Thorbjørn. His colleague was standing with a small group of locals who had gathered in the cobbled parking lot. On the worn end wall of the inn stood the name Verninge Inn in rusty iron letters that clearly showed signs of decay and lack of maintenance. The building stared blankly at the small crowd from its row of black windows.

“These two young men found him,” Thorbjørn said, pointing to two teenage boys in hoodies and skater pants.

Liam introduced himself and held out his hand. As he got closer, he could see their pale, tense faces in the streetlight. They couldn’t be much older than thirteen or fourteen. “Do you usually hang out here behind the inn?”

One nodded while the other shook his head vigorously. Liam concentrated on the one who had nodded. “When was the last time you were here?”

The two boys exchanged quick glances, but neither of them had time to say anything before Thorbjørn told them the technicians had found joint roaches not far from where the deceased lay.

“Do you know anything about that?” Liam asked instead. Now they both stood silent, staring straight down at the ground.

Thorbjørn took over—there was something about his height and stature that had a special effect on young people in particular. As if some of the investigator’s brute strength had already cracked their defenses. The two boys stirred uneasily as he calmly began to explain that the abandoned roaches had just been collected by the Forensics Department and that they would soon have the DNA of the people who had smoked those joints. “This means that you might as well have left your name and address. If it’s you who’s been smoking weed, we’ll know soon enough. And then we’ll have to have a serious talk with your parents.” Thorbjørn paused and smiled at the boys. “There is, of course, another option, which is that you admit you’re the ones who usually hang out here behind the inn and can therefore tell us if this man was here on Friday. Then maybe we don’t have to talk about joints anymore.”

“He definitely wasn’t there on Friday,” the taller of the two blurted out.

“When were you here on Friday?” Liam asked.

“After school. We were here until we had to go home to eat,” the tall one said, before continuing frantically, “Now you won’t need to say anything about this to anyone, right?”

Liam was about to say that they might have to, but he didn’t have time before Thorbjørn promised the boys that at least they didn’t have to worry about that anymore.

“And you’re absolutely sure?” he asked instead.

Now they both nodded.

“Definitely, because of where he’s located, so you have to pass him if you want to go into the inn, and we usually go in there and sit when we meet after school. We would totally have seen him.”

“And what time did you head home?”

“I have to be home at six, so it was probably quarter past when we set off,” the tall one explained. His friend nodded in agreement.

“And you definitely weren’t back over the weekend?” Liam asked.

They both shook their heads. “No, we were only here on Friday.”

“Have you noticed anything over the past few days that isn’t usually here? Anything at all? A car? Voices? Headlights?”

They both shook their heads almost imperceptibly.

“Do you know of anyone else who comes here?” Thorbjørn asked. “I mean others who illegally enter and …”

“It’s not illegal to be here; there’s no one here,” interrupted the otherwise quiet boy.

“It’s illegal to trespass on private property, but we’ll overlook that if you help us out here.”

Liam found himself smiling at his younger colleague’s cowboy tricks. He was playing at making the two boys feel like they were in a TV thriller. But fair enough if it got them talking, Liam thought, and left the boys to Thorbjørn, while he himself went back toward the back of the inn to ask the technicians if he could have a look inside.



On the way back, he leaned against the window to look into the inn itself, but he could only see so much in the glow of the streetlight. He formed a funnel with his hands and stuck his head right up to the window, but then he instantly retreated. All he could see was himself. His hair was unkempt and his auburn beard needed a trim.

Darkness was closing in around the inn, with just the white light from the floodlights illuminating small, sharply defined areas. Liam bumped into a couple of old trash cans and a pile of discarded plastic chairs stacked in a rickety tower and tucked away in a small nook. He took out his flashlight and continued toward the back door. It seemed that Frank had finished with the body and the thinking, and when he spotted Liam, he waved him over and announced that the deceased would be taken to Forensic Medicine within ten minutes.

“I’m planning on doing the autopsy as early as tonight.”

