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Tuesday, October 31st, 1989





1

Red and yellow leaves drift down through the sunlight onto the wet asphalt, which cuts through the woods like a dark and glassy river. As the white squad car tears past, they’re spun briefly in the air before coming to rest in sticky clumps along the edge of the road. Marius Larsen takes his foot off the accelerator and eases up for the bend, making a mental note to tell the council they need to come out here with the sweeper. If the leaves are left too long, they’ll make the surface slippery, and that sort of thing can cost lives. Marius has seen it many times before. He’s been on the force forty-one years, senior officer at the station for the last seventeen, and he has to prod them about it every single autumn. But not today—today he has to focus on the conversation.

Marius fiddles irritably with the frequency on the car radio, but he can’t find what he’s looking for. Only news about Gorbachev and Reagan, and speculation about the fall of the Berlin Wall. It’s imminent, they’re saying. A whole new era may be on its way.

He’s known for a while that the conversation has to happen, yet he’s never been able to screw up his courage. Now there’s only a week until his wife thinks he’s retiring, so the time has come to tell her the truth: That he can’t cope without his job. That he’s dealt with the practical side of things and put off the decision. That he isn’t ready yet to settle on the corner sofa and watch Wheel of Fortune, to rake leaves in the garden or play Old Maid with the grandkids.

It sounds easy when he runs through the conversation in his head, but Marius knows full well she’ll be upset. She’ll feel let down. She’ll get up from the table and start scouring the stove in the kitchen, and tell him with her back turned that she understands. But she won’t. So when the report came over the radio ten minutes ago he told the station he’d handle it himself, postponing the conversation a little longer. Normally he’d be annoyed about having to drive all the way out to Ørum’s farm through fields and forest merely to tell them they need to keep a better eye on their animals. Several times now, pigs or cows have broken through the fence and gone roaming the neighbors’ fields until Marius or one of his men made Ørum sort it out. But today he isn’t annoyed. He asked them to call first, of course, ringing Ørum’s house and the ferry terminal, where he has a part-time job, but when nobody picked up at either place he turned off the main road and headed for the farm.

Marius finds a channel playing old Danish music. “The Bright Red Rubber Dinghy” fills the old Ford Escort, and Marius turns up the volume. He’s enjoying the autumn and the drive. The woods, their yellow, red, and brown leaves mixing with the evergreens. The anticipation of hunting season, which is just beginning. He rolls down the window, the sunlight casting its dappled light onto the road through the treetops, and for a moment Marius forgets his age.

There’s silence at the farm. Marius gets out and slams the car door, and as he does so it strikes him that it’s been ages since he was last here. The wide yard looks dilapidated. There are holes in the windows of the stable, the plaster on the walls of the house is peeling off in strips, and the empty swing set on the overgrown lawn is nearly swallowed up by the tall chestnut trees encircling the property. Littered across the gravel yard are leaves and fallen chestnuts, which squelch beneath his feet as he walks up to the front door and knocks.

After Marius has knocked three times and called out Ørum’s name, he realizes nobody will answer. Seeing no sign of life, he takes out a pad, writes a note, and slips it through the mailbox, while a few crows flit across the yard and vanish behind the Ferguson tractor parked in front of the barn. Marius has driven all the way out here on a fool’s errand, and now he’ll have to stop by the ferry terminal to get hold of Ørum. But he’s not annoyed for long: on the way back to the car, an idea pops into his head. That never usually happens to Marius, so it must be a stroke of luck that he drove out here instead of heading straight home to the conversation. Like a Band-Aid on a cut, he’ll offer his wife a trip to Berlin. They could run down there for a week—well, at least a weekend, say, as soon as he can take time off. Do the drive themselves, witness history in the making—that new era—eat dumplings and sauerkraut like they did before in Harzen, on that camping trip with the kids far too long ago. Only when he’s almost reached the car does he see why the crows are settling behind the tractor. They’re hopping around on something pallid and formless, and not until he gets closer does he realize it’s a pig. Its eyes are dead, but its body jerks and shivers as though trying to frighten off the crows, which are feeding from the gunshot wound at the back of its head.

Marius opens the front door. The hallway is dim, and he notices the scent of damp and mold, and something else he can’t quite put his finger on.

“Ørum, it’s the police.”

There’s no reply, but he can hear water running somewhere in the house, so he steps into the kitchen. The girl is a teenager. Maybe sixteen, seventeen. Her body is still sitting in the chair by the table, and what’s left of her ruined face is floating in her bowl of porridge. On the linoleum on the other side of the table is another lifeless figure. He’s a teenager too, a little older, with a gaping bullet wound in his chest and the back of his head tilted awkwardly against the stove. Marius goes rigid. He’s seen dead people before, of course, but never anything like this, and for a brief moment he’s paralyzed, until he takes his service pistol out of the holster on his belt.

“Ørum?”

Marius proceeds farther into the house as he calls Ørum’s name, this time with his pistol raised. Still no reply. Marius finds the next corpse in the bathroom, and this time he has to clap his hand to his mouth so he doesn’t throw up. The water is running from the tap into the bathtub, which has long since filled to the brim. It’s spilling onto the terrazzo flooring and down the drain, intermingled with the blood. The naked woman—she must be the teenagers’ mother—is lying tangled on the floor. One arm and one leg have been separated from the torso. In the subsequent autopsy report, it will emerge that she has been struck repeatedly with an axe. First as she lay in the bathtub and then as she tried to escape by crawling onto the floor. It will also be established that she tried to defend herself with her hands and feet, which is why they have split open. Her face is unrecognizable, because the axe was used to cave in her skull.

Marius would have frozen at the sight if he hadn’t glimpsed a faint movement out of the corner of his eye. Half-hidden beneath a shower curtain dumped in the corner, he can make out a figure. Cautiously, Marius pulls back the curtain a little. It’s a boy. Disheveled hair, about ten or eleven. He’s lying lifeless in the blood, but a corner of the curtain is still covering the boy’s mouth, and it vibrates weakly, haltingly. Marius swiftly leans over the boy and removes the curtain, picking up his limp arm and trying to find a pulse. The boy has cuts and scratches on his arms and legs, he wears a bloody T-shirt and underwear, and an axe has been dropped near his head. Finding a pulse, Marius leaps to his feet.

