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Praise for Elsebeth Egholm



‘Very promising’ Daily Mail

‘A rich mix of damaged but endearing characters … the narrative has multiple layers without becoming overcomplicated … at times brutal but the gruesomeness is balanced with evocative descriptions’ Big Issue

‘No one does it better. She easily takes a seat next to Jussi Adler-Olsen as Denmark’s queen of crime’ Dagbladenes Bureau

‘Thrilling and brutal’ Ekstra Bladet

‘A highly recommended, bleak and captivating crime novel’ Information


About the Book

For fans of Jussi Adler-Olsen and Camilla Lackberg comes Danish crime sensation Elsebeth Egholm.

On All Hallows’ Eve, ex-convict Peter Boutrup is visiting his best friend’s grave when her estranged mother appears. Her son, Magnus, has disappeared, and she begs Peter to look for him.

The next day a young nun is pulled out of the moat at the convent in Djursland. She has been garrotted and Peter, who works there as a carpenter, was the last person to see her alive. Meanwhile, diver Kir Røjel finds an old box resting on the seabed. Inside are human bones. They are sixty years old, but the victim had also been garrotted.

While Peter is looking for Magnus, Detective Mark Bille Hansen is assigned to the case. He is determined to link the bones in the box with the girl in the moat - but the hunt for the truth leads both he and Peter down a path so dark, they fear they may never return.


By Elsebeth Egholm and available from Headline

Three Dog Night

Dead Souls


To my mother


Author’s Note

In Dead Souls I have – as in all my novels – used reality as the stage set while the plot and the cast are fictitious.

On this occasion I have taken a couple of extra liberties with St Mary’s Abbey, the Cistercian convent on North Djurs, and the ancient Sostrup Manor House, which is run by the nuns as holiday accommodation. I have always been fascinated by the convent and the house. And as my main character, Peter, is a carpenter living in this area, nothing could have been more natural than to give him a job at the manor house and thus involve him in these mysterious events.

I would like to emphasise the following:

I have never visited the nuns, so none of the characters I describe is based on real people. Nor am I aware of any events which may have happened in the convent’s recent history. I know the place only from the outside, as any ordinary, curious tourist would. The inspiration for this story was the moat, the thick walls and the idyllic yet sinister atmosphere, combined with religion.


Prologue

30 August

The Koral Strait, Kalø Bay

THE WATER WAS clear, a summer blue.

The rubber dinghy with the divers on board slowed down. Kir was sitting on the gunwale and gazing across the shimmering sea towards the ruins of Kalø Castle. It all felt unreal, as if her soul were still somewhere off the Horn of Africa. As if a Somali pirate boat might suddenly appear on the horizon and she and her colleagues would be ordered to board it and overpower the crew. Every movement required for such an operation was encoded in her body. One push of the button and the machine would be activated.

‘OK. We’re here. Drop the anchor.’

Her muscles tensed up under her drysuit. Her brain pumped adrenaline to her arms and legs. But her boss was no longer Captain Herman Søderberg; this time it was Commander Allan Vraa. She was no longer an elite soldier on board the Absalon but a mine diver on a summer mission in the Koral Strait. And she no longer had her weapon at the ready as she had in war-torn, troubled waters; she was searching the approach channel for shipping through peaceful Kalø Bay for explosives.

Allan Vraa watched a yacht sail past. It was crossing the bay a little further out. Two children on the sundeck waved to the divers in their dinghy. Kir had a flashback to the German hostages they had freed near the Somali coast. One of the boys had had hair so blond it was white, just like the boy on the deck of the yacht. His name was August, like the month that would soon be over.

‘Watch out you don’t rescue a couple of hapless tourists,’ Vraa said and winked to Kir. ‘It can be hard to kick the habit.’

‘Can’t keep a good woman down.’

He waved back to the children.

‘Ready?’

She and Niklas looked at each other. This was a cushy number, clearing explosives off the seabed in Kalø Bay. They did it every three years. It wasn’t long since the Royal Danish Navy divers had finished clearing up after the Occupation. Now they were looking for new munitions that might have rolled down the slope of the seabed beneath the drag of heavy barges carrying coal to Studstrup Power Station. Kir had missed out on the start of the fun. It was only two days since she had landed at Karup after her stint in Africa, which was meant to have lasted three months but had quickly turned into six. This was her first day back at work.

She adjusted her mask one last time. Then she held up a thumb and fell backwards into the water. It wasn’t until the moment she hit the sea, which embraced her now with its usual chilly distance, that she became fully aware she was back in Denmark. This was, after all, where she had been born and had grown up.

The team consisted of eight divers and they worked in shifts – no diver was allowed to work at these depths for more than forty minutes every twelve hours – and they had managed to cover a fair stretch of the approach channel.

Kir was dreaming about her tuna sandwiches as she trawled the sea floor for the final ten minutes before resurfacing. She loved swimming through the water twenty metres down, watching plaice hide in the sand or meeting a codfish or an eel going about its business. Green and brown tongues of seaweed reached up from the sand and caught the rays of the sun. It was perfectly quiet. She herself was almost noiseless. Her diving equipment recycled most of the air and the bubbles passed through a bubble minimiser, which made them so tiny all she could hear was a faint hiss. The dinghy, too, was non-magnetic and low-noise so as not to trigger any lurking mines. Not that there were any mines left in Kalø Bay, but there was a huge number of artillery shells and aerial bombs and a fair amount of handgun ammunition. Divers were under instructions only to clear munitions with a total load in excess of fifty kilos. Otherwise they would be diving here forever.

Kir propelled herself forwards and her hands groped at seaweed, plants and sand. Slightly ahead of her there was a clearing as though a bomb had exploded and killed all living things, leaving behind a crater and only sand. She knew the crater well, she had been here before, but the seabed changed as the current reshaped the sand and from time to time new items were revealed.

She swam closer. There was an object lying in the sandy hollow. She had reached it now and could touch it. It felt like the corner of a wooden box or a small coffin. She dug deeper into the sand. It took time to free the box, which was indeed made of wood, but with metal fittings, a padlock and four metal corners.