Liam looked at him, his eyebrows raised in surprise. Normally, at least a couple of days would go by before they could expect an autopsy report. The body was again covered by the tarp, but Frank signaled with a toss of his head for Liam to follow.

They both squatted down again before Frank carefully lifted the plastic cover to reveal the upper half of the man’s body. He pulled a latex glove onto his right hand in a practiced manner before lifting up the corpse’s dirty shirt and exposing the man’s torso. With his other hand, he pulled a small Maglite from his pocket and aimed the beam at the man’s chest.

“Look at these wounds. He has them all over his body,” he said, shining his light over several uneven scars that looked like flaps cut into the skin and pulled together with rough stitches. “That’s probably not the cause of death. But I’d like to know what the hell this is.”






CHAPTER


2

“NO COMMENT,” CHIEF Constable Margrethe Dybbøl said briefly. “As we have already announced, a press conference on the Amalie Vedel case will be held tomorrow at nine o’clock.” She disconnected the phone call and looked again at the case spread across her kitchen table.

She tried hard to push away the possibility of another murder that would require manpower. Manpower that would have to be taken from the ongoing investigation, and she had none to give. The familiar tightness in her chest made her reach for the White Russian her husband had made for her after the evening coffee they had enjoyed at opposite ends of the house. She in the kitchen with her laptop and police reports, he in the office down the hall. They worked too much. That was a fact, she thought, straining to hear if any music was being played in Zenia’s room but not hearing anything. Maybe her daughter had left without her realizing it. She picked up her cell phone to see if Zenia had sent a message.

But all that had arrived was a text message from Liam Stark briefly stating that the autopsy would begin as soon as the deceased male was brought to the forensic medicine institute. This did not bode well, she thought.

Dybbøl had called him several times, but each time his phone went straight to voicemail, and to be honest, she had her hands full with the press conference tomorrow anyway. She drained the glass and licked the cream off her upper lip as she enjoyed the effects of the alcohol, which soothed the anxiety that the heavy workload stirred in her. She won’t get much sleep tonight either.

Fourteen days had passed since seventeen-year-old Amalie Vedel disappeared from her home where she lived with her parents. The case was already being touted as a new Emilie Meng case, and she felt that after the first week of getting nowhere, they were doomed by the public to fail. But that couldn’t happen, she had told her husband when he’d pulled out a chair and sat down next to her earlier that evening.

“Did you screw up?” he had asked. The overweight Labrador that had been lying at Dybbøl’s feet had stood up and put its snout on his thigh, as if it needed to point out that it had been ignored all evening.

“No, we just haven’t found the slightest thing that points to a crime, but the media, as you know, is convinced that one took place.”

The fact was, they didn’t have many clues to go on. The girl had left home somewhere between four fifteen PM, when her mother had left to go shopping and pick up her little brother from soccer practice, and five PM, when her father came home from work. She hadn’t left a message, as the family usually did on the blackboard hanging in the kitchen. Instead, she had left her cell phone in her room. Something she would never normally do, both her parents claimed. Whether she had taken money with her, neither parent could say for sure. She had an afternoon job in a shoe store, and the money she earned there was her own. They didn’t know how much money she had. What the police had been able to provide so far was that the girl had withdrawn DKK 5,300 from her account, leaving a balance of just DKK 14.75.

Dybbøl started making notes of the information she could release during the next day’s press conference. They hadn’t mentioned the bank account yet. She knew she would be flayed over that information because it made it look like the young girl had planned to leave as she emptied her account, which clashed with the fact that she had left her cell phone in her room and had apparently not taken anything with her. But this was again a sticking point, because her parents didn’t actually know if there were any clothes missing from her closet. They also had difficulty identifying their daughter’s circle of friends. They were sure she still saw a couple of old school friends, but new friends had been made since she started high school, and they didn’t know any of them.



Margrethe Dybbøl looked up as her daughter strode past the door to the hallway. “Zenia?”

The tall girl came back, pulling an anorak over her head. “What?”

