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Day 1—Friday

THE CAR DOOR window was rolled down halfway so he could listen for her. Small spots of morning sunlight were like drops of fire in the grass. It was burning, in the grass and in him. He had sat here before, sat right here in the car with his tea under these trees behind the athletic center’s buildings, out of way of cameras and everyone’s eyes. The garbage truck came on Mondays. The daycare workers came with their strollers and groups of toddling youngsters between 9:05 and 9:17. He had never seen them himself, but the little camera he had set up on the low addition behind him had captured everything for a whole year, and he knew what happened morning after morning down to the slightest detail. The camera had been taken down now, and he was ready.

He glanced again at the car’s dashboard clock. It was 7:47. Her file lay on the passenger’s seat. She came here three mornings a week before work. Her arrival time varied a bit, somewhere between 6:35 and 6:40, but she always left the gym again at ten to eight so she would have enough time to bike to work at Tallerup School and get there right before the bell rang. She hadn’t been sick a single day the past year. He had noted that her husband got the kids off to school and she generally picked them up in the afternoons.

He ran a finger over her file. It was sizable. There was no surveillance on the back of the athletic center apart from the camera he had set up. The gym’s own camera lens was pointed out at the front of the building, but he had neutralized it while it was still night out.

Seven forty-nine. She would be leaving soon. He took a sip from his insulated cup. His chest felt tight.

Next to her file sat a small leather-bound book, worn until it was shiny. He caressed the smooth leather before he added it and her file to the other folders in the glove compartment.

It was time. She would come out in a minute and discover that her bike was missing. Then she would look around. Time would pass. There would be less than five minutes before the school bell rang.

There she came. Her hair was up, her heavy bag slung over her shoulder, her gait casual as she walked over to the bike rack. He followed her in his rearview mirror and then started the car.

She looked around, searching, glanced at her watch and started jogging, approaching the car as she headed toward her school.

A thrill of pleasure ran through him as he turned his face toward her.

“Hi,” he said as she came up alongside his car. “You look like you’re in a hurry. Do you need a lift?”



The two screens in front of Nassrin hummed. Outside, the sun hung high over the old buildings across Hans Mules Gade, but a cool breeze blew in the window.

She had been sitting in front of these computers staring at faces and names since she had come in for her late shift, and she had never been so sick of her Muslim heritage as she had since completing the police academy and starting to work for the Odense Police.

Face after face slid past on the screens as she inputted the new data from the cards on the desk in front of her. They had hundreds of young people with Arab roots in their card catalogs here at Funen Police, and it pretty much always fell to her to update them and keep track of their interrelationships and where they hung out. It was fine, of course. But over time she had grown sick of being the one saddled with this task. Was it because she was Muslim? Because she was the youngest? Because she wasn’t good enough for real detective work? Sometimes the chore even came with sarcastic quips like Oh, heard something new about your cousins? Screw them.

The sound of laughter disturbed Nassrin, and she quickly glanced up at Dea Torp. Her older coworker tended to raise her volume whenever there were strong men nearby. Pathetic! Nassrin thought in annoyance. About seventy people worked in the Reactive Criminal Investigations Department, and she had to end up in the five-person office with Sergeant Torp as section leader.

One of the officers from the canine unit was sitting on the corner of Dea’s desk with a cup of coffee. She had let down her shiny, ash-gray hair so it hung past her shoulders. The canine officer had his vest on but no jacket, so the strap of his shoulder holster was visible. He was broad chested, and the lingering flirtation between them filled the office.

Nassrin looked back at her work in annoyance. Apparently neither Dea nor the officer had to suffer through their workdays slogging through endless sequences of pictures of “ghetto gangsters.”

“Here.” Nassrin turned and looked up at Liam Stark. She got along well with the police inspector in Reactive and had dreamed of getting to work in Violent Crimes for a long time, but she didn’t understand why he never reprimanded Dea, who had completely taken over their shared office. Some of their older colleagues called him The Scotsman because of his Scottish heritage and fondness for homemade haggis, which stunk up the whole department like dissolved vitamins and sheep fat.

“Do you need a cup of tea?” he continued, setting a chipped cup on her desk next to the numerous cards. “Making progress?”

She nodded slowly and took the cup. “It’s just not why I came to Reactive Investigations,” she said, nodding at her screen.

It seemed to take him a minute to understand what she meant, but then he gestured to the cards.

“That’s the basis of good investigative work. It’s one of the most important things we do.”

She sneaked a peek at him, but he seemed serious.

“When we stay on top of where they are and we know what they’re up to, then we have just that much of a leg up, which makes it possible for us to act … so you’re wrong if you think this isn’t important.”

He had said that before, but there were other new hires besides her.

“You know they call me Prize Perker, right? A sort of Persian/Turk combo slur.”

“Who calls you that? Someone here?”

“No, not here … in town.” She pointed to the screens. “These guys.”

“Is that a problem for you? When you’re out there?”

She shook her head and tried to swallow some of the sense of injustice she felt. “No, the problem is more that I’m so rarely out there. I’m not much of a prize anything sitting around here and staring at a screen day in and day out.” She drank her tea slowly, feeling Liam’s gaze on her. She burned her tongue, but at least she had managed to say it now.