Working away, she told herself it was probably nothing of any importance. Of course the box wouldn’t be filled with grenades or weapons. There must be a perfectly reasonable explanation for its being here.

Once she had uncovered it, she cradled it in her arms and started her ascent. She was received by a surprised though cheerful Allan Vraa, who took the weight of the mysterious box and said:

‘You are like a Labrador. You have the strangest ability to find just about anything.’

‘A Labrador is a retriever,’ Kir said as she squirmed on board like a whale beaching. ‘It assumes that if someone has thrown an object, it’s meant to fetch it back.’

‘Exactly,’ Allan Vraa said. ‘Someone dropped this box so that you could have a chance to show off by retrieving it.’

‘Whoever threw it must be very patient,’ Kir said. ‘I think it’s been there for years.’

The box was covered with seashells and algae. It was also misshapen and looked as if only the metal was holding it together.

‘I wonder what it could be.’

‘Why don’t we take a look?’ her boss said.

‘Better watch out. Could be dangerous,’ she teased him as he produced a pair of bolt cutters from their kit. ‘Perhaps it’s infectious. An ancient virus, like in the grave of King Tut.’

‘Rubbish,’ Vraa said, forcing the bolt cutter handles together, and the padlock sprang open. He opened the box and both of them peered inside.

‘What the hell … Doesn’t that look like …’

Kir looked at the heap.

‘Bones?’

‘But not from an animal,’ Vraa said.

Carefully, she picked one up.

‘A femur?’

She examined it. The bone had yellowed with age. She could see that it had been broken and that the fracture had healed.

‘What’s that?’

Vraa pointed.

‘A number. Thirty-one.’

She looked inside the box again.

‘They’re all numbered.’

‘Sick bastard,’ Vraa said, shaking his head. ‘First, he deboned his victim and then he numbered her bones. Christ Almighty.’

‘Hold your horses …’ Kir began. ‘There could be a perfectly reasonable explanation.’

Vraa glared at her belligerently.

‘And what might that be?’

She fell silent. She couldn’t think of anything either.

‘Close the box,’ her boss said. ‘And call Aarhus police and tell them we’ve got something to cheer them up.’

Evening

Gjerrild Clif

Peter read the text message from Cato and jumped out of bed. The girl next to him sat up with her hair in a tangle and her make-up smeared. She pulled the duvet to cover her breasts.

‘What’s happened?’

He threw on some clothes.

‘You’ve got to go!’

She looked startled, but then she slowly began to get dressed, on the brink of tears.

‘You’re a real douche bag, did you know that?’

Her name was Joy and he had met her at a club called Summertime. She meant nothing to him and he meant nothing to her, but neither of them had admitted it to themselves yet. The sex had been OK, but something had been missing. The most important ingredient.

‘It’s nothing personal. Someone’s coming.’

‘Your girlfriend?’

She looked upset. He knew it was a temporary feeling. Tomorrow she would be just as relieved as he was.

‘I don’t have a girlfriend. As you well know. Now get a move on, or …’

‘Or what?’

There was no time for diplomacy.

‘Listen. You’re a nice girl. It’s me.’

He stretched out his arms. ‘I just haven’t got time for a relationship right now, OK?’

She had her own car, thank God. Five minutes later she drove out of his life. He read the text message again. Cato said simply that his enemies were on their way. Peter had been expecting them for a long time. Now it had kicked off.

He looked at his watch. It was eleven in the evening and dusk had wreathed the cliff and the sea in darkness. He had thirty minutes, maximum.

He spent the time checking the alarm system. He took the dog with him as he made his tour and together they inspected the PIR sensors, which he had positioned one hundred metres from his cottage on the cliff. They were wired together and the cables went up to the house where they were connected to two bells and four vibrators. The sensors were the first bulwark against Rico’s henchmen, who would undoubtedly arrive on noisy motorbikes with a whole arsenal of weapons, insignia and rippling muscles. There was no shortage of expressions to describe bikers, but discreet wasn’t one of them.

There were six of them, Cato had said. Six men. Six avengers from Midnight Cowboys on their way from their clubhouse in Aarhus. This was the price for having killed their leader in Lisbjerg Forest earlier that winter. An unavoidable killing and one which had benefited Rico, the current leader of the gang. The court case that had followed had ended in Peter being acquitted on the grounds of self-defence, but his beef with the bikers was far from over. There was a code to be honoured. He had known that all along. He hadn’t issued his guests with a printed invitation, yet he had known they would come.

After making sure that every cable was properly connected and that the system was working, he checked the second phase of his defence. Fifty metres from the house he had placed seven wireless bells at access roads and paths and various strategic places behind bushes and trees. Whenever he was at home he always carried a battery-powered remote control. On each bell he had disconnected the cable that would make it ring and replaced it with an old-fashioned light bulb, but he had carefully smashed the glass. Each bulb had then been put in a plastic bag, along with a little black powder from a screamer firework. He had put the bag inside a 1.5 litre pop bottle filled with petrol.

He checked each of the seven firebombs to make sure they hadn’t been knocked over by passing animals or stolen by walkers in the area. Even though he lived on his own in the cottage on the cliff, the place attracted many wildlife enthusiasts who came to watch the birds, catch sea trout or simply enjoy the rugged North Djur landscape. But all seven bottles were exactly where he had put them. His alarm system was ready.

Back in the house with the dog, he looked at his watch again. The external inspection had taken fifteen minutes. He had fifteen minutes left. He spent them checking all the internal locks. All the chains, bolts and locks were set on all the windows and doors on the ground floor. He switched off the lights downstairs and outside. Then he went upstairs with the dog.

He was still wearing his heavy boots. Now he put on his bulletproof vest under his camouflage jacket. He knelt down and pushed aside one of the low bookcases. His book collection had grown steadily in recent years as Manfred and he read extensively and discussed literary classics together.