“Are you on your way out?” Dybbøl looked at the clock. It was late, almost ten PM.

“Why?”

“Because we were going to talk about your birthday.” She could tell right away that it sounded wrong. Almost reproachful, as though it was her daughter who hadn’t had the time. When they cleaned up after dinner, they had agreed they would discuss the celebration. Her eighteenth birthday was in two weeks, and the only thing that was certain was that her daughter had asked that her aunt and uncle not be invited. Lis wore real fur and Lars went hunting, neither of which matched her daughter’s values.

It had almost triggered one of their endless discussions. But Søren had managed to turn their attention to the spinach lasagna he had quickly placed on the table. Her husband was so much better at dealing with the fact that their daughter had become an animal activist than she was.

Now the evening was almost over. She had been so immersed in her work that she had forgotten all about birthday preparations.

“Come on, sit down,” she offered, gathering the police reports to clear some space. “Let’s talk about what you want.”

“Buns, cake, REMA’s hazelnut spread … family.”

“There’s a bit more to it than that,” Dybbøl said, feeling a bit offended. “It’s a big day! We could have it in a restaurant, or order catering from outside and have long tables down the hall?”

“No, I’d prefer it if we just did what we normally do.” Zenia reiterated that she didn’t want Lis and Lars there.

“I can’t not invite them just because you have something against fur. They’ve been here for your seventeen other birthdays.”

“Yes, but it’s different now, and they know how I feel about fur!”

“Yes, thank you!” Dybbøl replied, barely holding back a sigh.

“I guess it’s my day,” said Zenia. She stood in the doorway, clearly eager to get going.

“Yes, but it would be nice if you didn’t have to be such an activist about everything all the time.”

“Activist! It’s not being a fucking activist to be against animal abuse! It’s common sense, and you could learn something from it.”

“Why don’t we just …” Dybbøl tried.

“You and Dad aren’t much better,” her daughter continued, reaching into her backpack. “Invite them if it’s so important, but don’t buy regular Nutella; it’s full of palm oil.”

“I’ll remember that,” said Dybbøl. “Zenia, I just want you to have a good day!”

“I know … thanks … I just can’t stand them. They won’t even try to understand or just so much as listen when I try to explain. It’s like he thinks it’s hilarious to talk about hunting and dead animals with Dad when he’s sure I’m within earshot. It’s not. It’s fucking provocative.”

Dybbøl knew she was in over her head, but she also felt a responsibility to help her daughter adjust her social compass.

“You could also try to accept that not everyone thinks exactly like you.”

“So I should accept that people exploit and kill animals. Nice one, Mom!”

“That’s exactly what I mean, Zenia. You can’t be mad at the whole world because it doesn’t think like you.”

“So if a majority is in favor of rape, it’s just something we have to accept?”

“Stop! You can’t compare rape to hunting pheasants!”

“That wasn’t the point anyway.”

Dybbøl realized that she was tired and that she needed to pull herself together so that the conversation didn’t go completely off the rails. “You will make life easier for yourself if you try to accept that others sometimes have different views to yours.”

“Accept that the rest of you think it’s okay to breed solely for killing and eating? No thanks!”

“You’re going to have to tone down that attitude, Zenia, otherwise life will always be an uphill struggle,” she tried again.

“Tone it down yourself!” Zenia sneered and turned around.

“With whom?” Dybbøl shouted after her. She got up quickly and hurried out into the hallway, but only just in time to see her daughter slam the front door behind her.

She stood for a moment looking out toward the garden path, feeling the simmering irritation she was struggling to contain. This was not how she had raised her daughter. Not even close. Inclusiveness and understanding had always been high on the list, but they had obviously failed. She decided that she needed to talk to her husband about it. Søren was better at dealing with Zenia when she was being so stubborn. But it had to be on the other side of the Amalie Vedel case.

She went back to the kitchen table, sat down at her laptop, and looked at the screen in resignation. “All of us in the old house on Morelvej would be happy to see you at ZENIA’s 18th birthday party on—”

That was as far as she got.