Dea laughed loudly again from her desk, but it didn’t seem to bother Liam. Maybe he didn’t really notice it, Nassrin thought. Although of course he was the one who had brought Dea Torp to Odense, even though it was hard to see why.

Nassrin had Googled her, and it was pretty obvious that the section leader had had her heyday on the force and was now on her way back down through the hierarchy in rapid order. She was fifty-one and had been among the high-and-mighty, a detective inspector in the old murder department in Copenhagen, but then something had happened to make her move to Greenland, where she had spent a couple of years with the Nuuk police. When she returned to Denmark, it had been as a sergeant, pretty far from the top of the Funen Police pecking order. That seemed like a demotion to Nassrin. Dea brushed it off with an “I suppose I just expected something different.”

Liam had straightened up, a furrow in his brow as he contemplated her thoughtfully.

“Noted, Nassrin. I hear what you’re saying, but after all, you’re a constable on your first assignment, so …” He eyed her kindly. “We’ll definitely get you out in the field as a detective. I promise. But for now, be patient!”

Over at the other desk, Dea and the canine officer had stopped laughing and stood up. A man had appeared in the office doorway. His face looked tense and pale, and he was accompanied by one of the receptionists, who explained that he was here because his wife was missing.



“Damn it!” Liam muttered to himself.

“Do you know him?” Nassrin asked from behind him.

Liam nodded. “That’s Claus, my son’s coach from the water polo club in Tommerup.”

Dea was on her way over to the man, who looked around searchingly until he spotted Liam.

“It’s Charlotte!” he said so loudly that his voice echoed in the half-empty office space. “She’s gone. I think something’s happened to her. She was supposed to pick up the kids, but she never showed up, and you know she would never leave Oliver waiting at daycare. Something must have happened to her, an accident or a crime.” He rattled this all off into the silence that had come over those around him.

Dea turned to Liam, but he nodded to her, letting his section leader speak first.

“I was the one you spoke with when you called,” she began, quickly gathering her hair into a ponytail. “As I tried to explain on the phone, unfortunately, we don’t have the resources to move heaven and earth because your wife has been gone for a couple of hours. She’s an adult, and there are so many potential explanations for …”

“This isn’t just about her being gone for a couple of hours,” Claus interrupted angrily. “She’s missing. Someone did something to her. That’s what I was trying to explain on the phone too, but you’re not listening. I wouldn’t be standing here if I weren’t positive that something was wrong. She’s missing!”

“Wouldn’t you like to have a seat?” Dea asked, gesturing to the chair at the end of the desk. But the man walked over to Liam, holding out his cell phone to him.

“I had just sent the boys to shower off after practice when I noticed all these calls from the daycare center,” he said, scrolling feverishly through his call list and messages. “She would never turn off her phone, and I can’t get through to her.” He sounded choked up, and his words came out sounding choppy, agitated. “She hasn’t picked up the kids. I mean, I always coach the boys on Tuesdays and Fridays, you know, and Charlotte picks up Cille and Oliver on those days. I checked my email and texts, but she never told me that she couldn’t pick them up.”

Liam took him by the arm and led him over to one of the two armchairs by the window.

“Do you need a glass of water?”

“No,” Claus said, waving the offer away with his hand. “I need you to help me find my wife.”

Dea came over to join them.

“When do you think she disappeared exactly?” she asked, pulling over a chair so they were seated facing each other.

He turned toward her as if she had just flung an insult at him.

“How should I know?” he snapped. “She’s gone. The kids were never picked up, and it turns out she never showed up for work this morning. So she was gone by then, at any rate.”

“Let’s take this in order,” Liam said, taking a seat. “You said she never showed up for work this morning. Where does she work now, in Tommerup? She’s a teacher?”

Claus nodded.

“At Tallerup School,” he said. “Before I came over here, I called one of her coworkers, who told me that they hadn’t heard from her either. She didn’t call in sick. She just didn’t show up. They had to get a sub to teach her classes, so obviously the school’s front office has been trying to reach her too.”

Liam held a glass of water out to him, which sloshed as Claus distractedly set it down on the little table.

“I’ve also spoken to several of her friends,” he continued, “but they haven’t heard from her either. You need to organize a search. She could be dead!” He started working himself up again.

“What makes you think that she’s dead?” Dea asked sharply.

He scowled at her.

“Both the kindergarten and the daycare called me a bunch of times because Charlotte didn’t show up to pick up the kids before both places closed. Beate—she’s the pastor in Tommerup—she took the kids home with her to the parsonage, since she was picking up her own daughter from kindergarten anyway.”

He turned to Liam as if he expected him to understand. “My wife would never forget to pick up our kids!”

“Could you maybe have forgotten that you had agreed you would pick them up today?” Dea suggested. “Or could she have arranged to have someone else pick up the kids today?”

Clause leaned toward her.

“Our son is three, and he was born with Down’s syndrome. I’m sure you can probably work it out there in your head that a mother just doesn’t abandon a little boy who’s so dependent on stable routines and familiar faces. She would never do that to him. It’s always us. We are always the ones who pick him up. And our daughter is only five. So you ought to be able to figure it out for yourself that something has happened to her.”

His insults and grumpiness rolled off Dea. She leaned closer to him and asked when he had last seen his wife.