In the living room he grabs feverishly at the telephone beside the full ashtray, sending it tumbling to the floor, but by the time he gets hold of the station his head is clear enough to deliver a coherent message. “Ambulance. Officers. ASAP. No trace of Ørum. Get going. Now!” When he hangs up his first thought is to hurry back to the boy, but then abruptly he remembers that there must be another child: the boy has a twin sister.

Marius heads back toward the front hall and the staircase up to the first floor. As he passes the kitchen and the open basement door, he stops short. There was a sound. A footfall or a scrape, but now there’s silence. Marius draws his pistol again. Opening the door wide, he shuffles gingerly down the narrow steps until his feet find the concrete floor. It takes his eyes a moment to adjust to the dark, and then he sees the open door at the end of the corridor. His body hesitates, telling him he ought to stop here, wait for the ambulance and his colleagues, but Marius thinks of the girl. As he approaches the door he can see it’s been forced open. The lock and bolt are discarded on the ground, and Marius enters the room, which is lit only dimly by the grime-smeared windows above. Yet he can still make out a small shape hidden well back beneath a table in the corner. Hurrying over, Marius lowers his gun, bends down, and peers underneath it.

“It’s okay. It’s over now.”

He can’t see the girl’s face, only that she’s shaking and huddled into the corner without looking at him.

“My name is Marius. I’m from the police, and I’m here to help you.”

The girl stays timidly where she is, as though she can’t even hear him, and suddenly Marius becomes aware of the room. Glancing around, he realizes what it’s been used for. He’s disgusted. Then he catches a glimpse of the crooked wooden shelves through the door to the adjoining room. The sight makes him forget the girl, and he walks across to the threshold. Marius can’t see how many there are, but there are more than he can count with the naked eye. Chestnut dolls, male and female. Animals too. Big and small, some childish, others eerie. Many of them unfinished and malformed. Marius stares at them, their number and variety, and the small dolls on the shelves fill him with disquiet, as the boy steps through the door behind him.

In a split second Marius realizes he should remember to ask Forensics whether the basement door was broken down from the inside or the outside. In a split second he realizes something monstrous may have escaped, like the animals from their pens, but when he turns toward the boy his thoughts swim away like tiny, puzzled clouds across the heavens. Then the axe strikes his jaw, and everything goes black.





Monday, October 5th.

The Present Day
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The voice is everywhere in the darkness. It whispers softly and mocks her—it picks her up when she falls and it whirls her around in the wind. Laura Kjær can’t see anymore. She can’t hear the whistling of the leaves in the trees, or feel the cold grass beneath her feet. All that is left is the voice, which keeps whispering between the bludgeon’s blows. If she stops resisting, she thinks, the voice might go quiet, but it doesn’t. It keeps going, and so do the blows, until at last she can’t move. Too late she feels the sharp teeth of the saw bite hard around one of her wrists, and before she loses consciousness she hears the mechanical noise of the saw blade and her own bones being severed.

Afterward, she doesn’t know how long she’s been gone. The darkness is still there. So is the voice, and it’s as though it has been waiting for her return.

“Are you okay, Laura?”

Its tone is soft and affectionate and much too close to her ear. But the voice doesn’t wait for an answer. For a moment it removes the thing that was stuck over her mouth, and Laura hears herself begging and pleading. She doesn’t understand anything. She’ll do anything. Why her—what has she done? The voice says she knows that perfectly well. It bends down very close and whispers into her ear, and she can tell it has been looking forward to exactly this moment. She has to concentrate to hear the words. She understands what the voice is saying, but she can’t believe it. The pain is greater than all her other injuries. It can’t be that. It mustn’t be that. She pushes the words away, as though they’re part of the madness that engulfs her in the blackness. She wants to stand up and keep fighting, but her body gives in, and she sobs hysterically. She’s known it for a while, yet somehow not—and only now, as the voice whispers it to her, does she understand that it’s true. She wants to scream as loudly as she can, but her guts are already halfway up her throat, and when she feels the bludgeon stroke her cheek she flings herself headlong with all her strength and staggers deeper into the gloom.





Tuesday, October 6th
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It’s beginning to grow light outside, but as Naia Thulin reaches down and guides him into her, he’s only gradually emerging from sleep. She feels him inside and begins sliding backward and forward. She takes hold of his shoulders and his hands awaken, but slowly and fumblingly.

“Hey, wait . . .”

He’s still drowsy, but Naia doesn’t wait. This is what she wanted when she opened her eyes, and she moves more insistently, sliding backward with greater intensity, putting one hand against the wall. She is aware he’s lying awkwardly, that his head is banging against the headboard, and she’s aware of the sound of the headboard banging against the wall, but she doesn’t care. She continues, feeling him give in, and as she comes she digs her nails into his chest and senses his pain and pleasure as they both stiffen.

A moment later she’s lying there breathlessly, listening to the garbage truck in the courtyard behind her building. Then she rolls away and gets out of bed before his hands are finished stroking her back.

“It’s best you go before she wakes up.”

“Why? She likes it when I’m here.”

“Come on. Get up.”

“Only if you two move in with me.”

She chucks his shirt at his head and vanishes into the bathroom, while he falls back onto the pillow with a smile.
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It’s the first Tuesday in October. Autumn came late, but today the sky above the city is a low ceiling of dark gray clouds, and it’s pouring with rain as Naia Thulin dashes out of the car and through the street traffic. She can hear her mobile ringing, but she doesn’t reach into her coat pocket for it. She has her hand on her daughter’s back so she can hurry her through the small gaps in the rush-hour jam. The morning has been busy. Le was mostly interested in talking about the League of Legends computer game, which she’s much too little to know anything about yet still knows all about, and she named a Korean professional gamer called Park Su as her big hero.

“You’ve got your rain boots, in case you’re going to the park. And remember Granddad’s picking you up, but you’ve got to cross the road yourself. You look left, right, then—”

“Then left again, and I’ve got to remember to put my jacket on, so they can see the reflective bits.”

“Stand still so I can tie your shoelaces.”

They’ve reached the front of the school, standing underneath the roof of the bike shed, and Thulin bends down as Le tries to stand still with her boots in the puddles.

