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PRAISE FOR

THE WITCH HUNTER

“The Witch Hunter, translated with icy precision by Kristian London, is written in short, sharp present-tense chapters, a technique which adds to its relentless tension.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“The Witch Hunter, Finnish novelist Max Seeck’s pulse-quickening English-language debut, is a genre twofer: It gives crime-novel enthusiasts a satisfying puzzle to logic out, and it offers fans of supernatural tales a look at the world of, as one character puts it, ‘amulets, rabbit feet, you name it’ . . . a police procedural with paranormal activity at its black heart.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Seeck’s debut is dark and intricate—the moments of revelation are as vividly cinematic and impactful every time . . . a vivid, robust thriller.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“One twist follows another, baffling the police and readers alike. Seeck imbues this riveting procedural with a deliciously creepy undertone.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“The Witch Hunter is everything I wish for in a thriller: exceptional story, exceptional characters, exceptional writing, and shocking twists— exceptional everything. I loved this book, and you will too.”

—Chris Mooney, author of Blood World

“One of the best books I have read. Ever. Absolutely thrilling, well-written, and oh-so-hard to put down.”

—Emelie Schepp, author of Slowly We Die

“The heroine’s personal problems provide a fascinating counterpoint to a disturbing tale of murder and madness.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“With its hint of the occult and a powerful story line, The Witch Hunter is a thoroughly chilling thriller making a solid entry as a first novel in a new series.”

—New York Journal of Books

“The Witch Hunter is a cinematic spin on Nordic noir: it’s perfectly paced for a binge read, brimming with unpredictable plot developments, and its elements of witchcraft and the occult give it an extra-chilling and unique edge. Compelling characters, an intricate plot, and a clever premise make The Witch Hunter a propulsive, up-all-night Nordic thriller.”

—Crime by the Book
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Prologue

THE PLASTIC MASK is getting sweaty, and Akifumi adjusts it before opening the drawer of the kitchen island where the flatware—genuine silver—is divided into compartments. Little knives, big knives, appetizer forks, forks for the main course. Steak knives separate. Dessert spoons. Four pairs of metal chopsticks. A few mesh tea balls, clipped chains dangling from the ends. Classy. Elegant.

“Are you still hungry, Asuna?” Akifumi asks, bringing a fork to eye level. The precious metal at its neck is blemished by a dark blotch. An irritating flaw in the otherwise perfect milieu—a matter that easily could have been corrected by scouring the handle with a bit of fluoride toothpaste.

“No,” the girl says, crossing her legs. At Akifumi’s orders, she sat on the bed without wiping her mouth. Goddamn, the little whore looks young.

Akifumi pulls a plate from a drawer, fills it from the platters laid out on the island: roast beef with green peppercorns, lox, garlic scalloped potatoes, salad, bread. The sort of fare served at mediocre wedding buffets and arena VIP boxes, but the details, like the presentation, the superior flatware, and the dazzlingly white unscratched china, lend the whole meal a sense of luxury. Akifumi lowers the plate to the table, pops open a bottle of champagne, fills a glass. The just-downed double-strength malt whisky is still burning in Akifumi’s throat, along with the temporary invincibility it imparted.

“You can’t have this,” Akifumi says, tapping the flute with a finger-nail. “Schoolgirls aren’t allowed to drink alcohol. It’s against the law.”

As the words echo in the room, Akifumi grows even more aroused.

Asuna is no schoolgirl. Of course not. But young enough to look like one. Akifumi’s hand clenches into a fist.

Fucking whore.

No, Akifumi’s not hungry after all. The glass of champagne disappears in a single swig.

“What school do you go to, Asuna?”

The girl hesitates, and just as she’s on the verge of answering, Akifumi raises a finger. Shh.

“You know what? Never mind. . . . I’m done hearing you talk,” Akifumi whispers. A hooked forefinger calls the girl over. “Come here. Come here now.”

The girl straightens out her miniskirt and teeters over in her high heels.

Akifumi inhales, drawing in the bracing scent of oranges, evoking memories of travels to the Far East, of searing sun and sunscreen. Then Akifumi grabs the girl by her braids and pushes her to the floor.

“Do it again, Asuna. Do it again, bitch, but this time do it like you want to.”

And then I’ ll bash your skull against that concrete wall.
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LISA YAMAMOTO WAITS FOR the chrome doors to close, then releases the air trapped in her chest in a single prolonged breath. She slides her black Prada sunglasses off and eyes herself in the mirror on the rear wall. The concealer hides the stress and exhaustion, but it cannot summon joy to her eyes. There’s not a hint of the over-the-top exuberance an invitation to a drop party for Finland’s hottest rap artist—or any artist, for that matter—would have sparked a year or two ago. Now the predominant emotion is one of unpleasant suspense, and she regrets not having done something before leaving the house to boost her confidence—something stronger than champagne. But no doubt one of her fellow invitees will make sure her needs are attended to. Shoot the right person the right look, and she’d be strolling into the ladies’ with a bump that would guarantee a nice pick-me-up.

Lisa scans her body, sheathed in a beige Hervé Léger bandage dress: fit and just the right amount of curvy. At least her look is on point. Not that things aren’t fine or that she doesn’t have it all under control. The sole item on tonight’s agenda is getting a couple of good selfies with the man of the moment and maybe shooting a few video stories with other celebs. Considering whose release party it is, Helsinki’s most famous faces are sure to be out in force.

Lisa hears her phone vibrate in the side pocket of her purse. Probably Jason again. He’s already tried three times. Get a life. She shifts her gaze from the mirror to the digital number panel above. A red four. Five. Six.

A short melody plays, and a moment later the doors open. The elevator is flooded with pounding bass and loud chatter, accentuated by shouts and sporadic bursts of laughter.

Lisa looks down the red carpet toward the coat check, which is mobbed by guests bearing bouquets and bottles. Nobodies, nevers. Lucky I don’t have to introduce myself to them.

The bouncer, a guy named Sahib whom Lisa has known for years, gives her a discreet nod as she steps out of the elevator.

Lisa passes the floor-to-ceiling windows giving onto a panoramic view. Helsinki’s rooftops are slick from days of rainfall. The strikingly lit Torni Hotel rises in the distance, a miniature Empire State Building that dominates the city’s low-slung silhouette. The light from the streetlamps and windows sets the dark scene glistening. The city has yet to be brightened by a first snow.

“Hey, Lisa, nice to see you,” the black-blazered, white-T-shirted Sahib says as he helps her out of her dripping overcoat—artificial leather trimmed in fake fur. The couple in front of Lisa has stopped a few feet away to whisper, by all signs about her. There was a time she got off on the looks, the attention of complete strangers. Now they just make her uncomfortable. What the hell are they staring at?

“How’s it going?” Lisa asks the bald, muscle-bound Sahib as she lowers her purse and shoe bag to the counter. She steadies herself with one hand as she deftly slips off her black, white-striped Superstars with the other and slides her toes into a pair of patent beige heels that came equipped with an extra four inches.