He opened the secret room in the space under the sloping roof by pushing a spring lock on the right-hand corner of the hidden panel. He took out a fabric bag containing a hunting rifle which he had bought from one of Matti’s connections. Peter was disqualified from owning or handling firearms, but he had regarded the purchase of the rifle as essential nevertheless. The police couldn’t or wouldn’t protect him. They didn’t have the resources either, and he preferred to rely on himself. To that end he needed a weapon and he had chosen this rifle.

He put five cartridges in the magazine and pushed forward the bolt. He heard the click as the first cartridge slid into the chamber. He put the box of ammunition on the table. Then he picked up the night scope and attached it to the barrel. He turned off all the lights upstairs, opened the two south-facing eaves windows and left the balcony door open. This was the advantage of living in a house on the shore of the Kattegat. The enemy would not be arriving from the sea.

He positioned himself at the window overlooking the lane and waited with the rifle resting on the window sill, his senses fully alert.

The darkness had deepened. The world was at rest, but the quiet felt ominous.

Finally, he heard them. He couldn’t distinguish the sound of one Harley from another and had to take Cato’s word for how many there were. He tensed every muscle and leaned against the window. The dog growled from his place on the fleece in the corner.

He counted the seconds. The engine noise rose steadily. The air started to quiver.

Then the bell rang and the vibrator by the door started humming. They were one hundred metres from his cottage.

He took the remote control out of his pocket and held it at the ready. Now he could see them through the night scope. The six motorbikes calmly moved closer. Ninety metres. Eighty metres. Seventy-five metres. He had his finger on the button. At fifty metres he pressed. Puff and up went one as a spark ignited the petrol. The rider at the front was turned into a living fireball and rocked from side to side. Peter pressed the remote control again and the same thing happened. Now there were two fireballs in the summer night.

The engines came to an abrupt halt. He could hear agitated voices, but couldn’t make out what was being said. However, he could see everything from the window in the glare of the fire. The four remaining bikers tried desperately to save their colleagues, rolling them around on the ground and stamping out the flames. The two bikers were screaming in pain. Then came the sound of shots. One, two, three. Half-hearted attempts to save face in a battle they had already lost. Peter responded with silence.

The two burning motorbikes lay on the ground like huge torches as the bikers put their injured friends on the pillions of the other motorbikes and fled from this accursed cliff in the back of beyond where a madman had just thwarted an attempt on his life, one man against six. Peter imagined that was how they would be thinking. They wouldn’t be coming back in a hurry at any rate.

It wasn’t until they had left, the fire had burned down and silence had descended over the cliff again that he lowered the rifle, closed the windows and went downstairs to feed the dog.

Next afternoon

Grenå Nursing Home

‘Happy birthday, Grandad.’

Mark Bille Hansen bent over the wheelchair to deliver his message. His grandfather, who was ninety-five, grabbed his elbows with two strong hands and held him at arm’s length.

‘Let me see your mouth when you talk, Mark, otherwise I can’t hear you.’

Mark was really too busy to celebrate the old man’s birthday. Shots had been heard on Gjerrild Cliff last night and they had found two burned-out motorbikes. Everyone knew this was part of an ongoing feud between Peter Boutrup and his biker enemies, but Boutrup himself had been tight-lipped. Mark, in his capacity as Head of Grenå Police, should have been there, but now he was here because he had made a promise to his mother and she always got her way.

He repeated his congratulations to his grandfather, now with exaggerated lip movements.

‘Thank you. There’s no need to shout!’

‘Who wants some cake?’ someone called out, to Mark’s enormous relief.

A trolley was wheeled in by an anonymous-looking woman who reminded Mark of a tortoise.

‘Where are my ninety-five candles?’ Mark’s grandfather demanded.

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ Mark’s mother said. ‘You’d never be able to blow them out in one go.’

‘Of course I can. I could blow you all out if I wanted to. Get out, the lot of you!’

The birthday boy waved his arms about. Mark’s mother took hold of the wheelchair and pushed him to one side while the guests waited anxiously for the cake to be cut and the ceremony to be over so they could get away from this crazy old man.

Mark heard his mother trying to mollify her father.

‘Come on, Dad. It’s just for one day. You’ve been looking forward to it.’

‘There’s too much noise.’

‘Your hearing isn’t what it was.’

‘I can still hear noise.’

‘Please, Dad. Eat some cake.’

She gestured to Mark to fetch a plate. He cut a wedge of cake and brought it over. His grandfather grabbed it greedily and immediately set to.

Mark looked around. He liked his grandfather. And he liked the fact that he protested about his mother’s fussing. He too hated birthdays, and his mother had a tendency to overdo everything. He had an idea.

‘Fancy a trip outside, Grandad?’

This time he was sure his grandfather could see his lips. The old man nodded.

‘Can we go to Tirstrup? To the airport?’

Mark had had in mind a walk down the long corridors of the nursing home and possibly outside into the sun just to get away from the guests and the noise and breathe in some fresh air – but what the hell. He nodded and lined up the wheelchair.

‘We’re just going out for a bit,’ he announced to the guests, who seemed relieved. Even his mother nodded and waved. She too thought he meant a short walk around the gardens.

Instead Mark sneaked the old man down to his car and helped him into the passenger seat, folded the wheelchair and set off for Tirstrup.

‘Are you going flying?’ he asked his grandfather.

‘No.’ His grandfather seemed to be chewing on something; perhaps a bit of cake that had got stuck in his teeth. ‘I just wanted to get out and feel the air on my skin.’

‘And feel your hatred for the Germans?’

His grandfather chuckled. It sounded almost like sobbing.

‘I want to go there to remember my comrades.’

‘Men who died during the war?’

‘And those who died afterwards,’ his grandfather said.

He looked at Mark.

‘Never underestimate them. The dead. You learn that when you grow old.’

To himself he added, almost in a whisper:

‘They have a nasty habit of coming back.’


1

PETER RAN HIS hand down the new door frame in the music room, pleased with his work.

‘That’ll do,’ he declared.

‘Do? Yes, we certainly hope it will. Otherwise it’s a waste of time and money.’