Claus slumped a little. What made an impression on Liam was the despair that sat as a deep wrinkle in his otherwise smooth brow. His brown hair had been brushed back, but now it fell down over his forehead because he kept fidgeting and running his hands through it. Liam knew the Laursens lived on Buchwaldsvej in Tommerup, and he knew Charlotte from the water polo club’s social gatherings, but he had no idea how the couple got along or who they hung out with.

“The last time I saw her was this morning at six thirty when she left to go work out. She works out at Fin Form at the Tommerup Athletic Center three times a week. She brings a change of clothes with her, and she showers there at the gym after her workout and then she goes straight to work. When she left, she said she would do the grocery shopping on her way home before she picked up the kids.” He buried his face in his hands. He was clearly struggling to keep it together.

Liam studied him, examined how his hands moved, noted where he was looking as Claus anxiously ran a hand through his hair. He tried to detect any signs of guilt or lying, but mostly it looked like fear and distress.

“She did her workout this morning at the gym. I talked to one of her friends who she works out with. Everything was the way it usually is. They said goodbye to each other after their workout, and from there Charlotte just had to bicycle a few hundred meters to her job at the school.” He looked stiffly over at Dea as if he regretted his anger from before. “This has never happened before … never. That’s how I know that something is wrong. Something happened!”

“But this happens quite often, that people disappear,” Liam said. “And it almost always turns out that the missing person shows up again all on their own.”

“Charlotte would never do that to her children. I’m telling you, that’s bullshit! You’ve seen them, haven’t you? Oliver has Down’s syndrome. You’ve got to understand that this just isn’t her at all, right?”

“I don’t know Charlotte that well, Claus.”

“No, you don’t, but you have to understand that something is really wrong here.” Claus dropped his face into his hands. “My wife is the victim of a crime, and you need to help me.”

“And that’s exactly what we’d like to do,” Dea said quickly. “So, aside from not knowing where she is, is there anything in particular that makes you think we’re talking about a crime?”

“We are talking about a crime!” Claus abruptly sat up straight and counted on his fingers as he rattled off reasons: “Her cell phone is dead, and then there’s her bike. She was supposed to ride it to work, but we found it behind a dumpster by the gym.”

Liam cut him off. “We?”

“Well, yeah. The pastor’s husband, Peter, found it. I don’t think it was there when I came out of the gym, because I looked for it too, after I finished my workout and discovered I’d received all those messages. I hurried home, of course, to see if she was there. I thought maybe she’d collapsed before she left or she wasn’t feeling well and went home. I pictured her lying helplessly somewhere in the house, not being able to call for help.” He teared up when he said the children were eating dinner with the pastor and her partner, Peter. “I think her bike was put out there after I left the gym.”

“Couldn’t she have put it there herself?” Liam asked.

“Why would she put her bike behind a dumpster and then stay away?” Claus retorted, moving around uneasily in the chair.

“There could be many explanations for that. Maybe she’s picked it up by now, while you’ve been here.”

“Peter locked it with a lock he had in his car.”

Liam raised his eyebrows. “The pastor’s husband, you mean?”

“Yes. He was also the one who drove me over here. He went back to his place now, because the kids are there.”

“Well, then, if nothing else, she’ll call when she finds her bike locked up with someone else’s lock,” Dea said, sounding snarky.

Liam cleared his throat. “My colleague is right,” he said. “And we need to have a little more to indicate that Charlotte is missing before we can launch a regular search. But obviously, we take your concerns seriously. Of course we do, and we’ll open a case stating that you have reported her missing.”

“I can appreciate that what I’m saying now may seem a little harsh in your situation,” Dea said. “If we were talking about a child, we would have set the wheels in motion right away, but we’re dealing with an adult here. You need to be patient and give your wife a chance to come home again.”

Liam nodded. He agreed, and in a way, he was also relieved that Dea with her no-nonsense style was spelling things out to Claus.

“I’m sure she’ll turn up again,” Liam added. “And if Charlotte doesn’t come home later tonight, we’ll start searching in the morning.”

Claus nodded, and when Liam and Dea stood up, he reluctantly followed suit.

“But what about all that stuff about how you need to act quickly in a kidnapping, that the first twenty-four hours are the most important after a crime?” His eyes welled up again, and he clenched his fists in frustration. None of them responded, and a silence settled between them. Then Claus shook his head resignedly, stuck a hand into his pocket, and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “If you hear anything at all that might have to do with Charlotte, please call me. If you hear about an accident, someone knocked unconscious, anything, just call. Even overnight.”

He smoothed out the little piece of paper and wrote down his phone number. Then he passed it to Dea before turning to Liam.

“You have my number,” he told Liam. “Just call.”

Dea was about to fold the slip of paper in half but stopped when she noticed what was printed on the back:


Allah will not forgive idolatry. He forgives whom He wants for other sins; but he who worships other gods than Allah has pulled far away from the truth.



“What’s this?” she asked out of curiosity, holding the short text back up to Claus, who had already started walking toward the door. He turned around and came back.

“Charlotte teaches religion. That slip was lying on our front stoop. It must have fallen out of her bag on her way out.”

“Do you have a picture of Charlotte?” Dea asked. “So we can send it around to the other police districts in case it becomes necessary to search for her tomorrow?”

Claus nodded and held out his cell phone. “I usually say she looks like Mia Lyhne.”

“Mia Lyhne, the actress?” Dea repeated, looking at the little screen with surprise. “Oh, right!”