“Party’s already bumping,” Sahib replies smoothly, carries Lisa’s coat and bagged sneakers over to the rack, and hands her a numbered tag creased by the sweaty fists of thousands of partyers.

Lisa feels her phone vibrate again along with the thump of the bass. Maybe it’s been ringing this whole time. She pulls it from her purse, glances at the screen, and silences the device. Shit.

“Thanks,” she says, flashing Sahib a quick smile.

“Be careful out there—a lot of bad boys on the loose tonight,” Sahib says with a wink. And although she can’t stand the bouncer’s patronizing flirtation, Lisa smiles and winks back.

The highway created by the red carpet cuts through the dark drapes and into the glare of the photographers’ flashes. The air is permeated by that distinctive nightclub odor—stale cologne, spilled alcohol, and cigarette smoke absorbed by the floor and curtains over the years—a reek even a series of remodels hasn’t managed to eradicate. A female bouncer Lisa doesn’t recognize cracks the curtains, and Lisa steps into the club proper, a tall space packed with partyers showing off the latest trends. Hair dyed in flaming tints, off-the-wall makeup, plumped lips, custom-made suits and sport coats accentuating trained bodies, ironic hipster mustaches, trimmed beards. Lisa pauses to take in the photo wall, the size of a soccer goal, and the guests being brusquely manhandled toward it as if it were a medieval gallows.

“Yamamoto!” a female voice squeals. Lisa’s eyes strike on an over-weight reporter with glasses whose name she can’t remember, despite having been interviewed by the other woman at some point.

Lisa gives the reporter a practiced smile that shows her white teeth. “Hi!”

“We’d love to do a little piece on you. . . .”

Lisa glances at the photographer standing behind the reporter; he has a tabloid press card hanging around his neck. Probably legit, and good advertising for her blog.

“Let me go over and take my picture first.”

“Sure. We’ll be right here.”

“OK, great,” Lisa says as she leans in to hug a young English-speaking man she doesn’t remember ever meeting. Hi! Good to see you. Sure, talk to you soon!

After extricating herself from the stranger’s excessively eager and overpowering aftershave-drenched embrace, Lisa drifts to the photo wall, joins the short queue snaking up to it.

She scans the room bathed in low lighting, the sea of bodies surging there. Some faces are familiar, others aren’t; the majority are somewhere in between. Faded memories, distant flashes of Helsinki night-life. CDKF. Chat, dance, kiss, fuck. Typically in that order, although Lisa remembers a few nights she skipped directly from the chatting to the fucking. And maybe one or two when she arrived at the same outcome without so much as a chat.

Over at the back, Lisa spies a knot of revelers corralled off from the main herd, camera flashes, men and women taking turns rubbing shoulders for the paparazzi. And at the eye of this storm, the top-hatted, sequin-tuxedoed guest of honor himself, Kex Maces, aka Tim Taussi, the twenty-six-year-old rap artist whose pop-influenced hip-hop album made Spotify history last year: it rose to the top of the streaming lists not only in Finland, but in the other Nordic countries and Germany too.

“You’re up, Lisa,” calls the woman with the telephoto lens. Purse in hand, Lisa steps up to the backdrop: an album cover illustrated with a huge spider. Kex Maces’ Spider’s Web. The flashes click briefly, annoyingly so. The photographers haven’t always let Lisa off the hook so easily. Just last year, she would see camera flashes in her sleep. Thanks! She is free to go. Great seeing you, Lisa! Have fun tonight! The smiles feel almost genuine, the words almost sincere, but the underlying chill does not go unnoticed by Lisa. She has an eye for social cues that has been honed by dozens of such events. No one is really interested in who you are, only what you look like and what you represent. Some people are interested solely in whether you’ll be available for an after-party blow job at five a.m., once the bottles have been emptied and the Ziploc bags vacuumed of every last gram.

The next item on the agenda is a glass of champagne; a server in a black shirt and yellow bow tie is conveniently carrying a tray of them in his gloved hand.

A promo girl in a tastelessly short skirt and a breast-baring top hands Lisa a program, winks, and says: “Don’t get tangled in the web.”

Don’t get tangled in the web. So damned pretentious and overproduced. Lisa has been inside for only a few minutes, but she already has the urge to spin right back around and get the hell out of here. She’s more desperate for a shot of courage than she realized. Snow White. Marching powder. Her gaze seeks out anyone who could offer relief. Teme, Sakke, Taleeb . . . Her usual guys are presumably present but obscured by the hundreds of faces.

And then Lisa feels her heart skip a beat. There he is again: standing, hands in his pockets, at the windows overlooking the city. His gaze, vaguely accusatory and penetrating, is exactly the same as last time. Lisa turns on her heels and heads for the bar.

But she knows the man won’t let her out of his sight.
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THE SONG BLASTING through the earbuds—En Vogue’s “Free Your Mind”—pauses as the running app provides its audio feedback. Despite being friendly and female, the voice exudes the stark soullessness of any recorded announcement: Distance five kilometers, average speed ten point two kilometers an hour. The music returns, and Jessica Niemi inhales the fresh air through her nostrils. It smells of morning after the first freeze of the year: of the frost on the leaves being swept away by the sun’s early rays; of melting puddles, their film of ice giving under the flexible soles of sneakers.

Jessica feels like she’s flying; her step is light. A few months ago, she started running to work again after a prolonged hiatus. It’s a form of exercise she has dropped more than once due to agonized protests from her broken body. Aching joints, nerve pain boring into her knees, shooting down her legs to her toes, and all of it immune to normal pain medications. But now her legs are moving, and the pain hasn’t returned. It will, of course; it always does. But until then, Jessica means to relish every footfall, every spurt that ends in a flood of endorphins. In retrospect, her taking up running again on a whim feels miraculous. After the funeral of her former boss Erne Mikson, Jessica spent weeks in a daze, sat at home brooding over everything that had happened. Until one day she pulled on her running shoes and lunged out into the mild spring air. Like Forrest Gump, her colleague Yusuf later joked.

The distance from her Töölönkatu flat to police headquarters in Pasila is about three and a half kilometers. The route hugs the bay, skirts the Winter Garden, then continues past the Stadium hill to Helsinki’s Central Park. In order to double the distance, Jessica frequently turns west—as she did today—at the Laakso equestrian center and crisscrosses the park’s rocky, spruce-sheltered paths all the way to the allotment gardens at Ruskeasuo.

Jessica passes the riding school and Helsinki’s mounted police just to the northeast. The sandy path is poorly lit along this stretch of track. The lampposts among the tall trees are few and far between, and the bright lights of the arena plunge instantly into forested gloom. A large bird prowls the treetops.

Hey! Did you hear me?

