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Prologue

It was after she’d stopped screaming into the dark wooden cover directly above her head that she felt the delicate tickling against her bare skin. Small, gentle strokes underwater, like soft caresses. Moments ago she had been struggling desperately to free her numb hands from the tightly-bound rope, her feet splashing as she twisted frantically in the tub, but the cover on the tub made escape impossible. Near-freezing water surged into her mouth and lungs, triggering violent, choking coughs. The water had a strange and faintly salty taste, definitely not water meant to be drank.

Finally she’d realized all the thrashing around was getting her nowhere. Now she had the eerie sense that she wasn’t alone in the water. Something was causing these tiny vibrations, brushing against her skin like small suction cups. Like the time she’d been lying on a beach at the water’s edge, seaweed tickling her legs.

She had no idea how she’d ended up in this tub or where she’d been before. Or who could be behind such a malicious practical joke. Could this be some kind of twisted punishment? Was Andreas conducting some bizarre psychological experiment? He would never go this far. A glimpse of an image flashed by, of herself with her foot up on a toilet seat, carefully applying orange nail polish, pumped up about going out for a night on the town. Then everything went dark, as if time itself had ceased to exist.

She clung to the hope of being rescued, but as the minutes dragged on, despair began to creep in. Suddenly a phrase emerged from all the chaos in her mind: ”Lie still, it'll go faster.” But she couldn’t recall who had said it, or when. The words drifted aimlessly around in her thoughts. What was it that would go faster?

Desperately she went over every part of the wood above her. Its rough surface was full of splinters. Finally she managed to tear off a small chunk, revealing a sliver of bright light that reminded her of a hospital room. She noticed now that the water around her was bright red. Blood. She felt herself growing weaker.

She gathered what strength she had left, and with her bound hands she pushed against the cover. It raised a crack, long enough for her to catch a glimpse of the white tub and what was moving in the water beneath her. She screamed as it slammed back down, plunging her once more into nothingness. Her final thoughts were of what the sight would be to whomever lifted off the cover: her body in the crimson water that filled the white tub. Then darkness enveloped her.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter One

Jørgen Viuff rolled up his sleeve, extended his bent, arthritic arm over the dinner table, and forced a smile. ”Does this arm here look like it could kill somebody, Lieutenant?”

Lieutenant Daniel Trokic glanced skeptically at the farmer’s arm, noting its swollen veins, thick stiff hairs, and liver spots. Then he looked out through a small window. Despite the glare of the living room light, he could make out the bright beams of spotlights from the tent around the crime scene outside. A small group of techs was busy working around two suitcases in the farmer's field, their movements precise and focused under the blaze of the lights. Trokic would soon be joining them. He’d been led to the house by an officer on patrol, who was now waiting outside as a basic safety precaution.

“At the moment you're not at the top of my list of suspects, my empty list,” Trokic conceded, ”but two women were found dead on your land tonight, and I have to ask you some questions.”

Viuff looked to be close to eighty. He was sinewy and furrowed, with the worn, weathered appearance of someone accustomed to hard labor, but he hardly had the strength to overpower a grown woman, let alone two. He wore a pair of brown trousers and a tattered gray shirt; his nails and hair were unkempt, and a gash on his balding head hinted at a recent fall or a serious bump.

A wood stove stood in the corner of the room, and it was uncomfortably warm in there. Trokic was sweating underneath his black leather jacket. It smelled of smoke, cabbage, and stable. The kitchen door was open a crack, and he noticed the farmer's stout wife, doing the dishes at a whirlwind tempo. Every glass and plate splashed noisily in the dishwater. She was listening intently, he was sure of that.

”How should I know why there are dead bodies under that pile of stones?” the old farmer continued in a soft Jutlandic accent. ”Those stones have been there on the property line for years, they’re practically hidden by bushes. I haven't touched them since I hauled them out of my fields back in the fifties, when we took over this place. I might have tossed a few stones on the pile now and then, though.”

Trokic took a sip of burnt, black coffee, grimaced, and swatted at what must have been the last fly of the year. ”Arranging those stones to hide the suitcases with the bodies must have taken some time. It’s likely that someone knew they could use your stones as a burial site without being bothered.”

”Who found the bodies?” the farmer asked.

”A young girl on her way home from the beach,” Trokic explained. ”She was about to cut across your field to the bus stop on the other side, but she tripped over the stones. She noticed one of the suitcases and got curious, and she opened it. As you can imagine, she's in shock right now. But if it wasn’t for her, those bodies might have stayed there a long, long time.”

Viuff lit his pipe, scratched his gray stubble, and leaned back in his chair. Despite the gruesome discovery, he didn't seem particularly disturbed to Trokic. Maybe there wasn’t much that could shake a man who’d lived a long, hard life. Outside, a pig screamed in the stable.

”I don’t much like trespassers, and I don’t know a damn thing about this. And how can you even stuff a woman into a suitcase? Is that really possible?”

Trokic had been wondering about that after the duty officer's call interrupted his dinner. But it turned out to be very possible. ”How often do you pass by that pile of stones?” he asked.

”I drive my tractor by once in a while, and usually I walk around the field once a week. It's the only piece of land I got left, just something to keep me occupied.”

”And you never noticed anything unusual?”

”No.”

”How often do you spot people on your land?”

”People walk their dogs here pretty regular,” the farmer replied. ”A few times a week, I'd say. I chase ‘em off, my field is no dog toilet. Other than that, I don't see many people around here, especially not near the property line.”

He snorted and looked at Trokic as if seeing him for the first time. ”So, you're a Lieutenant, are you? You sure don't look like one.”

Trokic crossed his arms. ”I don’t?”

”No. I expected some old gray-haired guy in a long tweed coat, puffing on a pipe.” Viuff looked defiant. ”Then along comes a man in his, what, forties, wearing jeans and sneakers, driving a Honda. You people chase criminals around in Japanese cars nowadays?”

Trokic had no comeback. The farmer's wife appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on her orange apron, her eyes wide and filled with fear. She slapped her husband's shoulder somewhat brusquely. Trokic tried to imagine them as once being young and deeply in love. He couldn’t.

”But I told you the other day, Gloria thought the pile of stones looked different,” she said.

”Gloria?” Trokic asked.

”Our immigrant stable hand,” the wife said. “The municipality sent her. She can’t speak Danish worth a darn, but she was clear about this. 'Stones. Not the same,' she said.”

”What’s this you’re talking about, Magda?” the farmer said, gaping at his wife.

”Can’t you remember?”

”No, I think you're making things up.”

She snorted. ”We both know your memory isn’t what it used to be. In the old days you’d have ran right out that door and looked into the matter.”

”When did Gloria notice this?” Trokic asked.

The wife fiddled with a blue necklace while gazing into the distance. ”I can't recall exactly when. A couple of weeks ago, maybe.”