He looked up. Sister Beatrice had stopped playing and turned to him. A cheeky smile lingered at the corner of her mouth. A smile she wouldn’t readily admit to and which she quickly brought under control.

‘Just a figure of speech,’ he said.

‘From the real world, I presume?’ She pointed to the tall convent window. ‘Out there?’

He returned her smile. Of all the sisters, he found her the easiest to get on with. When he thought about it they had actually struck up something that bordered on friendship.

She got up and joined him. The nun’s white outfit – there probably was a name for it – wrapped itself around her body, concealing generous curves no one must see, let alone think about. Her face was about to crack into a smile again. The abbess must have had a job keeping her under control when the nuns were in silent prayer. He had been told that they prayed twenty-four hours a day at the convent. Always. Night and day, at least one of them would keep the flag flying and the line open to Him upstairs.

It was a mystery how Sister Beatrice had ended up here. She was young, mid-twenties. On the whole the nuns were nowhere near as old as he had imagined and they came from all over the world. Several times he had heard their muffled laughter in the corridors and seen their eyes sparkle, but no one laughed more readily than Beatrice.

Her face revealed her every thought. It broke into all manner of expressions, ranging from giggles to profound sorrow and gentleness. Peter had had the pleasure of seeing that face several times during the summer while Rimsø Carpenters carried out repairs to the buildings that formed the St Mary’s Abbey. Talking to this young German nun, who spoke perfect Danish, had been an even greater pleasure. So far they had covered every topic from faith, hope and love to a dog’s delicate sense of smell and the difference between a hacksaw and a plane. There was always genuine interest in her eyes and voice. Always a fine sense of where to draw the line between the intimacy of friendship and that which went beyond. Like now, when she suddenly switched from jest to earnestness in a millisecond.

‘And you caught most of them?’

‘They don’t take much persuading. They’ve no idea what freedom is.’

‘They’re lucky,’ she said, sending him her glance which said more than the famous thousand words.

He had been telling her about this morning’s events at Gjerrild: during the night some (probably well-intentioned) activists had released six thousand mink belonging to Henrik Hansen and knocked down the mink farmer’s daughter when she had gone after them. Neighbours and friends had spent the night and the early morning catching the mink, but a couple of hundred were still paw-loose and fancy free.

‘They can’t survive in the wild,’ he said.

‘So much for the dream of freedom.’

He wasn’t sure he liked the subtext. Was she thinking about herself or him? He scrutinised her face, but it was blank. Then she changed the subject once again, a past mistress of conversation.

‘It’s still so peaceful out there.’

She nodded – another nod to the real world – towards the convent courtyard, which was being lashed by rain and wind from the north-west in the deepening twilight.

‘Still?’

‘Tonight the dead and the living will meet. If we are to believe the stories.’ Something soft had crept into her voice. Her face was serious.

‘In our church we celebrate All Hallows. All Saints – the thirty-first of October. But for you it’s about the souls of the dead, Halloween. The living and the dead.’

‘The night of dead souls?’

She nodded.

‘If there’s someone you’re hoping to meet, you’d better keep your eyes open …’

A mischievous glint reappeared.

‘Oh no, that’s right, you don’t believe in that stuff.’

She made her voice unnaturally deep and he heard himself being quoted: ‘It is what it is. Everything else is superstition.’

Peter started packing up. He smiled at his toolbox as his hammer and screwdriver slotted into their places. She was the quirkiest person he had met since My, his unusual friend from the Titan Care Home days. But in a completely different way. While My was a vulnerable, wounded soul, Beatrice was a small, round apparition with dimples and a talent for cheering him up.

‘Now, now,’ he muttered and straightened up. ‘I suppose I could make an exception and go to a meeting like that, just to be on the safe side.’

She tilted her head and gave him a penetrating look, not without a sense of triumph.

‘Man is more than pure reason. He has feelings too. Do I detect a heart beating for someone you hope to meet at the cemetery at midnight?’

‘Is that where it happens?’

‘According to what you call superstition, yes.’

He put the last hammer in his toolbox and got up with it in his hand.

‘I can always take the dog for a walk to see if anyone is dancing on the graves.’

She ran after him as he raised two fingers to his forehead to go.

‘Wait. Here.’

She rummaged round at the bottom of her pocket. Taking his hand, she pressed something into his palm and closed his fingers around it.

‘To be on the safe side. You need it more than I do.’

It wasn’t until he came down to the courtyard with his toolbox that he looked at the object she had given him. A rosary. A string of black beads. He had seen her winding it around her fingers as she mumbled inaudibly. He wondered for a moment if it would help. Probably not, he concluded. Nevertheless, he put it carefully in his pocket.

As he did so, he spotted a figure moving across the courtyard and down behind the far end of the moat. On impulse he followed and watched the person cross the bridge over the water and head in the direction of the herb garden at the back. From the clothing, he was able to identify her as Sister Melissa, an eighteen-year-old girl, the only Dane in the convent and, as far as he had understood, a kind of trainee. That was why her outfit was a darker colour than the usual white of the Cistercian nuns. Melissa had told him she wasn’t going to be a nun, but she had been attracted by the idea of a year of peace and contemplation in the convent and the abbess had granted her request.

He had observed that there was a special relationship between Beatrice and Melissa. Unspoken, but eyes could tell you so much, and Sister Melissa’s in particular. The word ‘devotion’ crossed his mind. It was old-fashioned but appropriate. For a moment he followed Melissa with his eyes. Should he offer to help her? Fetch an umbrella from his van? Warn her that the rain would only get worse and she would get soaked because the herb garden was some distance away?

He was about to go closer when he saw another figure appear out of the twilight. A man, blurred in the rainy mist. The two of them stood together for a while. Suddenly, Sister Melissa became agitated. She waved her arms about and her head bobbed from side to side. The other person, nondescript in dark trousers and a short dark jacket, seemed calm but also intimidating. He took Melissa by the elbow and led her away. It was impossible to know whether it was against her will or not.