“Can’t Liam take some of this stuff off your hands? Isn’t that what a deputy chief inspector is supposed to do? It shouldn’t be the chief constable herself sitting up late into the night,” her husband said as he came into the kitchen with his empty glass and asked if she needed anything. “A cup of chamomile tea to help you sleep?”

Dybbøl shrugged.

“I try to spare him a little; he’s under pressure at home. He’s going through a divorce and has just moved. Plus he just took the case that came in tonight.”

“You have to take care of yourself once in a while,” Søren said calmly. “Maybe you and Zenia could go on a weekend trip, go to a spa or something? Or all three of us could go to the boathouse where we used to fish. It’s been a long time since we’ve been there.”

Dybbøl nodded, wondering if their daughter would be more at ease and less in opposition to everything if she had a mother who didn’t work all the time. A mother who went on weekend trips and suggested they do something together. She accepted the cup her husband held out to her and shook her head when he asked if she wanted to go to bed.

“I have to write this godforsaken report!”

“Have you not had any news at all?” he asked, pulling out the chair in front of her.

“We have nothing, that’s the problem. They’re coming for me tomorrow.” She shook her head. “I don’t have a grip on the situation. I can’t even control my own daughter!”

Her voice became husky due to how tired she was. Søren stood up and gave her shoulder a squeeze through her thick, beige shawl.

“I’m going to take Lady for a walk, and when I come back, I’ll take my wife to bed.” The dog excitedly got to her feet and scampered out into the hallway.

“Yes, you do that.” She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m going to invite a couple of Zenia’s friends for lunch soon so we can talk about her birthday. Maybe we should organize some kind of surprise; don’t you think she’d enjoy that?”

He smiled at her and said that it probably shouldn’t be a barbecue.

“I was a little rough on her before she left.”

“I heard that.”

“She’s going to have a hard time in life with that attitude, and I know deep down she’s not like that. She’s the sweetest and most caring person. I really want her to understand how hard it is for those around her when she acts like this.”

Her husband had put on his coat when he came back into the kitchen.

“Maybe she just needs some space,” he suggested. “Maybe we should try to go with it. All young people need to rebel. They need something to care about, something to fight for. They need a place to feel at home and to feel like they can make a difference. That they have a voice that is heard. We shouldn’t be so upset about that. I think we should be happy that our daughter has values that she feels strongly about. Would you rather have a daughter who knows about all the beautifying filters on TikTok and Instagram, someone whose values are about looking perfect in her selfies? Because there are a lot of young girls like that, and I know what I’d rather have.”

Dybbøl was exhausted. She knew he had a point and didn’t really have the energy to go on with this conversation.

“Where was she going?” she asked instead of answering.

“She didn’t say anything to me,” he replied, and clicked the leash on Lady’s collar.

“What about when she’s coming home?”

“No, I just heard you guys talking before she left.”

Dybbøl reached for her cell phone and texted Zenia, asking her to let her know where she was and when she would be back.

“It’s fall break,” Søren reminded her.

“Yes, but still. She knows I’m working on the Amalie case, and all parents are naturally a little more concerned about their teenage daughters at the moment,” she said.

“So you think there’s been a crime?” her husband asked her from the doorway.

“When a seventeen-year-old girl disappears and is still missing after fifteen days, we definitely consider it a probability that a crime has taken place.”






CHAPTER


3

LIAM PULLED OVER, stopped the car, and stepped out into the cool of the fall night. For a moment he closed his eyes and took a breath deep into his lungs. His mother stubbornly insisted that if you went outside once a day and took ten deep breaths, you would never get sick, and that it worked best in freezing weather.

He looked at the house and saw no lights on. Helene and the children were probably fast asleep. It was past midnight, and he still had an hour before he had to report to the forensic pathologist’s office. He had considered driving to work and taking a power nap but instead had driven to the house that had been his home until a month and a half ago.