It was a lead, a vague one, but it was something.

”And where is Gloria now?” Trokic pressed.

”She went back to Africa,” Viuff answered, ignoring his wife.

As he laid his pipe in the ashtray, a tiny smile of satisfaction appeared. ”We grew corn this year, and I just got done plowing. Your men will be plenty dirty by the time they're finished out there. I’m counting on you cleaning up your mess. I don't want to be stumbling over old bones and getting tripped up by police tape.”

He cleared his throat, spat into a handkerchief, and wiped his mouth.

”Don't worry,” Trokic reassured him. ”You won’t even be able to see we were here. But I need you to come in to the police station early tomorrow for a formal statement.”

“How come? I already told you everything.”

”Standard procedure.”

”That may be, but I got a hog to butcher tomorrow.”

”That'll have to wait,” Trokic said, feeling a pang of sympathy for the pig. He rose to leave. ”I need to get back to my team.”
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Chapter Two

Two months earlier, Trokic had read an article about a man who had carried a dead body across Manhattan in a suitcase. Back then he hadn’t given much thought to the logistics, like the size of the suitcase or whether it had wheels. Now, facing a similar situation, he tried to visualize the young tech, Jane, crawling inside one of the large suitcases. It couldn’t be done.

The two suitcases and the pile of stones were bathed in light inside a protective white tent, which was pitched on the uneven, muddy terrain between the field and the forest. The pile resembled a partially ruined stone barrow. Leaves swirled around the tent on the October night, raindrops pattered against the canvas, and the air was thick with the smell of soil and decay. A stern, late-middle-aged officer holding a log book stood watch at the entrance, carefully scrutinizing everyone who came and went. Outside, a group of officers huddled beneath a cluster of colorful umbrellas.

Sia, a young male tech of Pakistani descent, approached Trokic. ”The contents of the first suitcase are the most interesting. She's preserved the best.”

Several patches of brownish skin still marked the skull, hip, and legs. The eyes, tissue, and organs had long since vanished, leaving behind only protruding teeth and chestnut hair that had probably once reached the middle of her back. The suitcases were of different brands, but they were both black with rounded corners. The murders had taken place months apart, he was certain of that.

”Maybe what sticks out the most are all the broken bones,” Trokic said, running a hand through his rain-flattened hair.

”Both of their necks were broken, anyway,” Sia said. “Their arms appear to have been twisted, and there are obvious fractures of other bones. Possibly to fit them into the suitcases.”

He showed Trokic a ring with a green stone. ”This is the only personal item we've found so far. It looks like vintage jewelry, like something my grandmother owned.”

”You didn’t find anything else under the stones?” Trokic asked.

Sia shook his head. ”We looked for their clothes, but no luck. We did find a couple of candles about five meters away, though.”

”Candles? What kind?”

”Thick ones.”

”Like Christmas candles?”

Sia pointed to a box containing two red candles, one burned farther down than the other, each with a puddle of wax at its base.

”What the hell are they doing here?” Trokic wondered. ”Did the killer sit here and celebrate?”

”It’s possible,” Sia said, then smiled like a small child. ”We’re hoping we can lift some fingerprints from them. But this is all we’ve got. We've literally turned every stone, but nothing showed up.”

They fell silent for a moment, then Trokic asked: ”How old do you think they were?”

Jane, the other tech, turned to him. ”Hard to say, but it looks to me like the first one wasn’t over forty, judging by bone density and hair color.”

”And the other woman?”

Jane's expression was somber behind her fogged-up glasses. ”It’s impossible to even make a guess. She's been smashed into splinters, just trying to put her back together is going to be a major challenge.”

Trokic grunted, unhappy with the situation. ”Where's the pathologist?”

”On his way,” Sia replied. ”Not that there’s any reason to hurry. These women have been here a while. But they resemble the two women who went missing earlier this year, Annika and Katrine.”

Trokic nodded. The city had been searching for them for months. ”It's too early to say, but yeah, I think it’s them.”

He noticed unusual marks on the preserved skin of the body – small, round, coin-sized, with a 'Y' inside.  He crouched by the suitcase and pointed at the marks. ”What are those?” 

Sia examined them. ”Looks like tiny cuts from a fine instrument. Maybe it’s something symbolic or ritualistic.”

Trokic felt a chill. ”I really hope not. Otherwise these two probably won’t be the last ones to end up like this.”
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Chapter Three

Trokic gazed at his subordinate across the table. Sgt. Jasper Taurup had apparently absorbed a healthy portion of the day’s rain, because his blond hair was still soaking wet and large, dark stains covered his clothes. Jasper was basically shy, and in many ways he looked quite ordinary. His teeth were a bit crooked, his skin was pale all year round, and his wardrobe consisted of jeans, a green polo shirt, and a blue wind jacket. But he had one of the sharpest minds in Homicide, quick and analytical, not unlike the latest Intel processor.

He slid a report across the table to Trokic, then leaned back with a friendly expression, waiting as his superior turned off his Rammstein playlist.

”Did you manage to get something to eat before you were called out to the crime scene?” Jasper asked, scratching his neck.

”A few bites. The cat got the rest of the fish.”

”Lucky creature. And Christiane?”

”She was at her place,” Trokic said, evasively. “It’s not like she’s moved in.”

Their conversations rarely delved into personal matters, yet they complemented each other smoothly on the job, working practically as a single organism. Jasper's background in mathematics brought a structured, logical approach to their investigations. And he had a truly remarkable memory, an asset Trokic valued greatly.

”I just talked to the press outside,” Trokic informed him. ”TV stations, the whole circus. My phone will not stop ringing.”

”They never sleep,” Jasper said.

”No, never. They're already spinning theories about trafficking and the Russian mob. They still don't know the girls’ identities. We need to keep the details about the Y symbol under wraps if possible.”

”You think the farmer is telling the truth?”

Trokic nodded, recalling Jørgen Viuff's frail figure. ”Yeah. I just don’t see how an eighty-year-old man with an ugly cigarette cough and arthritis could have pulled this off.”

”What about his wife?”

”Even less likely. She was out of breath just serving me coffee.”

Jasper looked frustrated. ”It's strange though. Whoever hid the suitcases had to have known about that pile of rocks, had to be familiar with the area. What about the farmer’s children, or visitors?”

”We're looking into it. The couple had two sons, but both are deceased. We need to question the neighbors and everyone else in the area.”

Jasper tapped the report. ”It seems likely that the better-preserved woman is Annika Dinesen. She disappeared eight weeks ago. Her boyfriend reported her missing, it's all in here.”

Trokic folded his hands behind his neck. ”I remember most of it, but go on.”

”Annika was twenty-nine, lived alone, and worked for Softwise, a tech company. She's described as well-liked but reserved.” Jasper placed a photo of Annika and her boyfriend on the desk.