Peter was seized by a feeling of unease and for a moment he considered walking down to the two of them and intervening. But what was it, after all? A private meeting, or an argument? Besides, he had his policy, he reminded himself: not to get involved in other people’s affairs. It was Sister Melissa’s own private business who she met.

Even so, he waited until the figures had disappeared from view. Then he picked up the toolbox, went to his van and drove home to the dog.

It was late. He had checked his alarm system and already dragged his mattress onto the balcony when he remembered the rosary and what Sister Beatrice had said about the souls of the dead. He took out the rosary and slid the beads through his fingers one by one. He wasn’t a man of faith. In fact, he hated religion with all his heart because other people’s faiths had given him nothing but trouble. Nevertheless, he couldn’t get the idea of a midnight meeting out of his mind. He could hear the voice. A girl’s reedy voice with a core of obstinacy:

‘I’m bloody freezing. Sodding, shitting, bollocking hell.’

My’s language could be fruity when the mood took her. Her ashes had been released and he had found a site for her urn at Gjerrild Cemetery. No family members had come forward to claim her.

He looked at the dog lying on his fleece, watching him. The rain had stopped them from going out for a long walk earlier. Now, in the darkness, it had eased. He stared through the window. On the Kattegat he could see lights from a couple of vessels at anchor or crossing the sea. Otherwise it was pitch-black, but that had never bothered him or the dog.

‘Come on, Kaj. Walkies?’

My’s dog – he had inherited the Alsatian when she died – came up to him, wagging his tail and putting his big head in Peter’s hand. The dog’s eyes confirmed what his tail had already said.

Other people had had the same idea. Not to turn up in person, but lit candles had been placed on some of the graves, perhaps so that the dead souls would feel welcome if they happened to make an appearance.

I must be out of my mind, he thought, as the dog ran around sniffing.

What am I doing here?

Well, while he was here, he might as well have a look at her grave. Perhaps he should have lit a candle as well, but his mind had been elsewhere. He hadn’t even brought flowers.

Beatrice knew nothing about My. In general, they rarely discussed personal matters. It was as if they shared a mutual respect for the choices each had made and the events which had led them to the margin of windy Denmark, on the nose of the face that formed Djursland at the edge of the blackest sea. But she knew everything about him, of course. Most people in the area did. A man who had done time for manslaughter can’t avoid a certain level of notoriety.

He found her grave quickly. There was already a small candle flickering in a plastic cup. He trawled through his memories to work out who might have left it. Not many people knew of this place.

He stood for a while staring into the flame. He had chosen a natural, unpolished stone. The wording was in simple, black letters: My Johansen 30-11-1984–26-9-2010. My’s life had been nowhere near as simple.

Images from their childhood danced to the rhythm of the small flame. They had grown up together at Titan Care Home where physical punishments were the order of the day. He had often thought it was the torture that broke My and turned her into what she was, but the doctors had a medical diagnosis for her. A form of autism, they said. Funny how such a small, anaemic word had been used to explain why My was like no one else in the whole world.

No one could move like My, who always wore her long coat and a woollen hat on her head with a hobbling dignity. She had a limp and could reel off crazy sentences that never finished, embroidered with puns and rhymes and plenty of curses and swearing. Her figure was elfin, her hair mousy brown and thin. Her eyes always asked questions he couldn’t answer.

And now, she was up there. That was the feeling he got whenever he lay looking up at the starry sky. Perhaps he had a kind of belief after all.

Suddenly something moved on the periphery of his vision. He heard a rustling noise.

‘Kaj?’

But it wasn’t the dog. A figure approached him. Long coat flapping at the sides. The wind caught the hair escaping from the edges of the beanie. He blinked. My?

He was about to say her name, but he held it inside him as he watched the human figure moving closer and closer in the glow from the few flickering candles.

‘I thought I would find you here,’ the voice said.

‘Miriam!’

‘God, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

She came up to him and kissed him on the cheek, and he realised that she was very much flesh and blood.

‘What are you doing here? It’s the middle of the night!’

She eyed him sharply.

‘It’s only eleven o’clock. I thought you might want to make me some coffee. Or perhaps you’ve got a rendezvous?’

He shook his head and called Kaj. He looked up. It had started drizzling again.

‘I hope you’ve got a car.’
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HE HADN’T SEEN Miriam since the winter. In the interim he had decided he had probably seen her for the last time. Back in January, things had happened that had made him angry and had shaken his belief that they would ever speak again. And now she was sitting on his sofa with her stockinged feet tucked up underneath her and her make-up smudged from the shower they had been caught in before they reached her little tin can of a car.

‘You look good,’ she said to the teacup she was cradling in her hands. ‘Do you miss her very much?’

‘My?’

‘No, I don’t need to ask about her. I mean Felix.’

He shrugged. He wasn’t ready to discuss Felix with her. She couldn’t just waltz in after several months of silence thinking their former intimacy was still intact.

He could see that she understood. She drank her tea and hid her gaze in the steam.

‘Why are you here?’ he asked. ‘What do you want from me?’

He was fond of Miriam, but he also had to be careful. She had already shown him once that she put money and security before friendship. But she had changed, he had to admit. There was a new earnestness to her. Her curvy figure seemed thinner, almost emaciated, but she was still attractive and sexy, and the memory of her body would always be part of him.

‘I had a visitor the other day,’ she said.

‘Tell me something I don’t know.’

Miriam and Lulu ran their own brothel in Anholtsgade in Aarhus. If they didn’t have daily visitors something was wrong.

‘It was a woman.’

‘Piquant.’

‘Stop it, Peter.’

She banged down her cup on the table. He saw that for once she wasn’t wearing nail varnish. He had never seen her in jeans either. It was always corsets and short skirts with Miriam, and heels like stilts.

‘Who was it?’

‘My’s mother.’

‘What?’

‘You heard me.’

‘How did My’s mother know where to find you?’

Now it was her turn to shrug.

‘I’m in the phone book.’

‘Only if you have a name.’

‘I do have a name.’