Jessica glances backward, but the path is deserted. It’s hard to say whether she truly heard the shout over the music blasting in her earbuds. Sometimes she hears things when she’s running: random words and cries. The voices have followed her for so long she doesn’t always pay attention to them.

Stop!

This time the voice is too real. Jessica pulls the earbud from one ear and glances over her shoulder just in time to catch a glimpse of a male figure with outsized hands scrabbling at her windbreaker. The assailant throws his full weight against her, knocks her to the ground. Jessica can feel his mass on her back as her cheek digs into icy mud and damp leaves.

“Listen . . . ,” the voice says.

Jessica reels from the stench of boozy breath. Thighs wrap around her glutes, the attacker planted on her lower back. Bare fingers reach around her neck as the mouth growls in her ears. The breath smells of salt-licorice schnapps. Then Jessica’s attacker flips her over, and she sees his face: a stranger’s. Alcohol-flushed, angular cheeks, heavy mustache. An unkempt, ethanol-rotted forty-year-old. Jessica remembers passing a bench at the side of the sawdust path a few minutes back; a creepy guy in a leather jacket sat there, swigging rotgut from a plastic bottle.

“Christmas Eve.” The voice isn’t much more than a whisper. “Christmas Eve.”

Jessica stares at him, bewildered. The guy is clearly out of it; Christmas Eve is a month away. The fingers of one hand squeeze her jaw as his other hand holds her left wrist down.

Jessica exerts every ounce of strength she can muster and knees him in the crotch, but her legs are locked under the asshole’s weight, and he must be too drunk to feel his balls.

Jessica hears her pulse pounding in her ears. She takes a deep breath. Rough gravel scrapes her cheek; she sees icy sand and decomposing leaves in her peripheral vision. She could scream for help, but she doesn’t remember seeing anyone else nearby. In the distance, someone calls after a barking dog.

“Christmas Eve.” Now the man is foaming at the mouth, teeth bared. “Christmas Eve.”

Jessica’s fingertips graze the tiny canister at the bottom of her pocket. It’s classified as a firearm under Finnish law, and these days she always carries it with her. A second later, the man takes a long squirt of pepper spray to the eyes. An instant of disbelief, and then his drunken ranting turns into screams of anguish. With her free hand, Jessica slams her attacker in the face over and over. The upper teeth break; blood spurts from the mouth to the sallow skin. He loses his grip. And then, with surprising agility, he hauls himself off Jessica and bolts into the woods.

Jessica gasps for breath and lurches laboriously to her feet.

The knuckles on her right hand are bleeding.

Jessica hears branches snapping in the underbrush, but there’s no sign of the man anymore.

She doesn’t lower her hand; she brandishes the pepper spray, vigilant against a repeat attack. She waits and listens to the noises carrying from the woods. But the man doesn’t return.

Jessica grabs her phone and dials the station switchboard. After giving a description of the attacker, she starts jogging in the direction she came from, this time on high alert.

Distance six kilometers, average speed nine point one kilometers an hour.
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JESSICA STEPS ACROSS the threshold and leans her hip against the doorjamb. The after-sweat brought on by the hot shower she took in the locker room has glued her dark blue dress shirt to her back, and she discreetly tugs it out from under her belt. Her right hand, the one she used to whale on her attacker’s jaw, hurts like hell; she should probably let occupational health x-ray it.

“Shut the door, Niemi,” Superintendent Helena Lappi says, tapping her wireless mouse with her forefinger. Uttering Jessica’s surname seems to leave a bad taste in her mouth. Jessica closes the door behind her, making the room seem even smaller. The perfume wafting around the office smells like an expensive, overpowering bar of soap.

Helena Lappi, more familiarly Hellu among her colleagues, continues staring at her computer screen, affording Jessica a chance to observe her surroundings. The office is much as it was in Erne’s day: a spare minimalist cubbyhole, with white walls downright begging for an injection of shapes and colors to break the bleakness. The venetian blinds sag at the windows’ upper edges; the electrical outlets clump in groups of four, even in spots where power is unneeded. When it comes to institutional drabness and dreariness, the office is in a class of its own. But it’s only now, without Erne, that it feels oppressive and lifeless: the presence that brightened the entire unit with his big heart is gone.

“We haven’t had a chance to have a proper talk yet,” Hellu says, indicating for Jessica to take a seat.

Jessica obeys, folding her hands in her lap. She looks into the eyes of the forty-plus woman across the desk; their brown is somehow incongruous with the cropped bleached hair.

The directorship of the Violent Crimes Unit has seen some turbulence since Erne’s departure last March. The first candidate, a beer-bellied old-timer approaching retirement, did the job for only a few months before railroading himself into the shelter of a post in administration. The second left with little fanfare after a similar amount of time in the position: a credible source asserts malt whisky was his down-fall. His enduring friendship with the bottle had deepened into a fatal attraction during divorce proceedings. Classic.

Hellu, on the other hand, doesn’t appear to be going anywhere. She exudes enthusiasm for the position and the self-assurance endowed by her new status, which unfortunately makes her an infuriatingly pedantic boss. Jessica has worked under Hellu for only a couple of weeks, but it’s already plain her new director loves punctuality, protocol, para-military discipline, and principled bureaucracy. There has been friction between the two of them since day one, and Jessica isn’t sure what the cause is. In any case, the corridors at police HQ have grown narrower and narrower by the day—it’s as if Hellu and Jessica weren’t meant to walk them together.

“Congratulations on Kalasatama,” Hellu says drily. She’s referring to the preliminary investigation of a homicide Jessica has wrapped up with surprising speed. The crime wasn’t exactly a major mystery: a man with a record of violence beat an old friend to death with a base-ball bat in an alcohol-fueled frenzy, then carried the body out to a dumpster wrapped in a Persian rug—or, more accurately, a Chinese copy of one.

Jessica tries to reply with a neutral smile—the most diplomatic variety, but also the hardest to maintain. “Thanks.”

Hellu fingers the papers in front of her and glances at Jessica from under her brow. Jessica crosses one leg over the other. Her knee hits the corner of the desk, setting the pens rattling in their stand.

“I just spoke with the prosecutors. They were pleased. They’ll have an easy time taking it from here,” Hellu says.

“It would be pretty hard to screw up, seeing as how we gave them a weapon, a motive, DNA linking the—”

“As I said, congratulations.” Hellu releases the mouse. There’s something calculated about the way she does it. The gesture, trivial in and of itself, signals the end of the prelude. Of the foreplay. Of the small talk. You got your praise, Niemi. Now I’m going to wring your neck.

The superintendent leans back in her chair and clicks her tongue ominously. “I’ve tried to meet with everybody. Get to know the team. You and I haven’t had a chance to chat yet, since you’ve been busy with Kalasatama, but now . . .” Hellu clenches and unclenches the fingers of her left hand. The ring finger is adorned by a band of steel or white gold, its stark simplicity clearly intentional. The wrist sports a massive smartwatch, presumably part of Hellu’s scheme to biohack herself eternal life. Or something like that.