They stood in silence for a moment. Liam suddenly had a hard time just sending Claus out the door. They had known each other for all the years his son had played water polo—not that they were close, but close enough to feel connected the way you did when you were on a team together.

“Where are your kids now? Are they still with the pastor?” Liam asked, glancing quickly at his watch. He felt sorry for the man. He would have reacted the same way if his wife, Helene, had suddenly disappeared, so he could easily appreciate Claus’s worry and the nagging fear.

“Beate offered to put them to bed if it got late, but if you’re not going to do anything tonight, then I might as well head over there and pick them up.”

“I can give you a ride,” Liam offered.

“Now?” Claus said, surprised, but clutched at the straw. “Thanks, that would be great. Peter already went back home.”

Liam noticed Dea’s look right away but ignored her opposition to getting something started before a full twenty-four hours had passed. Those looks normally reminded him that she was a more experienced murder investigator than he was. On the other hand, she didn’t have any family in the area that meant anything to her. He knew that his offer to drive Claus to Tommerup was at best a Band-Aid, given that Claus had really come here in hopes of obtaining police crime scene investigators and tracking dogs, but he actually really wanted to hear if the pastor had the same interpretation of what had happened.

Liam walked a few paces behind Claus as they made their way to the car. The coach’s shoulders drooped as he walked slumped forward, his hands in the pockets of his loose track pants. If this did involve a crime, Liam thought, Claus could very well be behind his wife’s disappearance, and that possibility would be the first line of inquiry they pursued if Charlotte didn’t turn up by morning. And they would go hard on him. Liam had never been very fond of this part of the job—people who were scared and all the suspense of not knowing. As far as that was concerned, it didn’t really matter whether Charlotte was frolicking with the local blacksmith or had run off to the Bahamas; not knowing was the worst.

He rewound back to the moment Claus had stepped into their office, recalling the worry and desperation in the coach’s voice, his eagerness to get the police involved—maybe so that no one could accuse him later of having dragged his feet at searching for his wife. But once they had sat down in his car, he thought it was also possible that Claus was justified in being afraid, that something had happened to Charlotte, that she had been the victim of some crime and he and Dea would soon come to regret that they hadn’t put everything they had into this right from the beginning.



Beate was pouring water into the big glass pitcher when she saw a car pull into the parsonage driveway. She squinted and then spotted Cecilie and Oliver’s father in the car. She hurried to the door so they wouldn’t have a chance to knock. If it was bad news, she wanted to hear it before the kids came racing out.

“Hi, Claus,” Beate said tensely as she opened the big front door. “Everything’s been going fine here, but what about Charlotte? What did the police say?”

“Liam here is with the police,” Claus said, nodding at the officer beside him. “They’re not doing very much yet.”

“Liam Stark,” Liam said, holding out his hand. “Police inspector with the Odense Police.”

“I’m Beate,” she said, shaking Liam’s hand. “I’m the pastor here in town, and Claus and I both have daughters in the same kindergarten class.”

“Claus and I know each other from water polo,” Liam said with a smile. “Claus is my son’s coach.”

Beate nodded, and right then the door to the living room opened and Cecilie came running out to her father and threw her arms around his legs.

“Come on in, Dad. We’re having meatballs!”

“We were actually just sitting down to dinner,” Beate said, slightly apologetically. “The kids were hungry, and … you’re welcome to join us if you’d like?”

“Yeah, come on, Dad,” Cecilie said, pulling her father along.

“They have no idea their mother is missing,” Beate told Liam. “Peter and I just said that Charlotte had to stay late at school, even though Claus says she hadn’t been there; it wasn’t really our place to say, was it?”

“Of course not,” Liam said quickly. “It’s good that the kids aren’t afraid too.”

Beate nodded. She liked the warmth in the red-headed policeman’s eyes. There was something about him, the slightly messy hair and the red beard. She felt comfortable with him.

“Do you think something happened to Charlotte?”

“It’s impossible to say at this point, but I actually came along to ask for your take on it.”

“I don’t know them that well,” Beate said. “Mostly from the kindergarten. And, well, it is a small town.”

“Do you know if Charlotte and Claus have ever picked up their kids late before, or if Charlotte has ever just not shown up before?”

“No, that’s not the impression I had. Not at all, actually.”

“Claus told me earlier that your husband found Charlotte’s bicycle back behind the gym and that he locked it up there? Do you know what he was doing there?”

“Yes, he drove down there to look around, because Claus was so upset. And then he recognized Charlotte’s bicycle, because we bump into her at the kindergarten so often. It’s easy to recognize because of the color.” She smiled.

“And then he put his own lock on it?”

“That’s typical Peter. The bike wasn’t locked up, and he just can’t cope with that. He’s from Aarhus, not a dinky little town like this one.”

“Thanks. We’re always telling people to lock up their bikes, even though—you know—we generally mean their own bikes.”

She caught the joking twinkle in his eye.

Peter joined them in the front hall and eyed Liam seriously.

“I heard you talking about the bike.” He greeted Liam and introduced himself.

“We were just talking about how you locked it up.” Beate sought out Peter’s eyes. His shaved head gleamed in the light.

“Yeah, maybe that was a little silly,” Peter said. “Pure force of habit, though, when you come from a bigger city.”