My’s mother. The thought was alien. Neither of them had had parents. Or at least, not parents who wanted them. Not even someone to bring them birthday presents or take them on picnics.

‘What did she want?’

‘Well, what do you think?’

His astonishment was replaced by anger when the truth dawned on him. He hated it when parents were suddenly overcome by remorse and the urge to pour love over their now adult children whom they had quite happily dumped on others for their entire childhood. He only had to think of his own mother. She was a journalist in Aarhus and if he let her she would be there, trying to mother him, faster than she could write a tabloid headline. Ridiculous, seeing as she had given him up at birth and hadn’t seen him for almost thirty years.

‘Don’t tell me she was looking for her lost daughter.’

‘Oh, yes, she wanted to know about My,’ Miriam said. ‘She wanted to track her down and tell her she had siblings. Half siblings,’ she corrected herself.

‘Find My? But didn’t she know what happened?’

Miriam’s voice went hoarse.

‘Did she know that her daughter was dead and had been found hanging from a tree? No, Peter, she didn’t. They don’t give you that kind of information when you give up your child for adoption.’

She looked at him and collected herself. He remembered that Miriam had given birth once. A long time ago. She had told him that when she was young, she had been a drug addict and had given birth to a child who had died at birth. It still haunted her.

‘I suppose there’s a reason for that,’ he said. ‘She was no longer My’s mother.’ He corrected himself: ‘She didn’t want to be My’s mother.’

Miriam rolled her eyes up to his ceiling, which needed a lick of paint.

‘Listen to yourself! Aren’t you on your high horse, Peter? You don’t know the whole story. You’ve no idea what made her let My go.’

He got up and started pacing the living room. The dog lifted its head and sent him an anxious look. He was seething on the inside. There were always so many excuses for leaving children in the lurch. But it was pointless discussing this with Miriam, whose heart beat for everything from puppies to serial killers.

‘Ah well, now she knows she can be on her merry way again.’

‘She’d like to meet you.’

‘Me?’

‘She’d also like to see My’s grave and leave some flowers.’

‘Jesus wept!’

Miriam leaned forward and caught his eye. She said softly:

‘And then she would like My to be transferred to a cemetery close to Aarhus where she lives.’

He knew it was inappropriate, but no other expression occurred to him to describe how he felt about that announcement:

‘Over my dead body!’
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‘BUT COULDN’T SHE have gone …?’

Mark Bille Hansen suddenly found it hard to imagine where a nun would go if she were to go missing. Home? Into town? Dancing …? Possible scenarios appeared in his mind and not all of them could be shared with the worried abbess who had called Grenå police station.

Fortunately, it appeared that Sister Dolores, as she called herself, had a sense of humour despite her obvious concern.

‘No,’ she said, her voice laden with irony. ‘She hasn’t eloped with the gardener, she hasn’t gone clubbing or joined a travelling circus, nor is she offering kisses for ten kroner on the high street because she’s getting married in the morning. She’s gone. Disappeared.’

‘Since last night, did you say, Sister Dolores?’

How do you address an abbess? He decided to stick with Sister Dolores.

‘At five in the afternoon she went to pick some herbs in the garden.’

‘It was raining,’ he reminded her.

She resorted to sarcasm again.

‘She was wearing her water-repellent, super-nun habit. And her nun-wellies.’

He faltered and felt well and truly put in his place; the conversation was going from bad to worse:

‘We’re not freaks,’ the voice said more patiently, as if talking to a child. ‘We’re human beings who have made important life decisions. But we live our daily lives like most other people. We go out into the rain to fetch herbs and we know it won’t help to pray to God for five minutes’ respite so we can get back inside without getting our feet wet.’

Sister Dolores sighed audibly.

‘We get wet. Just like everybody else. And sometimes we catch a cold.’

‘And sometimes you go missing,’ Mark said.

A short pause followed, the air seeming to quiver.

‘This is the first time. It has never happened before.’

Mark was reminded of the old joke about the two spinsters who had been brought up never to go outside and never to let men indoors. Until by some miracle one of them married the postman and sent the other a postcard from her honeymoon with the words: Let the pussy cat out!

However, it was probably not the right time to tell this joke. Sister Dolores clearly had a sense of humour, but this would be going a bit too far.

He looked at his watch. It was ten o’clock. In normal circumstances he would have given it more time – unless it was winter and minus 13° outside. Young women went missing and then they came back again, he knew that from experience. But it was clearly different with nuns.

‘I’d better drop by. Is now a good time?’

‘Ten minutes ago would have been better, but it’ll have to do.’

Mark was familiar with the seventeenth-century convent in Sostrup. Once upon a time, the property had been owned by the Skeel family. In the Djursland of his childhood the convent had merely been part of the landscape, with its large gate and four wings with a tower and a moat, useful for playing war games. In town he had sometimes seen white-clad figures who reminded him of ghosts, but apart from that the nuns were just mysterious creatures you rarely saw or heard about.

He Googled the convent and learned that it had belonged to the Cistercian Order since 1960. In 1999 a new convent, called St Mary’s Abbey, had been built a short distance south-east of the manor house.

He had never been to the convent on police business, nor had he ever imagined why he might. A couple of stolen prayer books? A sister who had overindulged on the communion wine? It was hard to imagine them at odds with their own laws or society’s. They appeared to live quiet, contemplative lives, minding their own business and tending to the affairs of the convent, and they even had enough energy left over to pray for all the lost souls in the world, including his own.

As he drove his patrol car over the moat bridge and through the convent gates he couldn’t help feeling a certain gratitude. There was, as far as he knew, no one else who found his miserable, diseased soul worthy of a prayer, although it was sorely in need of it.

He parked the car and got out, resolving to treat Sister Dolores and her fellow nuns with more respect than he had shown during the telephone conversation.

‘Mark Bille Hansen?’

The woman who said his name walked towards him with such a light tread it was as if she was hovering. Her white habit hovered with her. Only her sturdy black shoes, sticking out from underneath the habit, seemed to be keeping her on the ground.