”Good-looking couple,” Trokic commented.

”Right. She was last seen with a friend, Louise, during Festival Week. Apparently they were both good and drunk.”

”Like the rest of the city,” Trokic said.

Jasper smiled. ”Absolutely. But Annika went home early, possibly because of an argument with her boyfriend. The guy has an alibi, though. He was with friends, then later he was at his own place, that checks out because his cousin stopped by. No signs of a struggle in her apartment. When she didn’t answer his texts the next morning, he assumed she was hungover, but then he didn’t hear from her for two days, so he reported her missing.”

”As I remember, he was sure she hadn't been home since Saturday.”

”Exactly. He stopped by her apartment, dinner was still on the table and the cat was hungry. And the litter box was practically overflowing, he said she always kept it clean.”

”Christ, what a disgusting job. What about the neighbors?”

”The girl next door was out of town. The guy downstairs said he hadn’t heard anything from her apartment since that Saturday evening.”

“What about this Softwise? I’ve never heard of it, is it big?”

“Medium-sized, about sixty employees. We might have to question them again.”

”And her family?”

”No father, and her mother passed away a few months before her disappearance. She had a sister in Nakskov, but they didn’t keep in close touch.”

Trokic grabbed a Coke from the shelf behind him. ”Want one?”

Jasper shook his head. ”It keeps me awake, I need to get some sleep.”

”I hardly sleep these days anyway.” Trokic took a sip. ”What about the call lists?”

”Her last call was to her boyfriend, he was at a nightclub and didn’t hear it. So he says. After that, nothing. Cell tower data suggests she didn't move much after that call.”

”And the other victim, Katrine Mikkelsen?”

”She worked abroad and was visiting her mother when she disappeared. Snatched off the street, it seems. No trace of her either.”

”Let's focus on Annika first. She's the best preserved and the most recent case.”

Jasper nodded. ”Kornelius will be back from maternity leave tomorrow. We can have her look at Annika's computer.”

”Good idea. Have it sent over to her.”

“That’ll make her happy.”

“Oh yeah, really happy. And I'll attend the autopsy. We need to know more about that Y symbol carved into her skin.”

Jasper smiled wryly. ”What I’m thinking about is how it’s pronounced in English, like it’s a question, why? Maybe it’s what the killer is asking himself.”
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Chapter Four

The morgue was quiet the next morning when Trokic was sent down to the basement. Pathologist Torben Bach’s glasses rested on the tip of his nose as he scribbled in a notebook he held pinned against a wall. The Institute of Forensic Medicine served most of Jutland's police jurisdictions, and Trokic had collaborated with him on numerous cases in Aarhus and the surrounding area. The pathologist was nearing the age of retirement. He was without doubt one of Denmark’s giants in forensic medicine; his students were said to be in awe of him. And for a year now he had been Trokic's father-in-law. Sort of. It was a word none of them cared to say out loud. It was too early.

”Trokic! This is unexpected. Nowadays you usually send one of your detectives. Just a sec ... I need to write a few things down here.”

”Take your time.”

Finally Bach set the notebook down and extended his hand in greeting. His gray hair was meticulously combed, and he radiated a sense of calm and orderliness. Qualities that his daughter in no way possessed. Fortunately. ”Let's have a look at the victim with the most flesh, shall we say. Follow me.”

They entered an adjoining room. The covered body lay on a steel table. Bach pulled off the cloth, exposing the woman.

There wasn't much left of Annika Dinesen. Her body was severely skeletonized in several places, her eyes were gone, and her organs and tissues had long since been devoured. Trokic recalled the picture of her he’d seen in the report. She’d been beautiful. Her chestnut hair had fallen in gentle waves around her face, but now it was all tangled up around her.

”Cracked, jagged nails,” Trokic noted.

Bach nodded. ”And in some places broken down to the flesh. She must have been trying to scratch her way out of something.”

”It's horrible,” Trokic muttered. ”What a damn shame.”

Once again he noticed the many circular marks with Y’s inside them. ”What are those marks? They kept me awake for hours last night.”

”We'll get there. Let's start at the beginning,” Bach said, half smiling.

”Of course. Were you out where they found her yesterday?”

”Yes. I arrived right after you left. I think she's been dead for about eight weeks. And it’s your lucky day. The Big Bug Day.”

”I'm not a big fan of bugs,” Trokic admitted.

”Well, you can't have a fresh corpse with rosy red cheeks every time,” Bach said, slightly annoyed. ”If you can't handle it, if you’re thinking about throwing up on my floor, now’s the time to bow out and send one of your less queasy subordinates. The thing is that in this case, the insects tell us her story.”

”I'll be fine,” Trokic assured him.

”All right, then,” Bach said, a bit more amiable now. ”Let me start by saying that her body must have been in a significantly advanced stage of decomposition before she ended up in that suitcase. Otherwise she wouldn't have fit inside. Especially not during the decomposition phase when the body bloats. As you may know, a corpse left outside in the open air will be consumed by insects from the outside and by bacteria from the inside. The first flies arrive after about ten minutes and lay their eggs–”

”Just give me the short version,” Trokic said.

The pathologist sounded disappointed. ”But this is the most exciting part. Each type of insect has its own role in the decomposition process.”

Trokic coughed. ”I’ll pass on that.”

”’Fine, but let me just mention that there's a kind of insect parade: flies, wasps, ants, and beetles, in that order. In this case, there were no flies in the suitcase, but we found quite a few beetles that must have been able to get inside. In other words, the body ended up in the suitcase after the flies had gone, which suggests that she must have been lying somewhere else first. We had a very warm September, which affects insect activity, so I’m guessing the body was exposed for a couple of weeks. After that, she would be down to around ten to twenty percent of her original body weight. That's what made it possible to get her into that suitcase.”

Trokic nodded and wiped his sweaty hands on his jeans. ”That makes sense. The techs talked about a soil sample this morning. They said it indicated that the women were dead long before they ended up in the field.”

”Exactly. It all adds up. They tested the soil to see if it was more alkaline than usual. That's what happens when body fluids seep into earth. Which again indicates that the two women ended up in the suitcases late in the decomposition process.”

”Annika disappeared at the end of August. Could she have been kept alive for some time?”

Bach looked doubtful. ”Not more than a few days. That's what the insects are telling us. Otherwise there wouldn't have been time for the flies to do their job. And the beetles afterwards.”

”So the bodies must have been hidden somewhere in the meantime. They must have smelled terrible.”

Bach pushed his glasses back up on his nose and gazed at the body. ”We all have our own tolerance for the smell of death, there are lots of killers who can endure a horrible stench while handling a body. Some of them keep their victims for quite some time, they don't want to get rid of them. Kind of sad when you overthink it.”

Trokic looked at the skin and bones in front of him and was glad they hadn't found her while the insects were having their feast. ”But we still haven't talked about the cause of death.”