“Did you notice anything out there?” Liam asked with a friendly smile.

“No, nothing other than it was weird that it was behind the building. You would never park it there.”

“And you were there because you wanted to help Claus search?”

“Yes.” Peter nodded. “I knew someone in college who just hopped on his bike one morning and rode to Berlin,” he continued, his voice sounding more cheerful.

“To Berlin?” Liam repeated, staring at him in surprise.

“Charlotte did not go to Berlin, Peter,” Beate exclaimed, irritated. “Her bike is still there right now!”

“No, no,” Peter said quickly, lowering his head slightly. “I just mean, sometimes people decide to do things on the spur of the moment like that … and the weather was really nice this morning. Anyway, I just hope she turns up again soon.”

“Yes, let’s hope so,” Liam said quickly, then said goodbye. Beate walked him back out to the gravel courtyard in front. They needed to maintain hope, she thought, and cast a glance into the bushes and trees that surrounded the parsonage. The shadows seemed darker. There was a rustling sound to her right, as if something living had withdrawn into hiding behind a yew tree at the sound of her footsteps on the gravel.



Liam peeked into the office when he returned to the Reactive Department in Odense. It used to be called the Violent Crimes Unit, like in most other places in Denmark, but some group of visionary minds had come up with the idea that proactive and reactive departments sounded more goal oriented. He smiled at Dea and Nassrin, the only two people there.

“You’re still here?”

“I was just thinking about going for a run, actually,” Dea said, looking at the bottom of her screen to check the time. “And then otherwise just home to Netflix.” She hesitated a moment. “How did it go with the guy from Tommerup?”

“I’m not sure,” Liam said. “Claus seems really upset, her bike was left behind, and neither the pastor nor the folks at the gym seemed to think it was like her to be late or to fail to show up.”

“So you did manage to dig into it a little today, after all?”

“She’s missing, and since I was there …”

“I wonder who she’s sleeping with?” Dea exclaimed, looking over at Nassrin.

Liam ignored her. She really sounded so much like a big-city Copenhagen kind of person when she said things like that.

He walked over to Nassrin and showed her the back of the slip of paper that Claus had given them with his phone number written on it.

“Does this text mean anything to you? Allah will not forgive idolatry. He forgives whom He wants for other sins; but he who worships other gods than Allah has pulled far away from the truth?”

“Nope,” Nassrin replied, visibly uninterested.

“Really? Not at all?” Now it was Dea chiming in. “It’s about Allah. That is your department, right?”

Nassrin shook her head and kept her eyes on her screen. Liam knew that Nassrin had been through one hell of an escape from Syria and had worked hard to learn Danish so she could get her education. The day she received her police badge, Nassrin had told him about her arduous path to the police force and into Danish society, so Liam knew all about the opposition she had faced because she was young and female and a refugee. He was well aware that Dea’s comment stung.

“Are you OK, Nass?” Liam asked quietly.

Her teeth clenched, she nodded and kept staring at her screen.

“Go home for today, OK? Make an evening of it. The rest of these cards can wait before we enter them, right?”

She got up right away, taking him at his word, and started to shut down her computer. She didn’t look at Dea as she packed up her things and left the office.

Liam walked over to Dea’s desk after Nassrin had gone.

“I’m going to call Claus tomorrow, and if Charlotte hasn’t come home yet, I’m going to go back out there myself.”

“Yeah. It’ll be a completely different issue tomorrow if she’s still gone then,” Dea said, and pulled a pair of green sneakers out of a sports bag.



The wind poured in through the open roof of Nassrin’s little dark-blue Fiat 500C. She often took a scenic route on the way home when she was sick of everything going on at work. Liam was doing his best, she knew that. But Dea rubbed her the wrong way. She was mean, mean to everyone except for the men she wanted to ingratiate herself with.

She pressed her foot down hard on the gas pedal and steered the car safely around a soft curve. She had bought the car for its retractable roof, but it had dawned on her that very same day that the little Fiat also had a turbocharger, which she could switch on and off. And on the days when her temper could use a little airing out, switching the turbo on created tons of wind in her hair.

She turned her car into her uncles’ driveway and pushed the button to close the roof. Her uncles’ house was big, and they needed the space because they had brought mountains of books with them when they had arrived in Denmark half a lifetime ago.

The house didn’t look like a used bookstore from the outside, and her uncles didn’t do anything to attract customers either, but on rare occasions a customer would come from somewhere in the world to buy a certain book. Sometimes the deal was concluded in minutes, while other times it could take several days once the guest wandered into her uncles’ labyrinth of books.

The smell of dust was the first thing that hit her, then Uncle Aldar’s warm kiss on her forehead.

“Ah, my girl, you’re home.”

“Yes.” She closed her eyes and enjoyed the quiet and the smells. Aldar often said that most of the dust in these books came from Damascus, because many of them hadn’t been opened since Nissen and her uncles had begun living here.

“Did you have a good day?” Aldar continued, eyeing his niece over the top of his glasses. He was holding two old books in one hand, and the light from outside played over the shiny leather covers.

She shrugged.

“I don’t want to bring my work home to you guys.”

“No, I know that, but you also know that I always ask, because there’s room here for everything, right?” Aldar looked around at the many bookshelves and stacks of books. “Can you smell my brother’s baklava?”