“When are we moving in with Sebastian?”

“I haven’t said we’re moving in with Sebastian.”

“Why isn’t he there in the morning when he’s there in the evening?”

“Grown-ups are busy in the morning, and Sebastian has to rush off to work.”

“Ramazan’s had a little brother and now he’s got fifteen pictures on the family tree, and I’ve only got three.”

Thulin glances curtly up at her daughter and curses the sweet little posters of the family trees, which the teacher decorated with autumn leaves and displayed on the classroom wall so that parents and children can stop and examine them. On the other hand she’s always grateful when Le automatically counts Granddad as part of the family, even though technically speaking he isn’t her grandfather.

“It’s not about that. And you have five pictures on the family tree, if you count the parakeet and the hamster.”

“The others don’t have animals on their trees.”

“No, the other children aren’t that lucky.”

Le doesn’t answer, and Thulin stands up.

“I know there’s not a lot of us, but we’re doing all right, and that’s the important thing. Okay?”

“Can I get another parakeet, then?”

Thulin gazes at her, wondering how this conversation started and whether her daughter might be sharper than she thinks.

“We’ll discuss that another time. Just wait a bit.”

Her mobile has begun to ring again, and she knows she has to answer it this time.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“No rush,” says the voice on the other end of the line, and she recognizes it as one of Nylander’s secretaries. “Nylander can’t make your meeting this morning, so it’ll be Tuesday next week instead. But I’m supposed to tell you he wants you to take the new guy with you today, so he’ll be good for something while he’s here.”

“Mom, I’m going in with Ramazan!”

Thulin watches her daughter scamper over to the boy called Ramazan. She falls in quite naturally with the rest of the Syrian family, a woman and a man, the man with a newborn in his arms, and two other children. To Thulin they look like they’ve just stepped out of a women’s magazine article about a model family.

“But that’s the second time Nylander’s canceled, and it’ll only take five minutes. Where is he right now?”

“I’m afraid he’s on his way to the budget meeting. And he’d like to know what your chat is going to be about?”

For a moment Thulin considers telling her that it’s going to be about how her nine months at the Major Crimes Division, known as the murder squad, have been about as exciting as a visit to the police museum. That the assignments are tedious, the standards of technology at the department barely more impressive than a Commodore 64 computer, and that she’s desperately looking forward to moving on.

“Nothing major. Thanks.”

She hangs up and waves at her daughter, who is running into the school. She can feel the rain beginning to seep through her coat, and as she heads toward the road she realizes she can’t wait until Tuesday for the meeting. She dodges through the traffic, but as she reaches the car and opens the door, she gets the sudden sensation that she’s being watched. On the other side of the crossing, through the endless rows of cars and trucks, she glimpses the outline of a figure—but by the time the queue has passed the figure is gone. Shaking off the feeling, Thulin gets into her car.
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The spacious corridors of the police station echo with the steps of the two men as they pass a pack of detectives going in the opposite direction. Nylander, head of the Major Crimes Division, loathes conversations like this one, but he knows it will probably be the only chance he’ll get all day, so he swallows his pride and keeps pace with the deputy commissioner as one dull sentence follows another.

“Nylander, we need to tighten our belts. It’s the same with all our departments.”

“I was given to think I’d have more officers—”

“It’s a question of timing. Right now the Ministry of Justice is prioritizing departments other than yours. They’ve got ambitions for NC3 to become the best cyber-crime unit in Europe, so they’re cutting back on resources elsewhere.”

“That doesn’t mean my department should suffer. We’ve needed twice the manpower these last—”

“I’ve not given up, but you have just had some of the pressure taken off, you know.”

“I haven’t had any pressure taken off. A single investigator who’ll be here a few days because Europol have chucked him out on his ass doesn’t really count.”

“He’ll probably hang around a bit longer, depending on the situation. But the ministry could actually have cut the number of staff, you know, so right now it’s about making the best of a bad job. All right?”

The deputy commissioner pauses, turning toward Nylander to emphasize his words, and Nylander is about to answer that no, it damn well isn’t all right. He needs more manpower like he was promised, but instead he’s been passed over in favor of the twats at NC3, to use the fancy-pants abbreviation for the National Cyber Crime Center. On top of that, it’s a monumental bureaucratic slap in the face that he should have to make do with some washed-up detective who’s fallen out of favor at the Hague.

“Do you have a moment?” Thulin has appeared in the background, and the deputy commissioner uses the interruption to slip through the meeting-room door and shut it behind him. Nylander stares briefly after him before starting to head back the way he came.

“Not now, and nor do you. Check with the duty officer about the report that’s come in from Husum. I want you to take that Europol chap and get cracking.”

“But it’s about—”

“I don’t have time for this conversation right now. I’m not blind to your abilities, but you’re the youngest detective ever to set foot in this department, so I don’t want you setting your sights on becoming team leader or whatever it is you’re itching to meet about.”

“I don’t want to be team leader. I need a recommendation for NC3.”

Nylander judders to a halt.

“NC3. The department for cyber crime—”

“Yeah, I know what department it is. Why?”

“Because I think the assignments at NC3 are interesting.”

“As opposed to?”

“As opposed to nothing. I’d just like to—”

“You’ve basically only just started. NC3 doesn’t take people who apply on the off chance, so there’s no point trying.”

“They’ve specifically asked me to apply.”

Nylander tries to conceal his surprise, but he knows instantly she’s telling the truth. He looks at the slight woman standing before him. How old is she? Twenty-nine, thirty, thereabouts? An odd little thing, not much to look at. He clearly remembers underestimating her—before he knew better. In his staff assessment he recently split his detectives into an A and a B team, and Thulin, despite her age, was one of the first names he put onto the A team alongside seasoned investigators like Jansen and Ricks, whom the department was supposed to consolidate around. And Nylander did actually consider her for team leader. He isn’t overfond of female investigators, and her general air of aloofness rubs him the wrong way, but she’s highly intelligent and has breezed through her cases at a pace that made more experienced detectives look like they were standing still. Thulin probably thinks the level of technology at the department is out of the Stone Age, and it’s because he shares her opinion that he knows how much he needs tech geeks like her. The department has to keep up with the times. Hence why he’s used a few of their conversations to remind her that she’s still wet behind the ears: he’s trying to make sure she doesn’t do a runner.