“I’ve gathered you were particularly close to Superintendent Mikson. That you and he worked together for . . . how many years?”

Jessica hears Erne’s name and can’t help seeing the pockmarked face. The gray stubble, the kind eyes. Hearing the vaguely comical accent. Smelling the pungent whiff of cigarettes that lingered after he left the room.

She answers a moment later, as if having dedicated the entirety of the intervening seconds to counting the years she and Erne shared as colleagues. “Eight.”

“I also heard you knew him before you joined the force. That you were friends.”

“We were. Yes.”

Hellu looks probingly at Jessica, as if studying Jessica’s face would enable her to divine further information about her subordinate’s relationship with the former boss. Then the stare relents slightly.

“Yes, it was unfortunate. My belated condolences. None of us can have too many good friends.”

“Thank you.”

“Cancer . . . cancer. It’s a real bitch.”

“Agreed.”

“The reason I’m mentioning Mikson now and opening wounds I assume may not have properly scarred over yet is I believe you and I will be working closely with each other. Compared to the other detectives in the unit.”

Jessica licks her dry lips and waits for the superintendent to continue. She doesn’t.

“Working closely?”

Hellu looks vaguely disappointed, as if she expected Jessica to be able to read her mind.

“Listen,” she says, and inhales sharply. “I know you’re a good police officer, Niemi. I’ve heard it so many times I have no cause to doubt it. I’ve also heard that, during Erne’s era, you had certain tendencies to . . . go rogue. Ignore instructions and orders from time to time.”

Jessica struggles to remain calm. She can feel her mangled hand throbbing beneath the desk; she needs pain pills, and fast. “OK.”

“This information did not come from your fellow detectives, but from higher up.”

“You would have to say that, I guess.”

“My question for you, Niemi, is whether this pattern was because you and Mikson had a long, close working relationship or in spite of that fact? There’s a big difference, you see.” Hellu flashes a nearly imperceptible smile before continuing. “Naturally the latter possibility is, from my perspective, more challenging. It means I need to be prepared to fight fire with fire. I do not allow grandstanding. Period. I am not Erne Mikson.”

You could never touch Erne, you pompous sow.

Jessica looks at the woman, whose gleaming eyes are boring directly into her own. At moments like this, Jessica burns with the desire to give authority the finger: tell the unit to fuck itself, then quit. The Violent Crimes Unit needs her more than she needs it. It’s always been that way.

The windows creak annoyingly at the seams, and it’s not even windy outside.

“Erne and I had a specific way of working together,” Jessica says. “Occasionally things may have looked more dramatic to outsiders than they actually were. Whoever your source is, they probably didn’t quite grasp the dynamic between Erne and me.”

“So you’re saying you’ll have no trouble doing things my way?”

“It’s hard to say, because I don’t know what your way is yet,” Jessica says, despite guessing the reply will send Hellu over the edge. And indeed, the superintendent slams her hand down on the desk—not furiously, but hard enough to make Jessica jump—and her mouth produces an annoying sound much like the buzzer that accompanies the big red X on a quiz show display board.

“Wrong answer, Niemi.”

“All I’m saying is that if, as new director, you jump into a complete overhaul, of course that’s going to spark negative feelings and resistance to change. And not just from me, but probably from everyone. We always generated excellent results under Erne’s leadership. Why fix something if it isn’t—”

“Niemi,” Hellu says calmly, “right now you’re saying everything I

don’t want to hear.”

“OK—”

“And as a matter of fact, this conversation reinforces the image I’ve already formed of you.”

“I don’t want to be—”

“You and I will discuss this again, sooner or later. Hopefully for the sole reason that I’m acknowledging your capacity to adapt to new circumstances.”

“Let’s hope so,” Jessica says tiredly. She stands.

“Niemi.”

Call me by my last name one more time and I’ ll drag you by that stupid bottle blond crew cut.

“Yes?”

“We’re not finished.”

Jessica sits back down and silently counts to ten.

“I also have a police matter for you.” Hellu moistens a fingertip with her tongue. “You recognize these faces?”

Hellu pulls a printout from a stack: a screenshot of a tabloid cover. Jessica picks up the sheet of paper and studies the pictures of the young woman and young man. Both are beautiful and fashionable in their own way, and the photographs exude an undeniable vitality and a lust for life. Tastemakers, trendsetters. Over the past forty-eight hours, Jessica has seen the photos multiple times.

“The bloggers.”

“Exactly.”

Lisa Yamamoto and Jason Nervander. Finland’s most-followed social media celebrities and lifestyle bloggers. For the past couple of days, concerned calls have been raining down on the police: apparently neither arrived home after attending a major Finnish rapper’s record launch Saturday night.

Jessica lowers the printout to the desk. “Is the case coming to us?”

The possibility of the case ending up on their desks had already occurred to her. Maybe she had even secretly hoped for it. Missing persons are generally more interesting than normal murder investigations. They’re like opera performances in which you have to find the body before intermission—if the missing individuals are found alive, there is no second act. But sometimes they’re never found at all.

“Just yesterday, there didn’t appear to be any doubt it was a stunt of some sort. They know each other, and both got a hell of a lot more followers as a result of the disappearance. But this morning something happened that made us suspect a crime.”

“What?”

“A new photo appeared on Lisa Yamamoto’s Instagram.” Hellu sets a second printout down in front of Jessica. It’s a screenshot of an Instagram post: a photograph of a tall lighthouse built of yellowish stone.

“What is this?”

“Söderskär lighthouse. The Porvoo archipelago. Read the caption.”

Jessica drops her eyes beneath the symbol indicating thousands of likes. For a split second she imagines the dampness she feels on her lower back isn’t sweat, but a fine rime drawn to the surface of the maple leaves by the freeze. A keen cold pierces her.

Deepest sea, darkest grave

A princess sleeps beneath the waves

Soon sea will freeze, snowfall cover

And none shall her tomb discover
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JESSICA HEARS A gunshot. And another. And a moment later, another eight, at an ever-accelerating rate. Every shot follows faster than the one before until the ten-shell magazine is empty and the slide remains in the rear position. The heavy smell of gunpowder rolls over her.

Jessica removes her ear protectors. “Too fast. You’re never going to be in a situation where you’ll have to fire ten that fast.”

Yusuf removes the magazine and sets his gun down on the counter. His fingers clench and unclench. “They were all hits,” he says unenthusiastically as he heads toward the target.

The shooting range at police headquarters is deserted aside from them. Unlike the setup familiar from American television series, it does not have targets that slide out at the press of a button. What it does have are moving, rotating targets that can be adjusted to the desired configuration.

Jessica ties her hair back and follows Yusuf, taking a moment to eye her colleague’s muscular back. Yusuf has always been athletic, but he’s been spending more time at the gym in recent months. The impulse for his more active training schedule was presumably the sick leave that lasted from late February to May, during which his long-term relationship came to an impasse.