He found it hard to come to terms with the fact that he wasn’t in there himself. In the bed they had bought together shortly after they had their first child. In general, it was hard to understand what had happened. When and why it had gone so wrong. He hadn’t felt it happening, but of course he knew that his work was too much. Far too much. And he had let it happen … until Helene had had enough. It wasn’t just now, she had said. It was year after year after year, when she and the children always came last. “There are always dead people. Always victims and causes. And they are always just that little bit more important than the rest of us. I don’t want to do this anymore. I can’t do it anymore.”

He wanted to go in and crawl into bed with her. But his wife had made it very clear that she knew what she was doing. There was no going back. It was her choice, not his. He missed her. God, how he missed her. Missed lying there at night, listening to her breathing, which he knew like the back of his hand after their twenty years of communal life.

Above him and the house, the stars shone brightly in the night sky. It was the high season for shooting stars. When Andreas and Laura were little, they had often stayed out in the garden with deck chairs and blankets and stared into the infinite depths to catch the tiny lines gliding brightly across the sky. The children were big now, but not so big that he couldn’t easily tell where they placed the blame for the divorce.

He sat back down in his car. He resigned himself to the fact that it wasn’t going to be a night with much sleep, and that was fine. He was beginning to appreciate steering clear of dreams and too many thoughts. A short nap on the office couch when he was done at Forensics would have to do.

He switched on the seat heater, turned the radio on, and rubbed his tired face before heading toward Odense. Helene was right again. It was almost one o’clock, and for the rest of the night he would focus on a dead person instead of crawling under the covers to lie next to his wife’s warm body.



Liam rang the bell at the large glass doors to the Institute of Forensic Medicine at Odense University Hospital. The institute was a bit secluded but within walking distance of the hospital itself, and during the day, it was nigh on impossible to find somewhere to park.

After a short wait, forensic technician Robin appeared. He showed little sign of fatigue as he let him through the glass doors.

“You’re up late,” Liam said.

“My girlfriend is at a cactus conference in Saint Louis, so I might as well take the shift.”

They followed each other down the hallway.

“Cactus? Is she as nerdy as you, then?”

Robin laughed. “She works at Plantorama; she’s away on business … It’s actually a cactus and succulent conference.”

When they reached the autopsy room, they parted ways.

“I’m going back to my desk,” Robin said, “but of course you can call me if you need me.”

The young man hurried back to his lair, which, when Liam had last looked in, looked more like a cartoon geek’s playground, with tables, chairs, and shelves crammed with figurines, masks, wigs, replica weapons, books, loose sheets, LEGOs, cacti, and all manner of boxes and cans. He pushed open the swinging door to the high-ceilinged autopsy room. He’d never quite gotten used to the medicinal smell and the clinical feeling of entering the sterile rooms. The long steel table with a drain at one end. The many meters of square white tiles from floor to ceiling. He pulled a gown over his shirt and donned a hairnet before walking toward Frank, who was standing in the autopsy booth at the end of the hall.

The pathologist looked up briefly from the body and saluted, and Liam squinted at the small chalkboard on the wall by the autopsy table. Frank had already filled in some of the victim’s data. Height and weight. Brain. Lungs. Liver. Spleen. Thymus. Everything looked normal, except perhaps for the height-to-weight ratio.

“I made us some coffee,” Frank said, pointing to a metal table on wheels near the door. “You can help yourself.”

Liam nodded and studied the naked body on the steel table. The man was lean and sinewy, as expected. “What can you tell me about him?”

“Unidentified white male, Danish in appearance, very slim, or lean, I should say. Tall and with a fine set of teeth. About sixty years old. Well groomed.”

“So not homeless?” Liam asked, looking at the clothes folded in a pile ready to be taken to his colleagues at Forensics.

“It doesn’t look like it. Or at least not over a long period of time. He’s taken good care of his teeth, and his clothes are actually in really good condition; they’re just filthy.”