“Who asked you?”

“The boss, what’s-his-name. Isak Wenger.”

Nylander feels his face darken.

“I’ve been happy here, but I’d like to send off my application by the end of the week at the latest.”

“I’ll think it over.”

“Can we say Friday?”

Nylander has already stalked off. For a moment he senses her eyes on the back of his neck, and knows she’ll be after him on Friday to get that recommendation. So it’s come to this. His department has become a seed bed for the elite, for the ministry’s new darling, NC3. When he goes into the budget meeting in a few minutes’ time, that priority will be brought home to him once again in the form of figures and hard caps. Christmas will mark three years since Nylander accepted the top job in Homicide, but now things have come to a grinding halt, and if something doesn’t change, the promotion won’t be the career opportunity he once imagined.
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The windshield wipers chuck the streaming water aside. When the traffic light changes to green, the police car swings out of the line—away from the bus-side ads for private hospitals offering new breasts, Botox, and liposuction—and sets off for the suburbs. The radio is on. The hosts, chatting and playing the latest pop songs about sex, ass, and lust, are briefly interrupted by the news, and the newscaster announces that today is the first Tuesday in October: the opening of parliament. The top story, unsurprisingly, is about Rosa Hartung, minister for social affairs, returning to her post after the tragic episode involving her daughter nearly one year earlier, which everybody across the nation followed with bated breath. But before the newscaster can finish, the stranger beside Thulin turns down the sound.

“Do you have a pair of scissors or anything?”

“No, I don’t have any scissors.”

For a moment Thulin lets her eyes flit from the traffic and toward the man sitting beside her, who is struggling to open the packaging on a new mobile phone. He was standing smoking a cigarette not far from the car when she arrived at the garage opposite the station. Tall, upright, yet somehow a little down at heel. Unkempt, rain-soaked hair, worn and sopping Nike shoes, thin, baggy pants, and a short black quilted jacket that also looked like it was thoroughly drenched. The man isn’t dressed for the weather. He must have come straight from the Hague, thinks Thulin. The small, battered holdall at his side lends weight to that impression. Thulin knows he arrived at the station less than forty-eight hours ago, because she overheard colleagues gossiping about him as she fetched her morning coffee from the canteen. A “liaison officer” stationed at Europol’s headquarters in the Hague, he’d been suddenly relieved of duty and ordered to Copenhagen as penance for some blunder or other. It prompted a few derisive remarks from her colleagues. The relationship between the Danish police and Europol had been strained ever since the Danes refused to relinquish one of their opt-outs from the EU in a referendum some years before.

When Thulin bumped into him in the parking garage he was lost in thought, and when she introduced herself he simply shook her hand and said, “Hess.” Not especially chatty. Normally neither is she, but the conversation with Nylander went as planned. She feels certain her days at the department are coming to an end, so it can’t hurt to show a bit of friendliness toward an embattled colleague. After they got into the car, she rattled through everything she knows about the assignment, but the man simply nodded with a minimum of interest. She puts him somewhere between thirty-seven and forty-one, and his shabby street-urchin look reminds her of an actor, but she can’t think whom. He wears a ring on his finger, possibly a wedding band, but her instinct tells her the man is long divorced—or at least in the process thereof. Meeting him felt like kicking a ball against a concrete wall, but it hasn’t spoiled her good mood, and her interest in transnational police cooperation is genuine.

“So how long are you home?”

“Probably just a few days. They’re figuring it out.”

“Do you like being at Europol?”

“Yeah, it’s fine. Weather’s better.”

“Am I right in saying their cyber-crime unit has begun recruiting hackers they themselves have tracked down?”

“No idea, not my department. You mind if I duck out for a minute after we’re done at the scene?”

“Duck out?”

“Just for an hour. I need to pick up the keys to my apartment.”

“Of course.”

“Thanks.”

“But you’re usually based at the Hague?”

“Yeah, or wherever they need me.”

“Where might that be?”

“It varies. Marseille, Geneva, Amsterdam, Lisbon . . .”

The man is concentrating on his mobile phone packaging again, but Thulin guesses he could have kept listing cities for a while. There’s something cosmopolitan about him. A kind of traveler without baggage, although the sheen of the big city and distant skies has long since rubbed off. If it was ever there.

“How long have you been gone?”

“Nearly five years. I’m just going to borrow that.”

Hess snatches a ballpoint pen from the cup holder between the seats and begins to lever open the packaging.

“Five years?”

Thulin is surprised. Most liaison officers she’s heard of are contracted for two years at a stretch. Some extend it to four, but she’s never heard of a liaison officer being away for five.

“The time goes quickly.”

“So it was because of the police reform.”

“What was?”

“That you left. I heard lots of people left the department because they weren’t happy with—”

“No, that wasn’t why.”

“What, then?”

“Because I just did.”

She looks at him. He glances fleetingly back, and for the first time she notices his eyes. The left is green, the right blue. He didn’t say it in an unfriendly way, but it’s a line in the sand, and he doesn’t comment further. Thulin puts on her blinker and turns off into a residential area. If he wants to play the macho agent with a mysterious past, so be it. There are enough guys like that at the station to form their own soccer team.

The house is a white, modernist home with its own garage. It’s situated in the middle of a family neighborhood in Husum, among privet hedges and trim rows of mailboxes facing the road. This is where middle-income earners move once they’ve made the nuclear family a reality, and if their means stretch that far. A safe neighborhood, where sleeping policemen ensure nobody exceeds the thirty-mile-per-hour speed limit. Trampolines in the gardens and traces of chalk on the wet asphalt. A few schoolchildren wearing helmets and reflective jackets go cycling past in the rain as Thulin pulls up next to the patrol cars and Forensics vehicles. A few scattered residents stand murmuring under umbrellas a little way behind a barrier.

“I’ve just got to answer this.” Less than two minutes ago, Hess stuffed a SIM card into his mobile and sent a text, and it’s already buzzing.

“That’s fine, take your time.”