”As you can see, many of the bones have fractures. She could have been beaten to death with a blunt instrument, like a hammer. But there's another possible explanation.” Bach pointed to all the Y marks. ”Blood loss from all the small wounds. It pains me to say it, but another species of animal is involved.”

A young woman in a white lab coat with a thick ponytail entered the room.

”Do you have a moment?” she asked Bach. She sent Trokic a quick smile.

The pathologist nodded and pulled off his latex gloves. ”Let me have a word with my assistant here, then we'll continue.”
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Chapter Five

Trokic used the time to go upstairs, find some coffee in the waiting area, and call Jasper, who had conducted the morning briefing and assigned tasks to the entire Homicide squad. ”Everything okay?” he asked.

”Yeah. Everyone's ready to pull out all the stops and put in the extra hours, whatever’s necessary,” Jasper said.

Trokic could hear him rattling a bag of candy in the background.

”But so far the only connection between them is their age and hair color.”

”Could be they reminded the killer of someone important to him in his twisted reality,” Trokic said. ”Keep looking for other similarities between them. We also need to find the point of contact. The killer may not have grabbed the first brown-haired babe that came along. He might have picked them out carefully, maybe even stalked them for a while, until the perfect moment popped up. So keep gathering information about both women and find the common denominators. Which dentist and hairdresser did they go to, which schools did they attend, where did they go out, where did they shop, and so on. We need to know everything, but remember, that’s not an exhaustive list. Don’t everyone just ask the relatives about these things and nothing else.”

”Right,” Jasper said. “We ask and then let them talk.”

Trokic took a sip of scalding hot coffee and burned his tongue. ”Exactly. Maybe something else will turn up besides what we've already thought of. You can mark all this information on the big map of Aarhus in my office. Use a different colored pen for the two women. Draw their routes to work or to where they visited friends or anything else you can think of. Maybe we can find overlaps.”

”I'll get people on it right away.”

The receptionist had stopped typing and was now listening, Trokic noticed. He turned and took several steps away from her. ”And the call lists we discussed yesterday, see if we can get anything there.”

”How far back in their lives should we go to find common points of reference?” Jasper asked.

Trokic hesitated. This was all about allocating resources. That was the part of his job he hated most, because it wasn’t always possible to round up enough people. Very often it involved one hell of a tug-of-war with the Chief of Police to bring in officers from other departments.

”As far as possible. I'll be back in the office soon, along with the pathology report. Which is nasty. Don't bother about lunch for me today, it’s that bad.”

He thought about the things the pathologist had told him. It wasn’t just skin and bones on a steel table. These women had lived, had been abducted, probably kept alive for days and tortured at the end. Their bodies had been abused in so many ways. He thought of Christiane and her beautiful, fragile body. He imagined her going through this in the last hours of her life.

He ended the call with Jasper and tried to shake off his weariness. He’d been sleeping badly lately, lying awake, recalling more and more details of his childhood in the ghetto, alone with his mother, and the visits to Croatia when he was young. Night after night he tried to come to grips with what he’d seen during the civil war. Bodies in piles, raped women, burned houses, and the omnipresent snipers. Though a recurring nightmare featuring starving rabbits on a farm in Croatia had seemed to be fading out this past year. Maybe things were getting better.

He was about to pour himself another cup of coffee when Bach appeared.

”All right then,” he said. ”Shall we get on with it?”
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Chapter Six

Camilla Hayden glanced at the officious-looking man on the steps in front of her house. The doorbell had woken her. She'd been napping to recover from her birthday party the night before, and now she felt embarrassed about her tangled hair.

At first she feared he was a Jehovah's Witness. She was too tired to argue. For the past two years, she had been the leader of a local centrist party that believed the Danish church and state should be separated, that religion was a bunch of bullshit. She’d had enough discussions along those lines. But he wasn’t carrying their magazine, Watchtower, and there was something about his demeanor. He looked too important. The man was in his early thirties, had a crewcut, and wore jeans and a blue shirt. He had a sinewy look about him, an intense gleam in his blue eyes. He looked trustworthy though, and carried what looked like a folder under his arm. Camilla glanced down the dim street; she couldn't see any cars.

”Good afternoon, could you tell me when your tenant will be back?”

Camilla was speechless for a moment; what an odd question, she thought. She didn't stick her nose into her renter's business. Miranda was like a pale shadow, coming and going at the oddest times, and she hadn't lived upstairs long enough for Camilla to detect any pattern in her life. She looked him straight in the eye. ”No, I'm sorry, I'm afraid I can't. What's this about? Can I take a message?”

”No,” the man said, frowning. ”So, you own this house?”

”Yes.”

”Okay, thank you for the information.”

He turned on his heel and walked away before Camilla could reply. She stared after him, suddenly uncomfortable. Was he from the municipality? From SKAT, the tax authority? Had he come to check if anyone else lived at her address besides her? She had no idea if anyone from SKAT showed up at people's addresses to check them out. It did sound a lot like the kind of undercover shit they pulled. Camilla hadn’t declared her income from the renter. It was just one of the things she hadn't gotten around to because she’d been busy getting her retail business in diamond jewelry, Hayden Stones, off the ground.

She went into the kitchen and started eating a cupcake that looked like a rose. A sudden fear struck her, that the authorities were after her. This was her hideout, she felt safe here. The house was in a nice, quiet neighborhood, close to the business school and her office. She had worked her ass off for five years to learn to be a diamond grader, to make a name for herself and earn enough money to buy this old property and have it remodeled. The actual reason she’d taken in a renter was to avoid being alone in the big house, because lately she'd had the feeling that someone was watching her.

She was vague about what was causing this feeling. One day a silver-gray Fiat Punto had driven too slowly behind her as she walked down the street. And hadn't she seen the same car two days later, leaving the supermarket? And once something had moved in the bushes when she got home late one night. Each time her heart had pounded, her hands had turned sweaty, and she’d felt her throat tighten. She was afraid that someone knew who she was and might attack her because they thought she had diamonds on her person. So when a young woman knocked on her door one day and asked if she rented rooms, she said yes, without even thinking about taxes.

It wasn't until a few hours later, standing at the bathroom mirror combing her long chestnut hair, that a thought came to her: the man couldn't have known she wasn't the tenant. She could have been Miranda, couldn't she? She stared at her pale reflection and shivered. If he wasn't a tax employee, then who was he?
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Chapter Seven

They stood beside Annika Dinesen's body again.

”We were talking about the tiny wounds,” Bach recalled.

”There are lots of them on the little skin she has left,” Trokic said. ”They look strange. Sort of Y-shaped. Could the killer have used some kind of sharp instrument? A scalpel?”

”No. I had a long discussion about them with my assistants, until our secretary showed up and looked at the photos. She said they looked like leech bites.”