Since returning to work, Yusuf has been aloof and distant. Maybe because of the breakup. Or what happened in Kulosaari in February: when he was drugged and nearly killed by a murderous cult. Most likely the sum of the two, plus whatever else.

“Look,” Yusuf says. He takes a small roll of brown stickers from his pocket and begins patching the bullet holes. “Head, head, chest, head, chest, head . . .”

The casualness with which Yusuf lists the hits to the piece of card-board modeled after a human torso makes Jessica shudder. She knows Yusuf isn’t himself, isn’t doing well. Sure, he’s able to perform his duties and shoot accurately enough. But this isn’t the same old Yusuf who strolled the corridors of police HQ, infecting the whole open-plan office with his irresistible laugh. Jessica feels a fleeting wistfulness about how much things have changed over the past year. And yet many things remain the same. Only Erne and Mikael are gone. They’re both dead. The angel and the demon.

Jessica and Yusuf slowly return to the firing line. Yusuf slips off his protective goggles and ear protectors and squats to pick up the nine-millimeter shells strewn across the concrete floor. The fluorescent tubes at the ceiling radiate the only color they know: hospital white.

“How are things, Jessie?”

Jessica shakes her head. “Weird morning. Some drunk attacked me in the park while I was running to work.”

A worried look falls over Yusuf ’s face. “Jesus Christ, Jessie. Are you OK?”

Jessica raises her right hand; the knuckles look like she’s socked a brick wall. “I’m fine. But a missing front tooth should make that psycho pretty easy to identify.”

“Holy shit,” Yusuf says. But he doesn’t drop his gaze.

“I’m fine,” Jessica insists. “It won’t take long to find him.”

“You come down here to shoot?”

“Nope.” A heavy door closes in a nearby corridor. Jessica sweeps a strand of hair back from her brow. “I just had a chat with Hellu.”

Yusuf grunts. “Superintendent Lappi. Erne had cancer. That woman is cancer,” he mutters.

“Yeah. I’m getting the sense she doesn’t like me too much.”

“I don’t think she likes anyone.”

Jessica tilts her head and smiles. “That’s not what I heard.”

“What did you hear?”

“That she checks out your ass every time you walk past. And every time you get up from your chair. And that you’ve been known to stand up for that very reason.”

“Am I missing something? She has a wife.”

“An ass is an ass.”

“So let her look. I try my hardest.” Yusuf wipes sweat from his temples. The biceps thrusting from his T-shirt snake with recently surfaced veins, a result of his new training program and diet. Jessica hopes Yusuf doesn’t go overboard with the gym-rat routine. A light pump and a limber build look better on Yusuf than a broad back and stiff, swollen biceps.

“You’re available, aren’t you?” Jessica asks.

“Available?”

“I mean, you don’t have any ongoing investigations.”

“I was thinking you had a lady in mind for me. But no . . . I don’t have any ongoing investigations. I’ve been helping Nina pick apart this one construction-site thing, attempted manslaughter.”

Jessica looks at the gun resting on the table and wonders whether Yusuf means to empty another magazine into the targets.

“What’s that you have there?” Apparently Yusuf is only now noticing the folder under Jessica’s arm. A shell slips from his fist to the floor and rolls away. Yusuf eyes the bit of turned brass like a shepherd whose charge has broken from the flock.

“The bloggers,” Jessica says.

Yusuf ’s face brightens, and his eyes rotate toward Jessica. “You’re shitting me.”

“You know the case?”

“Of course. Everyone thinks it’s a publicity stunt.”

“I heard that too.” Jessica hands Yusuf her phone. Her Instagram app is open to the profile of the twenty-five-year-old Lisa Yamamoto. Jessica points at the photograph of the lighthouse. “Check out the latest post.”

Yusuf taps on the image. Jessica studies his reactions, expects to catch the familiar spark in his eyes. But the surprise spreading across his face isn’t as intense as Jessica hoped. She wants to believe Yusuf hasn’t grown indifferent; he must be suffering from chronic exhaustion. Either way, it’s like some colors are missing from his palette of facial expressions. The clearest, purest ones.

“‘. . . sea will freeze, snowfall cover / And none shall her tomb discover.’ What the hell?” Yusuf hands the phone back.

“On its own, it could have been an off-the-wall prank, part of some attention-seeking PR stunt, just like you said. But that’s not everything; this is even crazier.” Jessica brings up Lisa’s profile, showing all her posts. Jessica points at the profile description. “Check this out.”

 

Lisa Yamamoto

Public figure

Blogger/influencer

RIP

1994–2019
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THE CONFERENCE ROOM is dim; the ceiling lights are off. Not to make the image projected on the screen brighter, but because no one has had the energy to get up and turn them on.

“Yamamoto?” Rasmus Susikoski says, and coughs into his fist. Then his hands return to the table in the prayerful aspect that for him is a default state of sorts—the starting position from which all Rasmusian gestures and movements, including nose scratching and thumbnail gnawing, spring.

If there were a category for sitting muscles, Rasmus would be the Violent Crimes Unit’s undisputed champion. As a thirty-four-year-old law school graduate who still lives in his parents’ attic, Rasmus is not particularly socially gifted, but he has been blessed since birth with good instincts and a mammoth hard disk inside his skull. Rasmus’ ID reads SPECIAL CONSULTANT; he works at HQ in a civilian role. Jessica has often wondered how Rasmus ended up working for the police, and in Violent Crimes to boot. Maybe it’s a calling of sorts: a bullied schoolboy’s attempt at breaking the cycle of evil. Or something like that.

“She’s half Japanese,” Jessica says, bringing up a new picture.

Yusuf, who is sitting at the head of the table, cracks his knuckles and frowns at the photo.

“And some sort of celebrity?” Rasmus asks.

“Social media celebrity.”

“Never heard of her.”

“You have Instagram?” Jessica continues clicking on the thumbnail images, which open up on the screen one at a time.

“Me?” The look that flits across Rasmus’ face telegraphs the sheer absurdity of the question. “No. But I do have a Facebook—”

“Even if you did, you probably still wouldn’t know her,” Jessica says. “Eighty percent of Yamamoto’s followers are young women. Another ten are young men, and I guess the rest are perverts or fake accounts.”

Yusuf laughs. “So Rasse would fit in perfectly with that last ten percent. And I don’t mean the fake accounts.”

“I’m not active—”

Yusuf shoots his colleague a look. “Rasse, I’d bet a hundred euros you have some stalker account you use to check out girls, Fasmus Nusikoski or something.”

At first Rasmus appears to blush, but then a tiny approving smirk spreads across his face. Although introverted, Rasmus seems to enjoy his established status as the target of the unit’s crass humor. Besides, Yusuf knows how to tease his colleagues without being malicious, poke witty, funny jabs without going so far that they feel uncomfortable. Just the opposite: the butt of the joke always laughs along. Yusuf is a master at picking his way through minefields, even if the interactions might appear to match the hallmarks of bullying to outsiders. “Huh, Rasse?” he continues. “Butts, right? Or tits?”