Thulin gets out into the rain while Hess remains sitting in the car and begins a conversation in French. As she jogs down the little garden path over its traditional concrete paving stones, it occurs to her that she might have found another reason to look forward to leaving the department.
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The voices of the two morning TV hosts echo through the large, fashionable villa in Outer Østerbro as they prepare for another conversation over coffee on the studio’s comfy corner sofa.

“So today parliament opens, and we’re kicking off a new year. It’s always a very special day, but this time it’s especially special for a certain politician, and by that I mean Minister for Social Affairs Rosa Hartung, who lost her twelve-year-old daughter on October 18th last year. Rosa Hartung has been on leave since her daughter was—”

Steen Hartung reaches out and switches off the flat-screen, which hangs on the wall beside the fridge. He picks up his architectural drawings and writing implements from the wooden floor in the spacious French-inspired country kitchen where he’s just dropped them.

“Come on, get ready. We’re setting off as soon as your mother’s left.”

His son is still sitting at the large table, scribbling in his math book, surrounded by the leftovers from breakfast. Every Tuesday morning Gustav is scheduled to meet in school an hour later than usual, and every Tuesday Steen has to tell him it’s the wrong time to be doing homework.

“But why can’t I go on my bike?”

“It’s Tuesday; you’ve got tennis after school, so I’m picking you up. Have you packed your clothes?”

“I have.”

The petite Filipina au pair comes into the room and puts down a sports bag, and Steen watches her gratefully as she starts clearing up.

“Thanks, Alice. Come on, Gustav.”

“All the other kids cycle.”

Through the window Steen sees the big black car roll up the driveway and park in the puddles outside.

“Dad, just for today?”

“No, we’ll do the usual. The car’s here. Where’s your mom?”
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Steen is on his way up the stairs to the first floor when he calls out to her. The hundred-year-old patrician villa is nearly four hundred square meters, and he knows every single nook and cranny, having renovated it himself. At the time they bought it and moved in, it was important to have plenty of space, but now it’s too big. Much too big. He looks for her in the bedroom and the bathroom before realizing the door opposite him is ajar. Hesitating a moment, he pushes it open and peers into the room that was once his daughter’s.

His wife is sitting in her coat and scarf on the bare mattress by the wall. His eyes dart around the room. Across the empty walls and the cardboard boxes stacked in the corner. Then back at her.

“The car’s here.”

“Thanks . . .”

She nods quickly, still seated. Steen takes another step forward and feels the chill in the room. He notices she’s kneading a yellow T-shirt between her hands.

“Are you okay?”

It’s a stupid question—she doesn’t look okay.

“I opened the window yesterday then forgot to close it, and I only just realized.”

He nods sympathetically, although her words didn’t answer the question. From far down the hall they can hear their son shouting that Vogel has arrived, but neither reacts.

“I can’t remember what she smelled like anymore.”

Her hands caress the yellow fabric, and she looks at it as though searching for something hidden in its woven threads.

“I just had to try. But her scent isn’t there. Or in any of the other stuff.”

He sits down next to her.

“Maybe that’s okay. Maybe it’s better this way.”

“How could it be better . . . it’s not better.”

He doesn’t reply, and he can tell she regrets snapping at him when her voice grows gentler.

“I don’t know if I can do this . . . it seems wrong.”

“It’s not wrong. It’s the only right thing to do. You told me that yourself.”

Their son calls again.

“She would have told you to go. She would have told you it would all work out. She would have told you you’re amazing.”

Rosa doesn’t answer. For a moment she just sits there with the T-shirt. Then she takes his hand and squeezes it and attempts a smile.

“Okay, great, see you soon.” Rosa Hartung’s personal advisor hangs up his phone as he sees her coming down the stairs toward the hall.

“Did I get here too early? Should I ask the royal family to postpone the opening until tomorrow?”

“No, I’m ready now.”

Rosa smiles at Frederik Vogel’s energy, thinking it makes a nice change. When Vogel’s around, there’s no room for sentimentality.

“Good. Let’s run through the program. We’ve had a lot of questions come in—some of them good, some of them predictable and tabloid-esque—”

“We’ll do that in the car. Gustav, remember it’s Tuesday and Dad is picking you up. And call if you need anything. All right, love?”

“I know that.”

The boy nods wearily, and Rosa barely has time to ruffle his hair before Vogel opens the door for her.

“You’ve also got to say hello to the new driver, and we really need to discuss how we’re going to order these negotiations . . .”

Steen watches them through the window in the kitchen, trying to smile encouragingly at his wife as she greets the new driver and climbs into the back of the car. As they leave the driveway, Steen feels relieved.

“Are we going or what?”

His son is asking, and Steen can hear him putting on his coat and boots in the hall.

“Yeah, I’m coming now.”

Steen opens the fridge, takes out the pack of small liquor bottles, unscrews the cap from one, and empties it into his mouth. He feels the spirits rake their way down his gullet and into his belly. Then he puts the remaining bottles in his bag, shuts the fridge, and remembers to grab the car keys, which are lying on the kitchen table.
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There’s something about the house Thulin doesn’t like. The feeling began to set in as she stepped, clad in gloves and blue plastic overshoes, into the dark front hall, where the family’s footwear is neatly arrayed beneath the coatrack. Delicate framed pictures of flowers hang on the walls in the corridor, and when she enters the bedroom the room strikes her immediately as feminine and innocent, everything in shades of white apart from the pink pleated blinds, which are still drawn down.

“The victim’s name is Laura Kjær, thirty-seven years old, nurse at a dental practice in central Copenhagen. Looks like she was surprised after she went to bed. Her nine-year-old boy was sleeping in the room at the end of the hall, but apparently he didn’t see or hear anything.”

Thulin is staring at the double bed, which has only been used on one side, as she’s briefed by the older, uniformed officer. A bedside lamp has toppled off the nightstand and lies cushioned on the thick white carpet.

“The boy woke up to find the house empty, nobody around. He made breakfast for himself, got dressed, and waited for his mother, but when she didn’t show up he went to the neighbor’s. The neighbor went back to the house, found it empty, then heard a dog barking out in the play area, where she subsequently found the victim and called us.”

“Has the father been contacted?”

Thulin walks past the officer, glancing briefly into the child’s room before returning down the corridor, the officer in her wake.