Trokic glared at the pathologist. Leeches? What sick excuse could there be for using something so obscure? Not even in his wildest imagination could he have come up with something like that. ”No more insects,” he pleaded.

”No, we're talking arthropods now,” Bach said. ”We immediately sent photos to a biologist at the university, and he confirmed it. He couldn't quite identify the species, but he guessed they were medicinal leeches. Hirudo medicalis. He gave me a detailed description.”

”Which you feel compelled to share with me, I imagine.” Trokic gave him a strained smile.

”You’re absolutely right. The thing is, when these little bastards let go of their prey, the bleeding continues, they hinder coagulation of the blood in the wound. Being in water makes coagulation even more difficult. If there are too many of them, you’ll bleed to death.”

The prey. That sounded very ugly to Trokic. He had a serious problem with all kinds of parasites. Leeches were near the top of the list, just after intestinal worms. Followed closely by ticks, lice, fleas, and mosquitoes. This wasn’t his day. ”Doesn't that sound a little far-fetched?” he muttered.

”I'm not sure myself. Under normal circumstances, bleeding from several small wounds like this wouldn't be a problem, they aren’t that deep. But here we have a lack of coagulation of the wounds combined with the time spent in the water. There are exactly thirty bites on the remaining skin.”

”And there must have been more on the skin that’s gone,” Trokic said. ”There would have been room for a hell of a lot more.”

”Yes, that's one possible explanation. Unfortunately her lungs were devoured, but I bet they wouldn’t have contained water. You don't die from a few leech bites. But an attack this severe, and underwater, where coagulation is delayed even further ... I have to admit, I’ve never seen anything like it, but they’re thirsty little bastards, and medicinal leeches are big.”

”Jesus,” Trokic muttered. He slumped; suddenly the room was freezing. ”So you're saying someone dumped leeches into a tank with her in it?”

”Something like that. The best thing I can say is that she probably didn't feel anything. Supposedly they inject something that’s numbing.”

”Maybe so, but it's creepy enough to know you've got one of those things on you.”

”Or hundreds of them,” Bach said, looking rather pleased to remind him.

”But where did they come from?” Trokic asked.

”If this is the medicinal leech, it only lives in a few places here in Denmark, as far as I can remember. It's a protected species.”

”You’re kidding me.”

”Nope. You need to talk to this entomologist, Mik Jensen. I'll write down the name and number for you.”

”Thanks. I'm not exactly looking forward to hearing more about them. One of my detectives is into things like this, I'll leave it to him. What about sexual abuse?”

”There's not enough left to determine that.”

”No, of course not.”

”Even if her body hadn’t been so decomposed, it would have been problematic if she’d been raped first and then thrown to the leeches. The semen would have been mixed with water.”

”What about the dirt under her nails?”

”Nothing. Her nails were clean, but torn, as you noticed. But if you look here ...”

Bach pointed to the skin on her wrists. ”Looks like she was tied up.”

”Anything else?”

”Yes. I'm missing a bone on both bodies.”

”Really? The same bone?

”Yes. The distal phalanx, the end bone of each little finger.”

”So you're saying the killer took a souvenir?”

”That would be an obvious conclusion.” Bach smiled. ”I haven't seen it myself, but my colleagues abroad have seen it several times. I mean, not that precise bone, but something from a body.”

Trokic nodded. ”Yeah, I know. A souvenir or a trophy, the killer attaches some kind of importance to it.”

”Exactly. Have you ever heard of Ed Gein?”

”No.”

”He was the greatest of all collectors. Nobody has ever surpassed him. Back in the fifties, when the police went to question him about a robbery, they found chair seats made of human skin, several boxes of noses, a belt made of nipples, and a pair of lips hanging on a string. Just to name a few.”

”Really?”

”Yes, but of course he was an absolutely exceptional case, he was declared insane. It's not uncommon for a killer to take something from his victim, though.”

”And the other woman we found? Katrine?”

”The cases are very similar. But we did find a flower in her hair. She disappeared in the spring, and I don't think the killer had anything to do with the flower. I think she was lying where the flower grew, and it accidentally got caught in her hair.”

Trokic stared at the pathologist. ”That sounds interesting. What kind of flower is it?”

”I have no idea, but her head was on top of it, so it was crushed. I sent it to the botanist we usually ask about such things.”

”And what did she say?”

”She had no idea. She said she’d never seen one like it before, but it was in the same family as flowers from a cherry tree. She would ask around. I'll call you when I get an answer.”

Bach changed the subject. ”How are things with you and Christiane?”

”Fine,” Trokic said. Suddenly he wanted to get out of there as fast as possible.

”I admit I was a bit skeptical at first.” Bach went to the sink to wash his hands. ”It's the age difference. But you two seem to get along very well.”

We’ll see, Trokic thought. He was less optimistic.

”Christiane is a good girl,” Bach continued. ”I’d hoped she would have chosen a different field than pathology. But since she didn’t, it’s clear that you complement each other very well.”

”Definitely,” Trokic muttered. He still hadn't gotten over Christiane's choice of what to study. It involved a lot of ambivalent feelings. It was certainly not boring work, and they had a lot to talk about, but the thought of a pretty, sexy woman with her hands buried in corpses every day did bother him a bit. ”I need to get back to the station,” he said. ”Thanks for the chat. I'll keep you posted.”

And before the pathologist could reply, he was out the door.
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Chapter Eight

Trokic pushed aside one of Christiane's pink smoothies in the refrigerator and dug out a somewhat limp fried sausage from the back. Christiane had called him at the station and told him that the neighbor's overzealous poodle had probably bitten his cat, Pjuske, on the leg. Trokic had to drive home, take the cat to the vet, and drive back. It had cost him almost an entire day's pay, and now he was speculating on how he could get back at the neighbor's woolly creature.  Then Christiane had taken off her sweater and bra in front of him and ripped his shirt open. He’d forgotten all about work for half an hour in the hallway. He could still taste her perfume somewhere on the back of his tongue.

He frowned when he saw a big pumpkin with triangular eyes on the kitchen table. Halloween was coming up. Did that mean he was supposed to put tea candles inside it and stick it out on the front doorstep? That's what it looked like.

He went back and forth on their relationship, first thinking it was fantastic that this sensitive, beautiful, intelligent creature had fallen in love with him, but then came the feeling of being trapped. He’d known her since she was in her late teens. Back then she had sent him inappropriate, semi-foolish love letters. Then one day she’d grown up to be an enchanting and intelligent woman. He’d never even thought of any other woman since then, but his ambivalent feelings still gnawed at him.

Maybe Christiane hadn’t officially moved into his little house, but mentally she had. She’d even started talking about inviting other couples over for dinner. Not to mention that he’d noticed her gazing around at his living room with an interior decorator's look in her eye; God only knew the secret fantasies she might be having about bringing her ragged Finn Juhl couch with colorful pillows and designer chairs into his home.