Jessica sighs, but she can’t hold back a grin. “All right, Yusuf.”

“Or feet? You a feet guy? You like to jerk off to—”

Rasmus replies tentatively: “If I had to choose, I guess—”

“Hey, come on, guys. Focus.”

Yusuf and Rasmus exchange quick smiles, then turn their attention to the large screen on the back wall. Images march past as Jessica browses through hundreds of posts. In most, Yamamoto is posing for the camera alone. The pictures are high quality, and the subject is dressed in on-trend designer wear or, alternatively, the images successfully evoke a superficially casual ambience. Some shots were clearly taken abroad, and many make room for a passel of friends in the shade of palm trees or in Central European squares. The profile and Yamamoto’s personal brand are masterfully crafted: despite the changing outfits, hairstyles, settings, and groups of friends, the photos communicate a unified mood and style. If you click Follow, you know exactly what you’re signing up for.

Jessica releases the mouse. “Lisa Yamamoto was reported missing by her roommate, who wasn’t able to provide any theories as to where Lisa might be or who she might be with.”

“What about the other one . . . the guy, Jason Nervander?” Yusuf asks.

“His parents live in Lapland, and he doesn’t appear to be very close to them. He was reported missing by a close friend, a pastor from Kallio parish.”

“And this pastor said what?”

“Just that he hasn’t seen Jason for a couple of days,” Jessica says.

“So in other words there’s no unambiguous, probable explanation for the disappearance of either one?”

“We’re starting from scratch.”

Yusuf leans his elbows on the table. “Well, goddamn.”

“Who’s on the team?” Rasmus asks.

Jessica’s answer comes quickly: “The three of us.”

“Huh? Not even Nina or—” Yusuf swallows the rest of the sentence.

“Hellu stressed that even if we suspect homicide, there isn’t enough evidence yet. The three of us are going to kick things off, and we can expect assistance as soon as it’s confirmed that at least one of the two is dead.” Jessica rubs her eyes. “But we’ll be getting some extra hands from tech right away to help filter through the data.”

“What happened to your hand?” Rasmus suddenly asks. He’s staring at the appendage in question, which is now resting on the table.

Jessica doesn’t immediately respond. She glances at the swollen back of her hand and bruised knuckles, shrugs. “Workplace injury.” Then she leans back and crosses her arms, hiding her fingers deep in her armpit.

Jessica gazes at the image projected on the screen: Lisa Yamamoto standing in turquoise water up to her knees, back to the camera, face toward the waterfall roaring in the background. Dripping black hair skims a sun-bronzed neck and shoulders. Jessica can almost hear the thousands of gallons of water trapped in the image shudder into motion. Beyond the cascade’s powerful reach, the pool’s unbroken surface glitters in the sun.

“Jessica?” Yusuf says, rousing her from her thoughts.

“What?”

“Assignments?”

A few seconds pass before Jessica begins delegating tasks. “Rasse, I want you and tech to go through both Instagram accounts. Keep an eye out for anything suspicious.”

“You mean, the comments?”

“Primarily. And suspicious followers—”

Rasmus finishes Jessica’s sentence: “Among the four hundred thousand the two of them have between them.”

Jessica glances at Rasmus. The remark may have sounded like a protest, but there isn’t the slightest hint of defiance on Rasmus’ face. It’s an enormous undertaking regardless, more or less literally on the scale of looking for a needle in a haystack.

“Start with the comments. If this is what it looks like—meaning, if some lunatic killed Lisa and Jason and hijacked Lisa’s social media account—I’m sure something will turn up there.” Jessica shuts her computer. “Yusuf and I will go talk to Lisa’s roommate.”

“What about that damned lighthouse?” Yusuf asks.

“Söderskär. The local police have been called in to help. Hellu said a couple of detectives from Porvoo are headed out by boat to have a look. They might find something.”

“Bodies?”

“I doubt they’ll have any frogmen.”

“Shouldn’t they though?” Yusuf flips through the papers strewn in front of him. “‘A princess sleeps beneath the waves / Soon sea will freeze, snowfall cover . . . ’ They ought to take some diving gear if they want to find anything.”

“I assume they know what they’re doing. They have the same facts we do.” Jessica stands and pulls on her coat. “Get to it, Rasse. Yusuf, let’s you and I go check out Lisa’s place.”
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THE LIGHTS TURN green, and Yusuf turns the car from Veturitie onto Nordenskiöldinkatu. Jessica looks at her wrist to check the time; a ladies’ Cartier Panthère Vendôme gleams there. There’s no question the eighteen-carat-gold watch Jessica inherited from her mother stands out in flashy contrast to her otherwise reserved style, but it isn’t actually much of an extravagance. Jessica checked online once: if she decided to sell, she could get maybe a couple of grand for it, mostly due to its vintage pedigree. Probably more, if Jessica revealed who the previous owner was. The names of famous ex-owners pump plenty of air into the prices of watches: a couple of years earlier, the legendary Paul Newman’s Rolex Daytona brought in almost eighteen million dollars at auction. Jessica’s mother wasn’t as famous as Paul Newman. But to date, she remains the only Finnish actor successfully launched into the highest reaches of the Hollywood firmament.

Starring Theresa von Hellens.

Jessica catches a whiff of Yusuf ’s leather coat; it smells new.

An old-school Chevy Camaro with museum plates races past, motor thundering.

“Uh-oh, speeding, and probably without snow tires too.” Yusuf jams a pillow of snuff under his lip. “If only we had a radar and some extra time.”

“I bet he was doing one thirty-seven,” Jessica says.

“What?”

Jessica frowns at Yusuf; does he really not know what she’s talking about? “Don’t you remember one hundred thirty-seven? When the measured speed on every other traffic ticket written up was one hundred thirty-seven kilometers an hour? And for some reason, it was always raining?”

Yusuf shakes his head.

Jessica smiles. “The new radars were grabbing the speed from the windshield wipers. Always one hundred thirty-seven kilometers an hour. Those wipers were the cause of major travesties of highway justice.”

Yusuf bursts out in rollicking laughter. “Jesus.”

They pull up to a crosswalk, and Jessica twists the crown of her watch. The kindergartners in fluorescent vests toddle past in a row, like ducklings.

“I’m glad we’ll be working together on this,” Yusuf says.

“As long as it’s not a repeat of last time.”

Jessica contemplates the children stepping onto the island between the two crosswalks, where the teachers pack them in carefully. Those little Kewpies whose trust in adults and the fairness of life is unshakable— it will be years before the anguish of the world’s insanity worms its way under those floppy-eared hats. Their little bubbles of safety would burst if they knew the park ladies and their teachers, their mothers and fathers . . . none of them know squat about the meaning of life.