Nassrin looked at her uncle with a smile. She could still remember when his thick hair and beard were jet black. Now they were gray, almost white.

“What’s weighing on you, my girl?” he tried again.

“I’m just tired of being the Muslim,” Nassrin said with a shrug.

He nodded slowly, giving her an understanding look.

“I got tired of that fifty years ago. But don’t let it get to you, because then you just end up becoming a dusty old fool like me.”

Nassrin smiled, and he winked at her.

“Nassrin!”

She turned to her other uncle, who had appeared on the stairs with crazy hair and an apron on.

“Are you bringing us cake?” Aldar exclaimed expectantly.

“No, you need to come up,” Hayyan said. “I just put it on the table, and there’s mint tea.”

“I can smell it all the way down here,” Nassrin said, and hugged him.

Hayyan nodded and shyly wriggled out of her arms.

“What are you two up to?” Hayyan asked.

“We were talking about how we’ve turned into two old fools here among all our books,” Aldar said, grabbing hold of his brother’s shoulder. “You know them all by heart. Isn’t that so?”

“Well.” Hayyan smiled in embarrassment. “Probably not all of them …”

“Surah 112, one through four,” Aldar coaxed.

Hayyan bit his lip thoughtfully but then winked at his brother and recited, “He, Allah, is One. Allah is He on whom all depend. He begets not, nor is He begotten; and none is like Him.”

“See,” Aldar laughed, proud of his older brother. They were two years apart, and to Nassrin they were inseparable. They belonged together. She had a hard time imagining the one without the other.

“I told you, didn’t I?” Aldar said it as if they had just won something, something all three of them had accomplished together. He started shepherding them over toward the stairs. “Let’s go sink our teeth into your uncle’s dessert.”

She smiled at them and followed them up as she thought about the verse that Liam had read to her. She didn’t need to ask Hayyan; she already knew it was from the Quran. But if her colleagues couldn’t even be bothered to try to find the text, then she couldn’t be bothered to help. She didn’t need to be their Prize Perker, ever at the ready to enlighten them the instant they encountered anything with the faintest whiff of the Middle East about it.





Day 2—Saturday

HE HAD WAITED behind the workshop for about an hour. They had agreed by text that the young man would buy three grams from him. He had known the guy would take the bait because it was a good price, but he hadn’t shown up. The young man’s movement pattern wasn’t hard to figure out in general, but when you added alcohol to the mix, his routines and appointments went out the window.

Then a text message arrived: On my way.

He quivered with a shiver of anticipation. He pressed himself against the wall in the dark of night, listening for footsteps on the driveway to the workshop.

He had driven to Assens three weeks earlier to park the little Peugeot in the sailors’ parking lot at the harbor. It had sat there until he picked it up an hour ago; he had been meticulous about keeping his back to the harbor’s surveillance camera the entire time, so he wouldn’t leave anything behind other than a black silhouette. No one would notice the Golf, which was parked now for one night at a single mother’s apartment.

Finally, he heard the crunch in the gravel of footsteps approaching, staggering and lurching. A hollow laugh out on the street echoed in the night, and he pulled back a little so he was standing entirely in the dark. He heard several boastful, nasal voices. According to his notes, the young man was usually alone now.

A moment later the young man and his friend walked around the corner. Their shadows danced in the glow of the streetlight.

He took a noiseless step forward, following the two of them with his eyes.

The young man stopped short then, looked around searchingly, and began yelling in a loud, bossy voice.

He quickly pulled back into his dark hiding place. A moment later the door to the workshop opened. The two men proceeded, and then inside, behind the dirty windows, a bright light turned on.

The cell phone in his pocket buzzed: Weren’t we supposed to meet at the workshop?

He considered responding but instead crept over to the workshop’s narrow back door, pressed the handle all the way down, and pushed the mildewy door open slightly. He could hear them in there. He pulled his big hoodie up around his head and stepped into the dark back hallway.

From the narrow corridor, he could make out the silhouettes of a couple of old cabinets and a footstool. He kept going and stepped around a bag of netting twine. He moved silently past a closed door and approached the strip of light being thrown on the oil-stained floor.

The voices filtered out, along with the strong smell of cigarette smoke.

“Fuck, lame,” a voice with a nasal twang said from inside the workshop. He heard an empty can land on the floor and clatter as it rolled across the concrete. “I’m going up!”

He concentrated, listening for footsteps, his palms instantly sweaty.

“I’m just going to take a piss first,” the one young guy said, suddenly very close to the back hallway.

“Here?” the guy’s buddy exclaimed from what already sounded like some distance away.

He quickly pulled back into the darkness as the buddy’s footsteps exited the workshop. He heard someone set a can on a metal table. Now the footsteps came back toward him.

He moved slowly forward, listening to the darkness like an animal. There was a clatter as a chair was pushed across the floor, and a little after that, a door opened.

The sound of piss, hitting the toilet water hard.

He moved quickly across the floor and squeezed behind the piles of tires, so he stood hidden between that door and the workshop door.

From the bathroom came the sound of an uncontrolled belch.

He stepped forward as footsteps approached the table. He would have enjoyed seeing the man’s face, but there was no time. Before the young mechanic had time to react, he had placed the needle in his neck.

The young man slowly twitched before collapsing onto the floor with a gurgling sound. Then there was silence.