The skin shone bluish and pale in the cold light emitted by the large lamps. The chest had been cut open and closed again. But that wasn’t what caught Liam’s eye; the many scars on his torso did. They differed in size and weren’t identical. They looked like the doors on an advent calendar cut into the skin. Around the incisions, the skin appeared red and irritated, and between the incisions, it was white, like skin that had not yet healed and grown back.

“What the hell is that?” Liam looked at the patchwork that had been sloppily sewn together to cover the man’s body. The freshness of the wounds and scars varied. Some seemed completely fresh, while others looked almost healed. He looked at Frank.

“I have no idea. I haven’t seen anything like this before, but I can say that it happened before the man passed away.”

“Could he have done it himself?”

“It’s possible, but I doubt it.” He was silent for a moment, as if searching for an explanation. “The flaps of skin have been cut free from the subcutaneous tissue. A scalpel was probably used. It’s been incredibly painful. But yes, it could theoretically be him; I just find it very hard to imagine that you would subject yourself to that kind of self-torture, but anything is possible, I guess, and bizarre acts have happened before—”

“Does he have scars like that on his back?” Liam interrupted.

“No, there are no scars on the back of the body, but there are traces of fixation around the wrists and ankles. And as you’ll see in a moment when I turn him over, there are bedsores in several places on the back of the body.”

“So you’re saying he’s been restrained for an extended period of time?” Liam asked, leaning forward as the pathologist lifted the lean body to let him see his back.

“I’m not saying anything; I’m just stating that the man has been lying on his back a lot in recent weeks. And that his hands and legs have been restrained for an extended period of time.”

“That would also explain the urine,” Liam added. The pungent odor had been so strong that it couldn’t have come from just a single urination, but rather old urine that had dried into the clothes, and now that the man lay undressed in front of them, it was clear to see that the urine had left a large red rash.

“Perineal dermatitis,” Frank nodded, adding that it was also common on the back of the body. “Occurs when the skin has too much contact with moisture and substances found in urine and feces over a long period of time.” He spoke into his Dictaphone.

“Cause of death?” Liam dared to ask. He knew Frank didn’t like to be interrupted.

“Asphyxiation,” the pathologist quickly replied. “Crushed larynx. It was a little hard to spot at the scene because there were no obvious bruises on the neck, but I found pinpoint bleeding in both eyes. And our scan confirmed that there is damage to the throat. So, yes, the man was definitely strangled. But it’s more the rest of the abuse that’s of interest to me.”

Frank examined the pale body of the deceased. “The oldest scars are two weeks old, they’re all in various stages of healing, so he was alive when some of these were inflicted on him.”

He pointed down to one of the man’s wrists. “If we compare the time perspective of the healing process with the assumption that the man has been restrained, I think there is good reason to believe that he has been injured. That it was done against his will, and that he has been locked up for a long period of time or at least prevented from moving freely. This is also consistent with the emaciated body.”

He was silent for a moment before continuing, “If so, this is one of the most brutal cases I’ve come across. As I said, it must have been incredibly painful, but it is also absolutely devastating for the victim’s psyche … This abuse has resulted in both physical and psychological torture.”

Frank looked back at the victim. “The skin has been loosened and then put back on so it can heal. It’s been like being skinned alive bit by bit.”

“When you say loosened, how deep is the cut? Is it professionally done? A surgeon, a doctor?”

“The skin is a much tougher organ than people normally think, and we can do several different transplants. In this case, most of the scars are cut deep, but not into the muscle tissue. The incisions are mainly in the dermis and subcutaneous tissue, and because there has been one side of each square that hasn’t been touched, there has been a good blood flow, so the skin has grown back, but new scars have been added all the time, so the pain has also been increasing.” Frank nodded to himself. “I don’t want to believe it’s a doctor who has cut these patches of skin free, but I simply can’t say for sure.”

“Okay.” Liam nodded thoughtfully. “So he’s been lying there cut up for a few weeks, but how long do you estimate he’s been dead?”