‘This is Sister Beatrice, who has been kind enough to assist me. After all, it’s not every day we have a visit from the law.’

Sister Beatrice was a totally different type to the hovering abbess. The weight of her body alone kept Beatrice’s feet firmly on the ground. She had a soft, round figure, and even her nun’s habit struggled to conceal her generous bosom. It looked as though she could easily smile or laugh, but at this moment she appeared tormented.

They set off across the cobbled courtyard between the red convent walls.

‘Of course, we don’t live here any more,’ Sister Dolores said. ‘Perhaps you know that we were given money for a new convent some years ago. It’s round the back. The old buildings are used for courses and conferences, but we still have our herb garden down there.’

She pointed in front of her. ‘That was where she went to pick herbs. Rosemary. Sister Mary was making roast lamb.’

‘Sounds delicious,’ he said stupidly. His dinner had been a burger from the takeaway on the corner.

‘It was a Friday, so normally we’d have had fish, but it was Sister Mary’s name day.’

They crossed the section of the moat which lay north of the bridge he had just driven over. Then the sisters led him down to a large, well-kept herb garden, which abounded with the kind of vegetables he always intended to eat but never managed to buy or cook. Vitamin pills had proved to be easier.

‘Look. This is where she walked.’

Sister Dolores pointed to hefty shoe-prints on the ground, but it was hard to distinguish between them. There were also other shoe-prints.

‘And she was alone?’

‘Who else would be with her?’ Sister Beatrice asked. ‘We’ve done a headcount and we were all together indoors.’

‘An outsider, perhaps? Someone attending a conference?’ Mark could see his suggestion did not find favour.

‘We found this,’ Sister Dolores said, pointing. ‘We didn’t touch it, obviously.’

Perhaps even nuns watched CSI on TV, what did he know? Mark looked, but couldn’t immediately see what she meant. Sister Beatrice pointed to some small twigs that looked like spruce.

‘Rosemary,’ she said. ‘She must have picked it and then dropped it.’

He squatted on his haunches next to the little green sprigs and suddenly the situation felt surreal. Herbs … nuns … He was finding it hard to take this seriously. He hid his smile as he searched the grass around the spilled herbs but found nothing. Then he stood up and a glance at the faces of the two nuns made him feel ashamed. He read equal portions of horror and fear in their expressions, as if they had an insight into a world to which he had no access.

‘Did anyone see Sister Melissa go down to the herbs? It was at five o’clock, you said?’

The abbess shook her head. But Sister Beatrice babbled something, then clasped her hand over her mouth.

‘What was that?’ he asked.

Beatrice lowered her hand.

‘The carpenter left at five o’clock. Perhaps he saw something. He was in the music room putting up new door frames …’

‘There’s maintenance work going on,’ Sister Dolores interjected. ‘Quite a lot of jobs had piled up and we found some money to get it done.’

‘What is the name of the carpentry firm?’ Mark asked.

The abbess looked at Sister Beatrice.

‘Now what was it?’

‘Rimsø Carpenters,’ Beatrice said. ‘Sometimes there are two of them. Yesterday there was only one. His name’s Peter.’

‘Boutrup?’ Mark asked.

Beatrice smiled. It was the only smile he had seen that day, but that made it all the brighter.

‘Do you know him?’

He nodded.

‘Yes. I know him.’
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PETER NOTICED THE police car from a long way off and his first impulse was to turn around and drive back. He hated the police and all forms of authority with every fibre of his being.

But he had a job to do. Several door frames needed replacing, and he had also promised to look at the gutters as some sections required attention. Later it would be the turn of the roof, but that would take at least two of them. In a couple of days he and Manfred, his boss, would erect scaffolding on the north wing of the convent where several roof tiles needed replacing.

He dragged his toolbox out and slid the van door shut. He picked up the toolbox and started walking, but was stopped by a familiar voice.

‘Peter!’

Mark Bille Hansen wasn’t his friend, but possibly not his enemy either. He had a feeling it was Mark Bille who had managed to shelve the case of the burned-out motorbikes on the cliff back in August, which Peter regarded as a gesture of friendship.

However, his heart sank at the sight of the long-haired police officer who was approaching with the abbess while Sister Beatrice stood in the shadow of the convent wall.

‘What’s going on?’

The police officer held out his hand. They looked into each other’s eyes. They were the same height, but Mark Bille’s build was lean and tough. His face was lined, his long hair raven black. He looked more like a modern-day Native American in his boots, jeans and brown leather jacket than a Danish police officer – which was what he was.

‘It seems that one of the sisters has gone missing,’ Mark Bille said out of earshot of the others.

‘Who?’

But Peter already knew.

‘Someone called Sister Melissa, eighteen years old. She went out to collect herbs at five o’clock. About the same time that you drove home, I’ve been told.’

Peter only heard the other’s voice as a distant echo. His whole body tingled and his bad conscience throbbed.

‘Peter? I’m talking to you.’

The voice penetrated the sound barrier. Mark Bille eyeballed him. Peter nodded.

‘I hear you.’

It was only a moment, but before he started telling him about yesterday’s incident at the moat, the thought of saying nothing had crossed his mind. Of simply keeping to himself what he had seen. He knew he might end up being dragged into something he didn’t wish to be dragged into. Besides, he felt no joy at helping the police.

‘I saw her,’ he said eventually. ‘Someone went up to her in the rain.’

They walked down to the moat while he told Mark for the second time what he had seen and indicated the place where Melissa had met the stranger.

‘And you’re sure it was a man?’

‘Quite sure.’

‘Can you describe him in more detail?’ Mark Bille asked.

Peter shook his head.

‘Just ordinary. Dark jacket. Dark trousers.’

‘How tall?’

‘About my height, I think. Around one-eighty-five metres.’

‘Broad?’

‘Perhaps a bit broader. Than me, I mean … But it was hard to tell from a distance.’

They stood on the bridge over the moat for a while. Mark’s next question hit him in the solar plexus.

‘Why didn’t you do something? Seeing that you had a hunch something was wrong?’

Sister Beatrice’s gaze met him with the same question.