As the light turns green, Yusuf asks: “You OK?”

“Are you?”

“I have to admit . . . last spring put me through the wringer big-time.”

Jessica doesn’t reply; she just turns to look out the passenger window. Talking about things felt difficult last spring, almost unreal in the summer, and they feel somehow pointless now. The clan of murderous witches succeeded in accomplishing something it never should have: it slithered into the core of the investigation like a venomous serpent and sank its fangs into all of them. And then to top it all off, managed to escape.

Jessica’s phone rings. It’s Rasmus.

“Hi. Are you guys already at Lisa’s?”

Jessica sighs. “We just left the station, Rasse.”

Yusuf wraps his fingers more tightly around the steering wheel. “He miss us already?”

Jessica puts her phone on speaker.

“I just wanted to call right away, because I spotted something interesting on Instagram.” Rasmus is speaking at the faster-than-normal rate that for him usually signals enthusiasm.

“Already?”

“Yes, we haven’t had time to even get started yet really, but—”

“Spit it out.”

“It’s about Lisa Yamamoto’s most recent and final post—”

“The lighthouse?”

“Exactly. It’s received a lot more comments than her other posts, almost a thousand. Mostly shocked and incredulous. I guess her followers have read the little poem in the caption and the RIP message on the profile. They’re expressing horror and their condolences and—”

“What is it you found, Rasse?” Jessica says, and Yusuf shoots her an intrigued look as he pulls up at another red light.

“This one comment caught my eye when I was browsing through the reactions to the lighthouse picture. It’s the only one that isn’t in Finnish or English. It’s in Japanese, in kanji characters—”

“What does it say?”

“I copied the characters into Google Translate. Masayoshi. It means ‘justice.’”

“Justice?”

“Yes.”

“Might the person who posted the comment mean that whatever happened to Lisa was justice? That she got what she deserved?”

Rasmus coughs away from the microphone. “That’s what I was thinking.”

“Who posted the comment?”

“The handle is Akifumi2511946. It’s a private profile, but the profile picture looks like a young Japanese man.”

“Send me a link.”

“OK.”

Rasmus ends the call a second later. The car jerks into motion again, and Jessica impatiently stares at the screen of her phone.

Yusuf turns on the wipers. “Look, sleet.”

Jessica lifts her head and sees fat snowflakes turn to water as they strike the windshield. Despite the awful weather, some sort of flea market is taking place outside the Ice Hall. The stands are swarmed by a large crowd, many of whom are pulling their hoods up over their heads. The display board announces HIFK has a home match that evening against the Tampere-based Ilves. Jessica thinks back to the nineties, when the Jokerit still played their home matches here at the old arena and her foster parents took her regularly to watch the two Helsinki hockey teams battle it out. Jessica understood long ago that those were her only normal childhood years. Before that, there was early childhood, with its huge homes and chauffeurs, Bel Air and palm trees, the dry wind blowing from the inland deserts. And all that reentered her life after the wonderful years spent with the Niemis. Adulthood. The enormous fortune she inherited from her birth mother when she was of age. Her foster parents’ deaths. As if the money were the cause of all the pain, as if a curse had been placed on the fortune deposited into her accounts.

She turns to her colleague. “Yusuf?”

“Yeah?”

“You ever thought about having kids?”

Yusuf exhales in bemusement. “Huh? Anna and I just broke up. . . . I figure it’s going to take a minute.”

“Yeah, I know. Sorry.”

“Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. Right now it feels like it wouldn’t be fair to anyone, most of all the child. The world is such a sick place.”

And at that moment, the text message from Rasmus pings up on her phone.
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THERE ARE A few spots available in front of Lisa Yamamoto’s building, and Yusuf parks as close to the front door as he can. As she climbs from the car, Jessica pulls up her zipper to keep the drifting wet flakes from making contact with her bare neck. The six-story corner building is painted a light green that reminds Jessica of a veggie smoothie that’s been left sitting out. There’s a modest patch of grass outside the front door, adorned by a lone leafless tree. Beyond it rushes busy Topeliuksenkatu, now a cramped, backed-up, road-rage-inspiring battle-field, thanks to seemingly endless roadwork.

Yusuf slams the door. “I used to live over there.”

Jessica turns to see Yusuf pointing back at the intersection they just passed. “Where?”

“Corner of Minna Canthin katu and Messeniuksenkatu.”

“Really? When?”

“Ten years ago. When Anna and I moved from the sticks to the city.”

Yusuf shoves his hands into the pockets of his hoodie; he left his brand-new leather jacket in the car, presumably because he doesn’t want it to get wet. He shakes his head and gazes into his past with evident longing. Jessica isn’t sure if he’s trying to start a conversation on the topic, about himself and Anna and their failed relationship. She decides not to probe.

“What was the code?” she asks.

But as she speaks, there’s movement on the other side of the door glass. An elderly man steps out and holds the door for Jessica and Yusuf. His voice is vigorous for his age: “Didn’t maintenance fix it yet?”

“What?” Yusuf asks.

Apparently unfazed by the wet weather, the old man pauses and waves dismissively. “The buzzer. About damn time.”

As the two detectives step in, the old man points at the IDs hanging around their necks. “Wait. Police?”

Jessica nods.

Tiny needles of drizzle are penetrating the shoulders of the old man’s coat. “You here because of the noise?”

“The noise?” Jessica asks.

“Yes. Someone was really pounding on the walls again.”

“Again?”

“Same damn noise Saturday night.”

ROOM-FRESHENER-SWEETENED air wafts heavily through the flat, and Jessica has the urge to open a window. Water is rushing through the pipes in the building’s belly, and a distractingly loud spin cycle is drumming in the apartment’s bathroom. During interviews like this, prolonged silences are a given: they have to be allowed to come and go; they have to be respected. And during them, any surrounding noises are particularly conspicuous.

Jessica leans against the windowsill, arms folded across her chest. “Tell me the whole story from the beginning, in your own words.”

The young woman on the couch is brushing her blond hair non-stop, clearly a distraction intended to channel a sense of helplessness into something useful. As she waits for the response, Jessica eyes the pleasant living room and the spacious, practical-looking kitchenette. The stylish flat, heavy on Scandinavian design, looks exactly the way one would expect a home for two young urban women to look. There are two bedrooms, one for each tenant.

“Lisa went to a party on Saturday. Around six o’clock,” Essi says softly.

“Whose party was it?” Jessica asks, despite having read the missing-persons report twice. Yusuf takes a seat on the couch at a respectful distance from Essi.

“Tim’s record drop.”

“Tim?”

“Tim. Taussi. He’s a rapper. Kex Maces.”

Jessica shoots Yusuf a look. Kex Maces’ name is familiar to anyone in Finland who hasn’t been living under a rock. It’s mostly young women who are attracted to his overproduced beats and over-the-top lyrics glorifying American culture. Guys too, of course, for instance Fubu, whom Jessica was still seeing up until recently. Fubu’s taste in music wasn’t what prompted their decision to stop hanging out, but it didn’t do much to improve their evenings together.