Things had gotten a little too static. After being promoted to Lieut. Detective, his work had become more sedentary, and it took more and longer runs to keep the pounds off his stomach. His hair had turned gray, and even the unruly cowlick in his hair seemed to be behaving better. It had been a mistake to accept this new position, and moving back down in the ranks couldn't happen soon enough.

He took the sausage and a can of Coke into the living room and made himself comfortable on the couch. With Christiane back at the morgue, it was worth spending a few moments of peace and quiet with his feet up on the coffee table while going over the case. He dug out the remote control for the stereo from under a cushion and almost had a heart attack as the blues from Christiane's favorite radio station blasted through the room. Quickly he pressed a button and sighed with relief as Nickelback's ”Burn It to the Ground” began to play. He almost felt his home was his home again.

His living room looked like a bachelor's pad, with a black leather couch, a coffee table, a dining table, and four chairs. Over the years his interest in music took up more and more room. The walls were covered with shelves that held more CDs and LPs than books. At least for the time being. Who knew what would happen when Christiane moved in?

He’d been thinking a lot lately. Now that he was about to turn forty-five, he wondered if he'd gotten enough out of life. Maybe he should travel more before he got old and set in his ways. Or mentally handicapped. After all, the twice-yearly trips to Croatia weren’t exactly major achievements. Maybe he should be brave like Christiane and travel to some far-away destination for a month.

Maybe Christiane would even want to go with him. He might have to think that idea through more closely. He could also just disappear. Like the lawyer whose wallet and keys had been found on the long bridge between Sealand and the island of Fyn, but whose body had never shown up. He might be sitting somewhere in South America, listening to little parrots and painting mountain scenes, while his family back home was shattered.

Since leaving the morgue, Trokic had been speculating about the meaning of the leeches. He knew that some killers created their own mythology. Their own world with their own concepts. The use of leeches showed a greater degree of intent and careful planning than he'd ever come across before in a killer. It was quite a feat to pull off something so complex. The leeches had been transported, stored somewhere, and then used. And Annika and Katrine had been moved more than once, first from where they had disappeared to an unknown destination with leeches, then to where their bodies had decomposed somewhere, then again to their final resting place. A lot of things could have gone wrong, and a lot of eyes had had to be avoided, as well as worrying about leaving DNA from various places and sources. Clearly this was planned with meticulous precision, and it had to have taken a long time.

Could the victims have been parasites to their killer? Had they sponged off him? Used him? He needed to look at the financial situations of the victims. There might be signs of blackmail. Or maybe they saw something they shouldn't have. Or the killer might have wanted to make the murders as spectacular as possible. History was filled with people who needed the media's attention. The public was fascinated by serial killers, and it was easy for them to grab the spotlight. Was it a mistake to withhold information about the leeches from the press? Would it be better to give the killer the satisfaction of showing the world his achievement? And why had he chosen women with long auburn hair? Was he killing the same person repeatedly in his mind? And if so, who was she? Someone important to him. That should be their focus.

But if the victim was a stranger to the killer, it could be more difficult to catch him. He could be anyone. The women were young, and that might make them more attractive to him. A murderer had once told Trokic that he preferred young women because they talked more while they were dying.

He finished his sausage and got ready to leave. Christiane wouldn't be back for a while, so he filled the cat's bowl to the brim. Pjuske was getting old and didn't care much about anything but eating and sleeping.

He’d just walked out the door when two kids dressed as a zombie and a skeleton appeared in front of him. The latter suit was somewhat amateurish, a white sheet with neon-colored bones. They held out their bags in sync.

”Trick or treat.”

Trokic stared at them, unsure of what they expected from him.

”You have any candy?” one of them asked.

”No.”

”Or some money for candy?”

”No.”

They glared at him in anger. Then he reconsidered and reached into his pocket for a few coins. He smiled at them kindly. ”Do me a favor. Go over to the neighbor's house and bother his poodle a little. It's always out in the driveway.”

His phone rang when he got into his car. This time it was the duty officer.

”Does the name Frederick Riise ring a bell?”

A conditioned reflex sent a shiver down Trokic's spine. Immediately he was taken back five years, to a small village and one of the most horrific and painful cases he had ever worked. During the worst snowstorm of the year, an eight-year-old boy strangled and covered with burns had been found in the river that ran through the village. The case had shaken up everyone in Homicide.

”Yes. The Lukas Mørk case, in Mårslet.”

”So Frederick Riise was the one who killed him?”

”Yes.”

”Okay, because he sounded really young on the phone.”

”He was thirteen at the time,” Trokic said, feeling the hairs on his arm rise at the thought. ”I suppose he would be ... eighteen or nineteen by now. Did he call from Horsens Prison?”

”Yes.”

”I thought so. He was convicted of drug trafficking. Why did he call?”

”He said he had some information about our case. I guess he read about it in the papers.”

”That sick little shit just wants some attention, that's all. He's been manipulating the system for years. Believe me, we don't want him back on the streets, and I don't have the time or inclination to talk to him. At all.”

”He sounded pretty convincing,” the officer said. ”He claimed he didn't know the killer's name, but he had information that could lead you to him.”

Trokic shook his head. ”I seriously doubt that.”

”Yeah, well, what do I know? He just told me to tell you the word ‘parasites,’ that it would ring a bell.”
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Chapter Nine

Lisa Kornelius had just returned from maternity leave the day before, and it couldn't have been better timing. Trokic opened the door to her small office to see if the techs had delivered Annika Dinesen's computer. Sure enough, it was on her desk, and Lisa was there too, absorbed in reading a large pile of reports. She was wearing a long Desigual dress with pantyhose and a pair of green rubber boots. Her long blond hair hung down onto the papers, and her one hand played restlessly with a key chain on the desk. She’d put on a little weight, which suited her, but she was extremely pale, even for it being autumn. A faint odor of perfume hung in the air.

”Hi Trokic,” she said, without looking up.

”Welcome back. We're busy. And you got the reports, I see.”

He’d missed her presence at the station over the past six months. Missed someone who talked back, someone who could be rude occasionally, as only she could. He smiled to himself. It was a little too boring at the station without someone around to tell him when he was being a cynical asshole, and for the six years he'd known her, she'd never shied away from being that someone.

She sat up and stared at him. ”I need to read everything before I start in on the computer. I don't want to miss anything important. So far I haven't heard much other than what was in the news.”

”Fine. You were sharp when we were on the Wasp Man case. Maybe you’ll have some fresh angles on this one?”

A few years earlier she’d attended a seminar in Amsterdam on psychological profiling of serial killers. The seminar had been organized by retired FBI agents from the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime. It had been an introductory course, but there had never been enough time or resources for her to continue. Her boyfriend, Jacob, had reported that during her maternity leave, she had gained access to all kinds of criminological material from her former classmates. She’d been in a world of her own while going through it all, he’d told him.