“Not long. He was dead for four hours at most before you found him, so you can do the math.”

“So around five PM yesterday?” Liam said. Frank nodded.

“It was cold out there yesterday, so there may be a slight inaccuracy. But it was around that time, and that will also be the time that will be in the autopsy report.”

“The technicians don’t think he died at the inn but that he was placed there under the tarpaulin. What do you think about that?”

“I agree. He didn’t die exactly where he was lying, but based on the site report and the preliminary autopsy alone, I can’t say for sure whether he was killed out there. We’ve done nail scrapings, and as you can see, the deceased has superficial abrasions on his hands, and there were also marks on his trouser knees. This could indicate that he tried to get away, to flee the scene, and was then suffocated. But it’s more up to Forensics to uncover that part when they know if the soil under his fingernails came from the place where we found him.”

Liam looked again at the pile of clothes on the table. “So we just have to find out who he is?”

Frank nodded. “I’ll do my best to push for a quick DNA analysis, and tomorrow morning, I’ll initiate the dental identification process. We’ll get the whole package going so we can get a name for him.”

“Thanks,” Liam quickly replied. It was two o’clock, and by eight o’clock they should be able to identify the man.

“There’s something else you need to see. Something that might also help us identify the man.”

Frank had sat down in front of his PC, which stood on a high table, and pushed the mouse. “This X-ray was taken when he was brought in, and as you can see, the deceased has an injury to his back, which I believe has restricted his mobility, and”—he clicked on a new image—“he has also suffered a fracture of the right femur.”

“Is the damage old or more recent?”

“They’re not new injuries,” Frank replied. “I think it’s reasonably likely that the two injuries combined have incapacitated him for some time and perhaps even disabled him to the extent that he hasn’t been able to work since the accident, but of course it depends very much on the nature of the job.”

“Can you say anything about how he could have gotten those injuries? A traffic accident? A fall?”

“No, not now, but we can be more precise about how old the injuries are and what caused them; it just requires more specific studies of fractures and healing, which we will of course do.” Frank looked intently at the lit screen with the X-ray photos on it. “But … yes. The femur and back look like they date back to the same time.” He hesitated. “A fall would be my early guess … from at least a few meters. It takes a lot to break the femur.” He pointed to the last image. “The femur hasn’t healed very well, which might indicate that it happened in a country with a less stable healthcare system; alternatively, the man wasn’t in a cast long enough.” He looked at Liam. “But that’s conjecture. However, I would say with a little more conviction that you’re looking for a man who limped or perhaps couldn’t walk at all.”

“But …” Liam looked searchingly from the image to the dead man’s body.

“If you’re thinking of asking if there’s a connection between the scars and the bone damage,” Frank said, “I’ll have to disappoint you; you’ll probably find out before we do.”

Liam gave Frank a crooked smile. “You know me too well. When would it make sense to come by again?”

“We’re going to take a break for a couple of hours, and then we’ll continue with further examinations tomorrow. I’ll let you know.”

“I’m busy myself tomorrow morning, we have a press conference, but I can come over afterwards?”

“Is that the Vedel case? I thought you weren’t on it?”

“I’m still head of the Reactive Department, so I have to go down and show my face to the media.”

“Any news about the girl?”

“Nada, she’s vanished into thin air, and now Dybbøl is doing her best to keep us on good terms with the press so they don’t despise us and hinder the investigation too much. She’s hoping for some peace and quiet so we can concentrate on actually finding the girl … ideally alive and well.”






CHAPTER


4

DEA TORP STRETCHED sleepily and felt warmth pulsating through her body. She felt lulled into a sense of security she had not felt for a long time. It hadn’t featured in her life at all since she lost her husband. A part of her died with him, or at least it had felt like that for many years. She hadn’t thought much about carnal pleasures in the years that had passed. In fact, she loathed the expression. She had repressed anything resembling intimacy, had pushed it away, preferring to keep her distance and hide away. Cold, Liam had called her when they talked about it. But now the heat was present in every cell of her body, her skin was sweaty, she was relaxed and … well, almost happy, she thought, reaching out to the other side of the double bed. But it was empty.