He placed the note next to the overflowing ashtray with a thrill of joy.



“If it’s your mother, I’ll strangle both of you,” Helene grumbled groggily. “It’s Saturday morning, for crying out loud!”

Liam reached confusedly for the buzzing cell phone on the nightstand. It was 6:01. He cleared his throat.

“Liam Stark here … Claus?”

Liam coughed and rolled onto his side so he could see Helene’s back. They usually got up a little before seven, so it wasn’t that early.

“Claus, you need to calm down. Yes, I understand that you’ve been waiting all night … Claus!” Liam sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed. “Yes, we’re coming. Yes, to Tommerup Athletic Center. I just need to gather the weekend team together. The crew hasn’t come in yet, but I’ve contacted them. Take a breath, have some coffee, and don’t drive if you haven’t slept. We’re starting now, full speed ahead. Yes, I understand. Yes, I see. I’m hanging up now. Coffee, OK?”

“What was that?” Helene mumbled.

Liam lay back down, rolled over, and grabbed her. They had stuck with sleeping naked for all the years they had lived together, and his cock reacted the minute he felt her comforter-warmed skin against his own.

“Work.”

“At six AM on a Saturday morning?”

“You know how it is!”

Helene turned around to face him. “I dreamt that we had a three-way with another man. It was pretty hot.”

“Couldn’t it be with another woman?” Liam suggested, and kissed her again.

“Are you saying you think I’m boring?” She suddenly sounded more awake now.

“No, nope! You were the one dreaming about branching out, not me,” he said, right into her messy hair, before he let go of her to pull on the shorts he had left on the floor. Then he took his cell phone into the living room to call the morning watch. Where has Charlotte Laursen’s cell phone been during the last 24 hours? Do we know if she or her husband have any sort of mental illness? Have we ever had any contact with either of them due to domestic disturbances? Check on her bank account ASAP. Then he called Dea. We’re going out there to look around. She’s still missing. You want to meet there?



About an hour later, he was standing out behind Tommerup Athletic Center. The signs read Fyrtårn Tommerup, referring to Tommerup Lighthouse. From the back it looked mostly new—new multipurpose gym, new library, new main entrance. The old section of the building was most visible from the main road. The pool extended there along much of the building’s length, facing the town. Back behind the center and to the right were woods. In front of the building and to the left was the town, comprising single-family homes built of brick or wood. Tall hedges. The road to the back of the athletic center and to the parking lot ran past a couple of fenced-in backyards and the edge of the woods. You couldn’t be seen there from Tallerupvej, the main road, and there were several places where you couldn’t be seen from the athletic center either. It wouldn’t be a hard place to catch a woman off guard and chuck her into the back of a car, Liam thought. Charlotte Laursen could very well have been the victim of a crime.

“Good morning, boss!”

“Morning, Dea. You beat me here …”

“Yup, and thanks for making me work.”

“Were you off?”

“Are we ever off?” she said with a sarcastic smile.

“It’s not supposed to work like that. I could easily bring someone else in. Nass would be thrilled!”

“No need. It’s fine, Liam. I’m pretty sure my two goldfish can handle a Saturday without me.”

“You have goldfish?” He stared at her in surprise.

Dea ignored his teasing and instead pointed across the parking lot.

“The dog walker confirms that Charlotte has been here.”

“So far, so good. Any new clues?”

“They say that things are pretty consistent with yesterday.”

“What about the woods?”

“They’re just getting started out there now.”

“Her social media has been quiet since she left the athletic center. The last thing she posted was a picture on Instagram from her workout. I asked IT to run a digital trace of activity on the cell phone, activity on social media, credit card. We’re running the full package.”

“Has her cell phone been inactive since yesterday?” Dea moved over closer to him, and Liam nodded.

“Yes, it seems like it. I tried calling her this morning, and she didn’t answer. That’s why I called in the canine unit.” He sucked in his lower lip and regarded Dea thoughtfully. “Couldn’t you try to get in touch with someone from the school where she works? Coworkers? Students? That’s not so easy on a Saturday, I know.” He rubbed his red beard. “If we haven’t found her by Monday morning, we need to be prepared to talk to all the students she teachers. We need to get the school to help us with that.” He made eye contact, hoping she would understand that that would be up to her.

Dea Torp nodded. “Shouldn’t we also have a new chat with Claus about their habits, daily routines, and such?”

“Yes,” he agreed, although he felt a tad reluctant. It seemed intrusive when it was a person you knew. He studied the facade of the building. “Just give me a minute to look around, and then we’ll head over there.” He looked at his watch. It was 7:17. “I want to have people out on the streets here by the athletic center between seven forty-five and eight fifteen. We’ll stop people who come by and find out if they came by here at the same time yesterday and if they saw anything unusual; and then we need to check any surveillance footage in town, around the school, and at the closest gas stations.”

“It’s Saturday,” Dea pointed out, even though he had just said that. “The odds of people going the same way at the same time on the weekend that they did on Friday have got to be pretty small, right?”