“According to the neighbor, the father died of cancer a couple of years ago. The victim met someone new six months later, and they moved in here together. Guy’s at a trade fair somewhere in Zealand. We called him when we arrived, so he should be here soon.”

Through the open bathroom door, Thulin can see three electric toothbrushes in a row, a pair of slippers ready on the tiled floor, and two dressing gowns hanging from pegs. She leaves the corridor and enters the open-plan kitchen, where white-clad Forensics techs are busy checking for trace evidence and fingerprints. The furnishings are as ordinary as the neighborhood. Scandinavian design, probably mostly from IKEA and ILVA, three empty place mats on the table, a little autumn bouquet of decorative sprigs in a vase, cushions on the sofa, and on the kitchen island a single deep bowl containing the remains of milk and cornflakes, which she guesses must be the boy’s. In the living room is a digital photo frame displaying a constant flow of images of the little family to the empty armchair next to it. Mother, son, and presumably the live-in boyfriend. They’re smiling and looking happy. Laura Kjær is a beautiful, slender woman with long red hair, but there’s a vulnerability in her warm, sympathetic eyes. It’s a nice home, yet there’s definitely something about it Thulin doesn’t like.

“Signs of forced entry?”

“No. We’ve checked the windows and doors. Looks like she watched TV and drank a cup of tea before she went to bed.”

Thulin skims the kitchen noticeboard, but all that hang there are school timetables, calendars, the schedule for the local pool, a tree surgeon’s flyer, an invitation to the residents’ association’s Halloween party, and a reminder letter about a checkup at the Rigshospital’s pediatric department. Normally, this is where Thulin excels: at noticing the little things that prove significant. Once upon a time she was used to it. Used to coming home, unlocking the front door, and reading the signs that augured whether it would be a good day or a bad day. But in this case there’s nothing to notice. Just an ordinary family and their idyllic day-to-day life. The kind of thing she’ll never be able to accept, and for a moment she tries to tell herself that maybe that’s all she dislikes about the house.

“What about computers, tablets, mobiles?”

“As far as we can see, nothing’s been stolen, and Genz’s people have already packed up the gizmos and sent them in.”

Thulin nods. Most assaults and murders can be cleared up that way. As a rule there are always texts, calls, emails, or Facebook messages to indicate why things ended as they did, and she’s already itching to get her hands on the material.

“What’s that smell in here? Vomit?”

Thulin has suddenly become aware of the harsh, unpleasant stench following her around the house. The older officer looks shamefaced, and Thulin registers that he’s pale.

“I’m sorry. I’ve just come from the scene. I thought I was used to . . . but I’ll show you the way.”

“I’ll manage. Just let me know when the boyfriend shows up.”

She opens the terrace door to the back garden while the officer nods gratefully.
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The trampoline has seen better days, as has the tiny overgrown greenhouse to the left of the terrace door. To the right, the wet grass extends to the rear wall of a shiny metal garage; although immensely practical, it doesn’t really suit the white, modernist house. Thulin walks toward the far end of the garden. On the other side of the hedge she can see floodlights, uniformed officers and white-clad Forensics techs, and she edges through the trees and bushes with their fire-red and yellow leaves until she reaches a playground. A bulb flashes repeatedly in the rain near a battered playhouse, and from a distance she sees Genz animatedly photographing details of the crime scene while he directs his team.

“Got anywhere?”

Simon Genz glances up from his camera’s viewfinder. His face is serious, but when he sees her it lightens into a brief grin. Genz is probably in his midthirties, and an active guy: rumor has it he’s run five marathons this year alone. He’s also the youngest boss the Forensics Department has ever had. Thulin considers him one of the few people worth listening to. Sharp, nerdy—and quite simply she trusts his judgment. If she keeps him at arm’s length, it’s only because he asked her whether she wanted to go on a run together one day, and she didn’t. During the nine months Thulin has been with the murder squad, Genz is the only person with whom she’s developed any sort of relationship, but the least sexy thing she can imagine is a romance with a colleague.

“Hi, Thulin. Not far. The rain makes things tricky, and it’s been quite a few hours since it happened.”

“Have they said anything about a time of death?”

“Not yet. The coroner’s just around the corner. But the rain started about midnight, and my guess is that’s roughly when it happened. If there were obvious tracks in the soil, they’ve been thoroughly washed away, but we’re not giving up. Do you want to see her?”

“Yes, please.”

The lifeless figure on the grass has been covered with a white sheet from the Forensics Department. It’s leaning against one of two poles supporting the roof above the playhouse’s front porch, and the scene looks almost peaceful: in the background, red-and-yellow climbing plants are exploding with color in the dense shrubbery. Carefully Genz draws back the white sheet to reveal the woman. She’s slumped like a rag doll, naked apart from underpants and a camisole that was once beige but is now soaked with rain and blotches of dark blood. Thulin steps closer, squatting down to get a better look. Laura Kjær has black gaffer tape wrapped all the way around her head. Cutting into her rigid, open mouth, it has been wound several times around the back of her skull and wet red hair. One eye has been caved in, so that you can see deep into the socket, while the other stares blindly into space. Her bluish skin is marred with countless scratches, tears, and bruises, and her bare feet have been scraped bloody. Her hands are buried in a little heap of leaves in her lap, bound tightly at the wrists with broad plastic strips. Thulin needs only a single glance at the body to understand why the older officer cracked. Usually she has no problem with examining dead people. Working in Homicide demands an unsentimental approach to death, and anyone who can’t examine a corpse is better off elsewhere. But Thulin has never seen anyone as brutalized as the woman leaning against the playhouse pole.

“You’ll hear it from the coroner, of course, but in my opinion some of the injuries suggest that she tried to run off among the trees at some point. Either away from the house or back to it. But it was pitch-black, and she must have been badly weakened after the amputation, which I’m certain was done before she was arranged like this.”

“The amputation?”

“Hold this.”

Genz absentmindedly hands her the heavy camera and flash. Approaching the body, he crouches down on his haunches and gently uses his flashlight to lift the woman’s bound wrists a fraction. Rigor mortis has set in, and her stiff arms mechanically follow: Thulin can see now that Laura Kjær is missing her right hand. It isn’t buried in the leaves, as she supposed. The arm stops grotesquely just beneath the wrist, where a slanting, jagged cut exposes the bone and sinews.