”Maybe. My first thought is that it seems impersonal and that the killer is driven by desire or necessity. Those things don't just go away. My next thought is that there were four months between these two murders, and the clock is ticking.”

”So you're saying you think there will be more victims?”

Lisa pushed her chair back and crossed her arms. ”I'm afraid so. And serial killers often have shorter and shorter intervals between murders. They get used to it and need more stimulation. Unfortunately they usually don't stop killing when they've gotten to that point, not without being caught.”

Trokic felt sick as he nodded. ”No, I know. What about the leeches?”

She hesitated. ”That's a tough one. Maybe he's just trying to do something spectacular, giving people something to talk about. We've seen that before. Killing someone doesn't seem to be sensational enough these days. Or maybe he likes to torture his victims. Scare the hell out of them. Or it could be someone who fears the moment of death.”

”Maybe all that blood is what interests him, since he put her in a tub or a tank.”

”Also possible,” Lisa said. ”The thing is, the human imagination has no limits, therefore what they can live out in reality is limitless too. The killings start in the killer’s mind, and sometimes their motives and desires are beyond what the rest of us can understand.”

"I would really, really like to know if they were raped,” Trokic muttered. ”It would give us a clearer picture of his motives.”

”And possibly more than that. They were beautiful women, that's for sure. It’s an obvious possibility, whether they were dead or alive. I'll bet on the former.”

Trokic raised an eyebrow. ”Damn, you're not holding back, are you.”

She stretched her long legs under the table and shrugged.

Trokic went on. ”What about the missing bones? We know killers often take a bone or something as a souvenir.”

”True. But actually I was thinking about something else. I read an article in Jyllands-Posten a while back. Something about certain African tribes taking bones from dead people. I can't remember exactly why. Some religious shit. It doesn't have to be religious in this case, but maybe our killer was inspired by the article if he read it too. It wasn't that long ago.”

”You think you can find the article again?”

”Definitely.”

”Sounds good,” Trokic said. ”By the way, we need to send someone to Horsens Prison to pay a visit to Frederick Riise. He called and said he had information about our case. He wanted to talk to me, but that's not going to happen, for two reasons. One, I don't want things to get personal after what happened, and two, I don't want to have that son of a bitch in my sight.”

”I can understand that,” Lisa said. ”Let's hope there's something to it. That he has some information.”

Trokic shrugged. ”Maybe it's just nonsense, and I wouldn't be surprised if he just wants to bother us, me in particular. But the thing is, he mentioned the leeches, which haven’t been in the news, and theoretically he could be involved in some way. We have to look into it.”

Jasper appeared in the doorway, took a swig of Fanta, and grimaced. ”Aww, fuck. Gotta go to the dentist. Wisdom tooth. There's a cavity in the damn thing.”

”Have fun,” Trokic said. ”And since your day already sucks, I have a job for you. I want you to go to the university and talk to a biologist.”

Jasper glared at him. Drool appeared at of the corner of his mouth. ”Not about those leeches?”

”I'm afraid so.”

”You've got thirty cops in this department alone, and any idiot can do this. There’s got to be some advantage to being your deputy.”

Trokic shrugged again. ”Sorry. I need someone with a computer for a memory, to catch everything. There could be a lot of technical details.”

”God, you're an asshole. I hate those creepy things.”

”You want to trade jobs? Then you can make all the decisions. Believe me, I'm ready if you are.”

Jasper chewed on that. Trokic's cell phone rang.

”Torben Bach,” said the voice.

”Yeah?”

”I talked to our botanist and found out what kind of flower the victim had in her hair.”

"Great. What is it?”

”A Prunus pumila besseyi, to be exact.”

”And what would that be to a normal person?”

”Something like a western sand cherry, she told me.”

Trokic sighed. ”I can't say that helps me a whole lot, but then I'm not much of a gardener. At least we have a lead, that's great. Where can I find it? Hopefully not in everyone's garden?”

”No. On the contrary, I think you'll have a hard time finding it at all.”

”Why?”

”It only grows on the American prairie.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Ten

There were few people at the university that afternoon, and the corridors echoed as Jasper walked through the biology department. He cursed Daniel Trokic. How the hell did his boss get the idea that he was the person to find out about those slimy things? He had some nerve, using his rank to force him to do this creepy job, which was certain to give him nightmares.

From a distance he caught sight of a light shining out of a small office at the end of the hallway. When he reached the door, the man he saw was as small as a boy. He had elf-like ears and large blue eyes behind green-framed glasses. His hair was uncombed and in need of a cut. There was only one desk in the office, and it was covered with papers and books on arthropods. Jasper shivered. ”Mik Jensen?”

”Aha, Detective Taurup. Come on in. I was just leaving. I thought we had an appointment at five?”

”Sorry about that. I got delayed. Traffic.”

”That's okay, I don't have any other appointments. We’re supposed to have a chat about leeches, as I understand. My specialty.” He smiled and shook Jasper's hand across the desk, then sat down again. ”Can you tell me about the case?”

”Most of it is confidential, sorry.” Jasper sat down facing him. ”A woman was killed, and it seems there were some leeches involved.”

”But wasn't it two women who were killed?” Jensen asked, with a sly expression.

The man was well-informed.

”Well, yes. Two then. I believe our pathologist sent you some photos of the bite marks.”

”That's right. And it sounds completely crazy. I wouldn't have thought it possible to kill a person that way ... but apparently it is. Actually I could imagine worse ways to die.”

Jasper was pretty sure he couldn't. ”Can you tell me what species it is?”

”Judging by its size, I would say a hirudo medicalis. A medical leech. They’re easily recognized by their colors, brownish with orange stripes and green markings.”

He pulled a laminated photo out of a drawer. ”Here’s our little friend.”

Little friend? Jasper drew back instinctively and shivered again.

”It has hundreds of small teeth,” the biologist said, clearly pleased to share his knowledge with someone who seemed interested. ”They usually feed on snails, but they also suck the blood of larger animals, like fish. And as you saw for yourself, a human is not out of the question either. It's a kind of annelid. A worm.”

”How big can they get, these monsters?”

Jensen frowned and crossed his arms. ”They're not monsters, not at all. They're just trying to survive. Doctors and researchers have also started using them again. They believe these leeches can play a role in treating osteoarthritis and cancer. They're also used in surgery to help increase blood flow.”

”But how big?” Jasper repeated.

”Under normal circumstances, they can get quite large. About the length of an average hand, fifteen centimeters. But I think these were considerably larger than that. I don't know how it's possible, but I would say the ones responsible for the bite marks in the photo were somewhere between fifteen and twenty centimeters.”

Jensen looked a bit alarmed himself.