Dazed by sex and the previous evening’s wine, she propped herself up using her elbows. It was nice to be able to stay in bed and come to slowly on a Tuesday. She reached for her cell phone on the bedside table. It was almost eight o’clock, and there were five missed calls from Liam and two from Dybbøl. She threw the phone onto the duvet and let herself fall back into the pillows. She was off duty and wasn’t even on call.

She heard him in the kitchen and smelled coffee. She pulled the duvet up to her chin and closed her eyes. “What have you done to deserve this fortune?” her grandmother would have said. Now she repeated the words to herself. He was thirteen years younger than her. The first time they were naked together, she had been ashamed, but she forgot all about giving a shit the moment she felt the desire, both his and her own. Now she didn’t give what she looked like a second thought. On the other hand, she thought a lot about how messy it was that they worked together.

They had flirted. Or rather, he had flirted so overtly that everyone noticed when he came in in the afternoon and sat down on her desk. In uniform, completely irresistible. But they hadn’t officially announced that they had become a couple. Liam knew, and maybe a few others, but otherwise they tried to keep a lid on it.

Her cell phone rang again. She didn’t bother looking at who it was. She had “Do Not Disturb” turned on, so only calls from Liam and her daughter were getting through. And it wasn’t her daughter. They weren’t really talking at the moment. It was as if her daughter saw it as a personal insult that Dea had found happiness and was infatuated again. Dea couldn’t take it.

The door to the bedroom opened, and Rolf came in with a breakfast tray. Not once in her seventeen years of marriage had she been served breakfast in bed. Now she had it several times a week.

Her cell phone rang again.

Her colleague from the canine patrol unit nodded toward the nightstand. “Go ahead and take it.”

“I’m off duty,” she reminded him.

He smiled and poured coffee from the coffeepot into the mug they had bought together in Ebeltoft. They had stayed at the Molskroen Hotel on their first real date. She was the one who invited him, and it had gotten off to an awkward start because he didn’t appreciate gourmet menus quite as much as she did. In fact, he had just wanted a steak, but there wasn’t one to be had. She had ordered more wine and a shot with their post-meal coffee, and the evening had ended well.

Her cell phone rang again, and she finally surrendered.

“We’ll need you in today,” Liam announced without so much as a hello. He seemed tense and not in the mood for any objections to be raised.

“I’m off,” she tried anyway.

“Days off are suspended until further notice,” he stated, telling her to get to the police station as soon as she could.

“Fuck you,” she muttered. It wasn’t directed at him. Nor was it directed at her being ordered to work; such were the rules of the game in Reactive—the criminal investigations department. It was directed at herself. Like a little girl, she had ignored her calls while she floated around in this love bubble that sometimes made her feel like she was suffering from monumental madness. She was unable to control the desire and lust she experienced and felt far too old for it.

“Important?” Rolf asked, handing her a cup topped with warm milk. He ran a finger down her cheek, and his eyes locked on hers. That was all it took for a shiver to run through her again.

“A dead body. I think they’re just under pressure because the Amalie case is going nowhere fast. Have you finished searching the last areas north of Odense?”

He nodded.

“We’re going to search areas down around Nyborg today; we’ll meet there at ten o’clock. Right now it seems like Dybbøl is flying blind. There is no system in where she sends the search teams. We’ve already searched a radius of twenty kilometers from the girl’s home.”

Dea nodded. Rolf came from the North Zealand Police force and had only been on Funen since spring, yet he and his German shepherd Ask, with their vast experience and skill set, were the first to be called out when the canine patrol unit was needed.

“I agree with Lene that everything indicates the girl was picked up by a car. Either she was forced into one or she went in of her own free will. If she had moved on foot, the dogs would have picked up a scent we could go after,” he continued.

Inspector Lene Eriksen, head of investigation
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