“For the time being we’re assuming it must have happened out here, because we didn’t find a drop of blood in the garage or the house. I’ve asked my people to check the garage thoroughly, of course, especially for tape, gardening tools, and cable ties, but so far we’ve come up with nothing obvious. Needless to say we’re also wondering why we haven’t found the hand yet, but we’re still looking.”

“Could be a dog ran off with it.”

Hess’s voice; he has emerged from the garden and the hedge. He glances around briefly, his shoulders giving a shudder in the rain, and Genz gazes at him in surprise. For some reason the remark irritates Thulin, although she knows he might be right.

“Genz, this is Hess—he’s joining us for a few days.”

“Good morning. Welcome.” Genz moves to shake hands with Hess, but Hess merely nods toward the house next door.

“Anybody hear anything? Neighbors?”

There’s a thunderous clatter, and a train abruptly shoots along its wet tracks on the other side of the playground, so Genz has to shout his reply.

“No, as far as we know nobody heard anything! The S-trains don’t run as frequently at night, but on the other hand there are quite a few freight trains on this line!”

The sound of the train vanishes, and Genz looks at Thulin again.

“I wish I had loads of evidence for you, but right now there’s nothing else I can say. Only that I’ve never seen anyone this savagely beaten before.”

“What’s that?”

“What?”

“There.”

Thulin is still squatting beside the body, but now she’s pointing at something Genz has to twist around to see. Behind the dead woman, from the beam above the playhouse porch, there’s something dangling in the wind, something caught in its own string. Genz reaches a hand underneath the beam and unwinds the object so that it hangs freely, swinging back and forth. Two dark brown chestnuts placed on top of each other, the top one small and the bottom one large. Two holes have been scratched into the smaller chestnut to make eyes. Matchsticks have been poked into the larger one, representing arms and legs. It’s a simple doll consisting of two spheres and four sticks, but briefly, for some reason she can’t explain, it makes Thulin’s heart stop.

“A chestnut man. Shall we bring him in for questioning?”

Hess is gazing at her innocently. Evidently cop humor of the classic style is favored at Europol too, and Thulin doesn’t reply. She and Genz only have time to exchange a glance before Genz is interrupted with a question by one of his people. Hess reaches into his jacket for his phone, which has begun to ring again, and at that moment there’s a whistle from the house. It’s the officer from before, signaling to Thulin from the garden. She gets to her feet and casts her eyes across the playground, which is surrounded by bronze-leafed trees, but there’s nothing else to see. Only wet swing sets and climbing frames and a parkour course, desolate and sad despite the army of officers and techs wading around in the rain as they search the area. Thulin returns to the house. When she passes Hess, he’s speaking French again, as yet another train goes rumbling by.
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On their way into the city center in the ministerial car, Vogel runs through the day’s schedule. All the government ministers are meeting at Christiansborg before heading around the corner to the Palace Chapel for the traditional service. Once that’s over, Rosa will be greeting her staff at her offices, which are located on Holmens Kanal opposite Christiansborg Palace Square, and then rushing back over to Christiansborg in time for the official opening of parliament.

The rest of the day is also tightly scheduled, but Rosa interjects a few corrections and updates the calendar on her iPhone. She doesn’t need to, because her secretary keeps track of everything on her behalf, but Rosa prefers it like this. It helps her get a sense of the details, to keep a grip on reality and feel like she’s in control. Especially today. But by the time the car swings into the courtyard outside parliament, she’s no longer listening to Vogel. Danish flags wave from the central spire, and there are media vans all over the courtyard; she watches people getting ready or recording pieces on camera underneath umbrellas, lit by their photographers.

“Asger, we’ll keep driving, head around to the back entrance.”

The new driver nods at Vogel’s words, but Rosa doesn’t like the suggestion.

“No. Let me out here.”

Vogel turns toward her in surprise, and the driver glances at her in the rearview mirror. Only now does she notice that despite his young age there are grave lines drawn around his mouth.

“If I don’t do it now, they’ll keep at it all day long. Drive right up to the entrance and let me out there.”

“Rosa, are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

The car glides up to the curb, and the driver jumps out and opens the door for her. As she climbs out and begins walking toward the broad steps of the parliament building, everything seems to move in slow motion: cameramen turning, journalists beginning to stampede her way, faces with mouths open and words twisted.

“Rosa Hartung, a moment!”

Reality strikes her. The crowd around her explodes, cameras are thrust into her face, and the journalists’ questions come hailing down. Rosa makes it up two steps before turning to gaze out over the crowd, noting everything. The voices, the lights and microphones, a blue hat drawn down over a furrowed brow, an arm waving, a pair of dark eyes trying to follow along from the back row.

“Hartung, do you have a statement?”

“What’s it like to be back?”

“Could you just give us two minutes?”

“Rosa Hartung, over here!”

Rosa knows she has been a topic of discussion at various editorial meetings over the last few months—the last few days, especially—but nobody saw this move coming: they are unprepared, and that’s why Rosa has done it.

“Move back! The minister has a statement.”

Vogel has elbowed his way in front of her, making sure the crowd keeps its distance. Most do as they’re told, and Rosa studies their faces. Many she already knows.

“As you’re all aware, this has been a difficult time. My family and I are grateful for all the support we have been given. We’re at the start of a new parliamentary year, and it’s time now to look to the future. I want to thank the prime minister for his faith in me, and I’m looking forward to getting stuck into the political tasks ahead. I hope you will all respect that. Thank you.”

Rosa Hartung continues walking up the steps after Vogel, who tries to clear a path.

“But, Hartung, are you ready to come back?”

“How are you feeling!?”

“What’s it like to know the killer never revealed the location where your daughter—”

Vogel manages to get her up to the big doors, and when they reach her secretary—waiting on the threshold, stretching out a hand—it’s like being rescued ashore from a foaming sea.
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As you can see, we’ve made a few adjustments to the layout because of the new sofas, but if you’d rather have the others back—”

“No, this is fine. I like that it’s new.”