“I know, but we’ll do it anyway … and Monday and Tuesday morning, we’ll do the same thing if …”

“All right.” Dea cut him off and caved. “I’ll get some people on it …”

Liam stood for a second watching his section leader walk away while he ran through what they knew about Charlotte’s movements in his head. She had worked out, showered, and gotten dressed from 6:45 to 7:45 at her fitness club upstairs in the athletics center, and then she had taken the stairs down to the common area. She had posted a selfie when she came out of the locker room, and her Instagram profile showed a happy, smiling woman who had added a couple of strong-arm emojis under her picture. No one had seen her since then. She must have walked to the door to leave the building and then around the corner by Gym 1. Her bike should have been there, but it was out behind the buildings by that point. Zero windows, zero houses. Just asphalt, a tall yellow-brick wall, dumpsters, and the edge of the woods. There was just no way that would have been a normal place to put her bike, Liam thought.

The bike was still there. He pulled on a latex glove and carefully ran a hand over the handlebars. The bell had been knocked crooked, and one hand brake cable had come loose, but it looked like normal wear and tear. The tires were full of air.

He looked around, breathing deeply and slowly. He forced himself all the way down to concentration pace. There was nothing to see on the ground, no footprints or signs of struggle. The gravel lay as the rain had shaped it. The weeds hadn’t been trampled. And no one would ever park a bicycle here. Charlotte wasn’t lying in bed having a tryst with the blacksmith. Something had happened to her, and she hadn’t been the one who had put her bicycle back here.

“Scotsman?”

One of the canine officers had come around the corner with his eager dog. “We found the husband in the woods.”

“Charlotte Laursen’s husband?”

“Yes, he’s sitting in the canine patrol car now. We gave him some coffee. He’s a complete wreck.”



Claus was sitting in the back seat of the canine unit’s patrol car with his legs out the side door and a cup of coffee between both hands. His hair was disheveled, and he was wearing the same clothes as the day before. His eyes were red and puffy.

Liam studied him for a moment. His son’s water polo coach already looked like a shadow of his former self. It was either fear or guilt, he thought again, before continuing all the way over to the patrol car. Either was possible. Even so, experience told him that a person racked with guilt would often take pains to appear relatively normal in an attempt to hide things. Claus was not hiding anything.

The minute Charlotte’s husband spotted Liam, he leapt to his feet.

“This should have happened yesterday,” Claus blurted out accusingly. His eyes seethed, and he pointed angrily out toward the search going on in the woods.

“We didn’t have enough to go on,” Liam defended himself. “We simply cannot launch such a full-scale effort whenever a woman misses work. I’m afraid that’s just the way it is, Claus.”

“But for crying out loud, I told you she didn’t just miss work! I told you something happened, a crime!”

“There are no witnesses and no indication that any law has been broken,” Liam continued calmly. “If we were to respond to every case of a person who’s been missing for a few hours, we would need to double our police force, and that’s a conservative estimate.”

“But this is different,” Claus exclaimed angrily. “I explained it all to you yesterday. Charlotte would never leave Oliver hanging like that, never. I knew there was something wrong, but you wouldn’t listen. You didn’t do anything, and today it might be too late.”

“I can’t say anything other than what I’ve already told you, and as you can see, we’re going all-in now.”

“Yeah, twenty-four hours too late,” Claus said hoarsely. “What do you want me to tell my kids? They’re asking for their mom … they’re crying. They don’t understand why she hasn’t come home.” He looked at Liam, distraught.

“Where are your kids now?”

“At my parents’ house. They don’t live that far away.” He shook his head. “Cille and Oliver can tell that something’s wrong.”

Liam put a hand on the man’s arm. “Claus, we have child psychologists affiliated with our office in Odense. You just say the word, and we’ll set you up with an appointment pronto.”

Claus rubbed his eyes. “Thanks, but if you could find Charlotte pronto, that would be the best thing.”

Liam nodded. “We have eight officers in Tommerup now, and we’re doing everything we can to find your wife, I promise.”

“So now you believe me? You think something happened to her too?”

“I think something isn’t right. I can’t say any more than that right now, but we’ll be in touch, and you need to know that we’re doing everything we can to get her back home to you.” Liam looked over at the edge of the woods, where one of the canine officers had come into view and was waving him over. “I’m sorry; I need to go over there for a minute. You just sit for a bit, and I’ll come back.”

“Did they find her?” Claus yelled.

“No,” Liam said. “If Charlotte were nearby, the dogs would have picked that up right away.”

Claus sat back, crestfallen, and Liam walked over to the edge of the woods. The canine officer pointed without a word to an iPhone lying on the forest floor. The glass was broken, and the SIM card had been removed. Inside the phone’s clear case was a picture of two young children. The younger one had Down’s syndrome.

“We need to get that to forensics right away. Thanks.” He waved Dea over to him and showed her the phone while the canine officer gestured to the criminalists.

“We’ll start right away looking at all the surveillance footage from around the athletic center, and then I want some people to go upstairs to Fin Form and question the people working out and the staff.”

“And what about the media? Should we formally announce that we’re searching for her?”

Liam eyed Dea resolutely. “Yes.”



Nassrin let herself lean back, tightening her grip on the control bar so that her nails dug into the hard rubber. The water beat hard under her butt as she bumped along over the surface, and seconds later she braced her feet, pushing the board down into the water below her for a moment. The wind grabbed hold of the kite over her, the lines tightened, and she let herself be pulled free of the water. Scattered clouds hovered over her in the deep-blue summer sky. She felt the wind on her cheeks and the fresh air in her nose. She breathed in
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