Peter closed his eyes for a brief second.

‘It was nothing to do with me,’ he said lamely as he heard himself reel off the world’s oldest excuse.

He looked at Beatrice and felt her fear transplant itself in him.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Perhaps she’ll turn up,’ Mark Bille said after a pause. ‘Show us which way they went.’

He led them down to the place where he had observed the two of them walking and told them in as much detail as he could what he had seen. Mark Bille showed him the small bundle of rosemary and Peter squatted down on his haunches. He saw the prints and followed them. Two kinds. There were patches where the blades of grass were flattened. Something took hold of him inside, like when Kaj got a scent and followed a trail. He moved through the grass down to the furthest shore of the moat and found broken twigs and flattened grass on the way. He knew this. This was his territory: nature, the life of a hunter. He knew every birdsong, every plant, every animal. All his instincts were heightened now. He knew he was getting close to something important.

He had a feeling the others were watching him and perhaps Mark Bille was considering stopping him, so that he wouldn’t ruin any evidence, but he continued to follow the trail through scrub and bushes and grass for quite a while. Then he spotted a black object lying in the damp grass close to the dark, muddy water.

He found a branch and fished it out. He carefully dangled the shoe in front of the two nuns. Everyone stared at it.

‘Don’t touch anything,’ Mark Bille said.

Tears flowed down Sister Beatrice’s cheeks. She blinked them away, in despair.

‘They’re hers. They’re brand new.’

‘All right then.’

Mark took out his phone and made a call. Peter knew it was to Aarhus Police when he asked to speak to Inspector Anna Bagger.

They heard him giving her a brief update and discussing the situation. Soon the police would be buzzing around the convent like bees around a flowering rosemary bush. Mark Bille was OK, but Peter had already had an encounter with the officers from the region’s capital and this was not an acquaintance he wished to renew.

‘We need that moat trawled from top to bottom right now,’ he heard Mark Bille say. ‘Can someone call the Kongsøre EOD Training Centre?’

Peter could visualise Anna Bagger’s face at the other end of the line: the perfect lips pressed tightly together and the eyes with ambition written across them in flaming letters over the cool greyish blue.

‘Of course I’m not sure,’ Mark said. ‘That’s why we need to take a look … Yes … yes, probably … Right, that’s agreed then.’

He ended the call and stood for a while staring into the moat.

‘Are the divers coming?’ Peter asked.

Mark made no reply. It was as if the moat was absorbing all his attention.

‘She’s down there,’ he said at last, still staring into the black water. ‘Where else would she be?’
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SHE HAD TO be professional.

That was Kir’s first thought when she saw Mark Bille talking to Allan Vraa down by the moat. His shoulder-length hair concealed his facial expression, but his body was the same: long and sinewy like a runner’s, and he was wearing a leather jacket, jeans and boots. His jerky hand movements and his shuffling feet revealed his restlessness.

The police officer was clearly briefing the diving team about the assignment. A missing nun, Allan Vraa had said on the telephone when he called. This was very different from diving for munitions on a bright summer’s day in Kalø Bay. But the camaraderie was the same, even though the tone was more subdued, and Kir was pleased to have been given the job. Even if it meant her confronting a man with whom, to put it mildly, she had a complicated relationship.

She greeted Mark and they exchanged a few remarks, which she knew she would turn over in her head later on when she was underwater. That was the way it always was. She did her best thinking when she was diving.

‘OK. This is the situation.’

She was brought up to speed by her boss. Kir and another diver who lived locally had been called in, and there were also four divers from the EOD training centre in Kongsøre, who had come with a diving truck, dinghy and the whole range of equipment. Allan Vraa introduced her to the new colleague.

‘This is John Frandsen, Frands to friends.’

He patted the new guy on the shoulder. Kir held out her hand in a friendly gesture and received a handshake as though Frands trained with hand grippers in the gym.

‘And there was I thinking this was a man’s job,’ Frands said.

Kir hesitated. She couldn’t work out whether or not he was being serious.

‘Kir’s the best there is,’ Allan Vraa said cheerfully. ‘She’s just come back from the Bay of Aden, where she kicked pirate ass.’

Frands’s scepticism was obvious, but Allan Vraa chose to ignore it.

‘Water doesn’t discriminate,’ Kir said. ‘Once we’re down there we’re all equal.’

She pointed to the moat. She was on the verge of adding that her smaller size allowed her to reach places in shipwrecks that were inaccessible to other, bigger divers. But it would have been stupid to provoke him so she kept her tone light as she said:

‘Nice to meet you, Frands.’

‘Likewise.’

It sounded forced. Frandsen’s eyes had the exact same cold, macho expression that tended to be associated with a soldier. And his physical perfection bordered on caricature. He was almost 1.90 metres tall, with a square face and chin and thick knots of muscles in his neck.

‘I expect you two to team up,’ Vraa said. ‘The others are doing a sweep with the sonar over on the eastern side. If you start setting up poles here, we’re well on the way.’

They did as they were told without major problems or exchanges. Frands was obviously professional and knew what he was doing. It didn’t take them long to arrange the poles in a tight grid on the bottom of the moat while the crew in the small dinghy rigged up the sonar and started using it.

The sonar was an effective tool for searching for underwater objects. It looked like a small torpedo and fortunately it didn’t care about working in a moat filled with mud. It was lowered into the water from the stern of the black rubber dinghy and trailed along the bottom, and it could see thirty-five metres to each side. Two divers manoeuvred the dinghy and watched a computer monitor. White spots on the screen would indicate anything unusual.

After staking out the poles, Kir and Frands slipped into the water. The water level in the moat was high after the recent weeks’ rain. Visibility was zero, but Kir was used to that. If there was someone on the bottom, she would find them.

She fumbled around in the mud and algae with one hand while the other held onto the line they had extended.

While she worked, she remembered the days of sunshine she had spent with her colleagues. A slice of paradise. The only surprise had been finding the box of bones. After speaking to the police, she had delivered it to the Institute of Forensic Medicine, where
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