Rosa has just stepped into her office on the fourth floor of the Ministry for Social Affairs. Arriving at Christiansborg and at the church service she bumped into many of her colleagues, and it feels nice to get some distance from all the attention. Some gave her a hug, others nodded kindly and with compassion, and she tried to keep moving—except at the service, when she did her best to focus on the bishop’s sermon. Afterward, Vogel stayed behind to speak to various MPs; she was met by her ministerial secretary and a few assistants, and together they crossed the palace square and entered the large gray-brown building that housed the Ministry for Social Affairs. Vogel’s absence suits her just fine; now she can concentrate on greeting her staff and chatting to her ministerial secretary.

“I don’t know how to put this, so I’m just going to ask straight out. How are you doing?”

Rosa knows her secretary well enough to understand that she has her best interests at heart. Liu is of Chinese heritage, married to a Dane, mother of two, and one of the kindest people Rosa knows, but she still feels compelled to dodge such a personal question.

“It’s all right to ask. I’m doing well, given the circumstances, and now I’m looking forward to getting started. What about you?”

“Oh yes, all fine. The younger one has colic. And the older . . . but it’s all fine.”

“That wall looks a bit bare, doesn’t it?”

As Rosa points, she senses Liu straining not to put her foot in her mouth.

“Well, that’s where the pictures were. But I think you should make up your own mind. There were some of—of all of you together—and I wasn’t sure whether you’d want to put them up again.”

Rosa looks down at the box beside the wall and recognizes the corner of a photograph with Kristine.

“I’ll see about that later. Tell me how much time I have for meetings today.”

“Not much. You’ll greet the staff in a moment, then there’s the official opening with the prime minister’s speech, and afterward—”

“That’s fine, but I’d like to get the meetings underway today. Nothing major, just between sessions, quite unofficial. I tried emailing a few people on my way in, but the system was down.”

“It still is, I’m afraid.”

“Okay, then send Engells in so I can start explaining who I want to talk to.”

“Engells is out running an errand at the moment, unfortunately.”

“Now?”

Rosa looks at her, and all of a sudden it hits her there must be another reason for her secretary’s uncertainty and nerves. The chief of staff would normally be ready and waiting for her on a day like today, and the fact that he isn’t suddenly seems ominous.

“Yes. He had to go because . . . but he can tell you himself when he gets back.”

“Back from what? What’s going on?”

“I don’t know exactly. And I’m sure it will all be sorted out, but as I said—”

“Liu, what’s happening?”

The ministerial secretary hesitates, looking deeply unhappy.

“I’m really sorry. We’ve had so many lovely emails from people supporting you and wishing you well, and I don’t understand how anybody could send something like that.”

“Send what?”

“I haven’t seen it myself. But I believe it’s a threat. From what Engells told me, it was something about your daughter.”
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But I spoke to her last night . . . I ate, and then I called home, and there was nothing out of the ordinary.”

Laura Kjær’s forty-three-year-old partner, Hans Henrik Hauge, is sitting on a chair in the kitchen, still in his damp overcoat and clutching his car keys in his hand. His eyes are red and puffy, and he’s staring through the window in confusion at the white-clad figures in the garden and down by the hedge before he looks back at Thulin.

“How did it happen?”

“We don’t know that yet. What did you talk about on the phone?”

There’s a clatter, and Thulin shoots a sidelong glance at the man from Europol, who’s wandering around opening drawers and cupboards. She’s discovered he has the power to exasperate her even when he isn’t talking.

“Nothing special. What did Magnus say? I’d like to see him.”

“In a moment. Did she say anything that made you wonder, or was she anxious, or—”

“No. We just talked about Magnus, and then she said she was going to bed because she was tired.”

Hans Henrik Hauge’s voice is cracking. He’s tall, powerfully built, and well dressed, but he also seems like a soft man, and Thulin thinks it might be difficult to get through the interview if she doesn’t pick up the pace.

“Tell me how long you’ve known each other.”

“Eighteen months.”

“Were you married?”

Thulin’s eyes are on Hauge’s hands, where he’s begun to fiddle with a ring.

“Engaged. I’d given her a ring. We were going to go to Thailand and get married in the winter.”

“Why Thailand?”

“We’d both been married before. So we decided this one should be different.”

“Which hand did she wear her ring on?”

“What?”

“The ring. Which hand did she wear it on?”

“The right one, I think. Why?”

“I’m just asking questions, but it’s important that you answer them. Tell me where you were yesterday.”

“Roskilde. I’m an IT developer. I drove down there yesterday morning, and I was only supposed to be at the fair until this afternoon.”

“So you were with someone last night?”

“Yes, with my boss. Well, I drove to the motel about nine or ten. That was where I called her from.”

“Why didn’t you just drive home?”

“Because the company had asked us to stay the night. We had early-morning meetings.”

“How were things between you and Laura? Were you having any problems, or—”

“No. Things were great. What are they doing in the garage?”

Hauge’s tearstained gaze has strayed back out through the window, this time toward the rear of the garage, where a couple of Forensics techs are standing by the door.

“They’re looking for evidence, if there is any. Can you think of anyone who would have wanted to harm Laura?”

Hauge looks at her, but it’s as though he’s somewhere else entirely.

“Perhaps there was something you didn’t know about her? Could she have been seeing another man?”

“No, no way. Now I’d like to see Magnus. He needs his medication.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“We don’t know. I mean . . . he’s been treated at the Rigshospital, and they think he’s got some form of autism. They gave him something for anxiety. Magnus’s a good boy, but he’s very withdrawn, and he’s only nine . . .”

Hans Henrik Hauge’s voice cracks again. Thulin is about to ask another question, but Hess beats her to the punch.

“Things were good, you said? No problems?”

“That’s what I already said. Where’s Magnus? I want to see him now.”

“Why did you get the lock changed?”

The question comes out of the blue, and Thulin stares at Hess. He asked innocently, almost offhandedly, as he held up something from a kitchen drawer. A slip of paper with two shiny keys stuck to it.

Hauge gapes blankly at him and the piece of paper.

“This is a receipt from a locksmith. It says the lock was changed on October 5th at three thirty p.m. That’s yesterday afternoon. In other words, after you’d gone to the trade fair.”

“I don’t know. Magnus had thrown his keys away a few times, so we’d talked about it. But I didn’t know Laura had done it . . .”

Thulin stands up to
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