“You know him?” Yusuf asks.

Essi raises her glazed eyes and looks at Yusuf as if the answer is obvious. “Tim? Yeah.”

“Why didn’t you go?”

“I didn’t feel like it.” Essi lowers the hairbrush to the table. “I was getting over a cold.”

“OK,” Jessica says, studying the twentysomething woman. Essi is a beautiful blond with bobbed hair, a pert nose, and big brown melancholy eyes.

“I was in the shower around nine or ten, when I heard the front door. I thought it was Lisa coming home from the party, but there wasn’t anyone there. So then I thought I was making things up. But everything’s so weird right now. . . .” Essi’s lips pinch into a firm line.

“Is it possible someone had entered the apartment? Did you notice anything missing?” Yusuf asks.

Essi shakes her head. “When I woke up the next morning . . . it was around eight or so. I went into the kitchen and noticed the door to Lisa’s room was open. She always closes it at night. Always. So I peeked in and noticed she wasn’t passed out on her bed in her clothes, like I thought. The bedspread hadn’t been touched. . . . That was when I realized she never came home. Because I would have definitely woken up if she had gone out that morning.”

“Does that happen often? Lisa spending the night somewhere else?”

“Not often. Sometimes. But she usually texts me when she does. So I won’t worry. She’s pretty good about that.”

“Pretty good?”

“Well, sometimes things get out of hand or her phone dies or, you know. . . . But somehow this time I just knew something was wrong.”

“And you called her?”

“First I sent her a message. When I saw an hour had passed and my WhatsApp message hadn’t been received, I called her. Her phone was off. Or at least my call didn’t go through.”

“So at four thirty on Sunday afternoon you called the police and reported her missing?” Yusuf asks.

“I had already called every single one of our friends. No one knew what time she left the party or where she went. She didn’t go to the after-party—or at least to Tim’s after-party in Ullanlinna. I know that for a fact.”

“Do you know Jason Nervander?” Jessica asks.

“Of course.” Essi lets out a tremulous sigh. “This is so fucking sick. . . .”

Jessica waits for Essi to blow her nose and glance at her phone before continuing: “Do you know if Jason was at the party?”

“I don’t know. I doubt it. Jason doesn’t really hang out with that crowd.”

Jessica slowly circles the couch toward the kitchenette. “Do you think it’s possible Lisa and Jason disappeared together?”

The living room’s white walls are hung with framed manga drawings. The enormous eyes and minimalistic noses call to mind the animated works of Hayao Miyazaki, or Silver Fang or Pokémon.

Essi blows her nose again, this time harder. It sounds like the trumpeting of a baby elephant. “You mean, like, they would be hiding somewhere on purpose?”

“Yes.”

Jessica stops in front of one of the drawings: a girl with big eyes raising a sword that shoots blue lightning into the sky.

“I guess it’s theoretically possible. But then that post appeared on her Instagram today.” Essi shifts her restless gaze out the window. “Lisa wouldn’t post a pic like that, even as an April Fools’ joke. . . .”

“Why don’t we come back to Jason? How well did he and Lisa know each other?” Jessica says calmly.

“They had a thing at one point.”

This visibly catches Yusuf ’s attention. “A thing? You mean, a relationship?”

Essi nods. “Maybe a year ago. But they never went public with it. Jason spent a lot of time here back then.”

“Are they still involved?”

“I don’t think so. The breakup was pretty ugly.”

Jessica moves on from the sword girl to the next drawing. “Ugly in what way?”

“Jason cheated on Lisa. And lied to her when she asked him about it. Then got caught. Lisa would have told me if they were hanging out again.”

“Even so, people who know both of them assume they disappeared together,” Yusuf says.

“People don’t know shit,” Essi mumbles weepily. “People think they know . . . Not very many people know Lisa. People see a few pictures on social media and think they know everything about her.”

“I know what you mean,” Jessica says so softly she’s not sure the others hear.

She has stopped at a manga-style felt-pen drawing of a smiling girl with blue eyes. A wreath of red roses encircles her white hair, and she’s wearing what looks like a Japanese school uniform: knee socks, a short navy blue skirt, and a white sailor top with a red tie. Despite its comic-book associations, there’s nothing happy-go-lucky about the drawing. It lacks a sense of playfulness, of irony.

For an instant, the big eyes immortalized in the image trap Jessica’s gaze, and she’s overwhelmed by a strange sensation they conceal something ghastly behind them. Jessica has felt this before. She stares at the face in the drawing too long and it starts to lose its shape, like a word repeated to the point of meaninglessness. Meanwhile, the girl’s brown skin pales, her white hair runs through a full spectrum of colors before eventually turning black. The bones of her face grow brittle, like wax paper left in the oven too long and falls apart at the slightest touch. Dark red fluid begins streaming from the crown of the head to the brow, from the nose to the mouth, from behind the ears to the cheeks. The sclera of the eyes and the row of perfect teeth form islands of white amid the scarlet skin. And throughout this transformation, Jessica hears a hateful scratching, as if thousands of spider eggs laid in her ear all hatch at once, and the little arachnids are scuttling toward her brain.

Jessica shuts her eyes, and when she opens them, the girl’s big eyes are twinkling and her hair is white again. Jessica’s fingertips are prickling. Essi must have said something, but Jessica hasn’t registered a word. “Sorry—”

She shifts her gaze downward to avoid eye contact with the girl in the drawing and notices something she almost missed: at the bottom edge, it reads L.Y. 2018 in stick characters.

“Signed L. Y., as in Lisa Yamamoto?”

Essi nods and coughs to open her throat. “Lisa did all of those.” Essi points out a few works of art. “There are a ton more in her room. The walls are plastered with them. Most are framed; some aren’t finished yet.”

After a moment of silence, Yusuf asks: “Does Lisa understand Japanese?”

“Yeah. I’ve heard her speak it before.”

“With whom?”

“Her dad. And actually some Japanese person came by not very long ago. A guy. Ordered a painting from her or something . . .”

Jessica and Yusuf exchange glances. Jessica pulls her phone out of her pocket and walks over to Essi. She taps at the device until a zoomed-in view of the photograph Rasmus just sent her appears on the screen: a young Japanese man standing in front of a pale background. Akifumi. Maybe the photo is genuine; maybe it was lifted from someone else’s profile or a photo bank and doesn’t have anything to do with the person who posted the comment. Maybe the comment itself doesn’t have anything to do with anything. But right now it’s the only clue they have.

Jessica hands the phone to Essi. “Is it possible this is the guy?”

Essi looks at the screen for a second and shakes her head. “I don’t know. . . . I didn’t see him. I just heard them. I was in my room when he came, and my door was closed.”

“But you could hear enough to tell they were speaking
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