”And where can I find them?” Jasper asked.

”I'm afraid you have a problem there.”

Jasper wasn’t sure that this species being hard to find really was a problem. ”What do you mean?”

”It's a protected species. As you probably know, they were used for bloodletting in centuries past, but that almost wiped them out. Nowadays you can only find them in small lakes in a few places in Denmark.”

”And where is that?”

”Mostly on Bornholm. Quite a few there. They're not easy to find in the rest of the country.”

Jasper glanced at a child's drawing on the wall. For some reason he found it unlikely that the biologist had children. Discussing his work over dinner couldn't be much fun. ”But what about the lakes? How do you find them in the water?”

”You can walk into the lake and see if some of them show up.” Jensen smiled at him. ”But be careful, you’ll bleed for a long time, up to hours until the hirudin is gone – that’s what the leeches inject into the wound, hirudin. I'm speaking from experience. It's almost impossible to stop.”

Jasper thought of the women in the water. How many leeches had there been, and how long before the victims lost consciousness? Had they known what was going on in the cold water? Had they seen the leeches, or had they been in darkness? It seemed like a lot of trouble to go to. Why was it so important? What connected the killer to these creepy creatures? He thought back to how another killer last year had placed dried wasps around his victims. The wasps had been a message to the world and a warning to one specific person. But Jasper felt this was about something else.

”And what if I don't want to be used as bait?” Jasper asked.

”Then it will be difficult. With a little patience, you might come across one after a while.”

Jasper wasn't happy about revealing too much about their case. ”One? I'm thinking of hundreds.”

The biologist laughed. ”Ha! That would be one hell of a full-time job. How about settling for a duck leech? They’re much easier to find.”

”A duck leech? How’s that possible? A duck has feathers.”

”Yes, but these leeches crawl into the duck's beak and suck blood from its throat.”

Jasper was not feeling well at all. Normally, as a former math student, he found the patterns in nature fascinating. Hardly a day went by without him thinking how incredibly elegant it all was. But right now he couldn't care less. ”No thanks to that. But if someone managed to collect a lot of medicinal leeches, how would he ... keep them afterward?”

”Oh, you could find yourself a pond and make sure they had something to eat. Or an aquarium. Up until a few years ago, you could buy them in pharmacies, and I know the supplier kept them in huge aquariums until they were delivered to the pharmacies.”

”So they bred them?”

”Not here in Denmark. I think the ones sold here were imported from Romania or other places in Eastern Europe. Now only hospitals buy them. They used to be kept in enormous jars in the pharmacies. They can get quite old. Up to thirty years, I’ve heard.”

”Really? Damn, that's a long time.”

”Well, I wouldn't guarantee anything. These kinds of creatures are delicate and require expert handling.”

”But if you had an aquarium?”

”Then it's important to get the water just right. I believe you can buy special salts to keep them going. The water also has to be cool. I'd say fifteen degrees Centigrade, max. And no sunlight. They could be kept in a refrigerator, for example.”

”And what about feeding them?”

Jensen sat back and folded his hands behind his head. A wicked smile appeared on his face; suddenly Jasper wasn’t sure if the biologist was one hundred percent sane.

”Nothing. You want to keep them hungry, don't you? You can keep them for months, maybe a year, without feeding them. But you have to change the water regularly. Oh, and don't forget to have some sort of lid. They like to crawl, they can get through the smallest openings.”

”And how much space do they need?”

”You can easily keep your three hundred leeches in a smallish aquarium, fifty liters, say.”

Jasper wondered when the conversation had started to sound like he was about to breed the leeches himself. It was time to wrap this up. ”Okay, I think I have the information I need for now. I'll call you if I have any more questions.”

He stood up, shook the biologist's hand, and headed for the door.

”Remember, only small holes in the lid,” the biologist called after him. ”Otherwise they'll be all over your refrigerator.”
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Chapter Eleven

Statistically a woman's best friend was the best source to find out all her secrets, Trokic had learned. Annika's friend Louise Juhl lived on the outskirts of town, in a small pink house with a ramshackle sun room filled with withered plants. She was studying to be a social worker, but she looked like she could use some help herself. Her hair was bleached and yellow, and she had probably passed the hundred-kilo mark some time ago. Her purple blouse surrounded her like a small tent, and her rings gnawed into the flesh of her fingers. It was as if she were wearing an invisible veil of sadness, as if she'd given up. A Katy Perry song was playing on a small stereo on the kitchen table.

”This seems to be my day for visitors,” she said, after he introduced himself. ”My insurance agent is here. We're sitting in the living room, so would you mind waiting in the kitchen?”

”No problem.” Trokic let out a sigh.

She placed him at a round table with a stained green floral tablecloth, then left him with a cup of lukewarm coffee in his hand. It had begun to rain outside, and the wind was blowing wet, withered leaves from a nearby beech tree against the kitchen window. An old, rusty bicycle had fallen into the bushes in the front yard, and weeds were taking over the flower beds. A noisy clothes dryer sent the smell of fabric softener through the house.

He’d been puzzled after receiving the information about the American prairie flower. He had read everything about the plant on the net and had no idea how it had ended up in Denmark. Had the killer imported the flower from the United States and deliberately put it in the woman's hair? Maybe he was an American himself? It sounded completely crazy. Or maybe he was a botanist with access to pressed flowers? Everything seemed so far-fetched. He sighed again and tried to concentrate on Annika's friend. What did she and Annika have in common?

According to the reports, they had known each other for many years. Trokic didn't keep in touch with old friends who had taken different paths in life. He had no contact with anyone at all from his school. Once he’d had a beer with a guy he had hung out with as a teenager, but by the time their bottles were half-empty, the conversation had become strained. And when they’d covered the most obvious topics, a painful silence had taken over. Hardly unusual. When he started high school, he made new friends, and when he went to the police academy in Copenhagen, contact with old friends was history.

Ten minutes later Louise Juhl said goodbye to a short, bald man of about thirty in a gray suit. He flashed an oily smile on his way out the door, and she smiled back, lips a little too pink above her double chin.

”I'm not good at saying no to people like that,” she muttered in a self-reproachful tone. She turned down the music. ”The same goes for those telemarketer people. Before I know it, they've sold me something or other.”

”I know what you mean,” Trokic lied. ”Tell me how you know Annika.”

”From school and gymnastics. We've been friends ever since. Neither of us have had children, but we’ve always had each other. Through boyfriends, vacations, good times and bad. Annika was a bit of a loner and I think I was the only one she saw apart from her boyfriend. And she only dated him for half a year.”

”What about her colleagues?”

”I don't think she had anything to do with them outside of work. Not that I know of. She said they were all in it to get rich.”

”But what about her ambitions, what did she want to do with her education?”

”Use it in a meaningful way. At least that's what she said. But she never really talked about what she had in mind.” Tears welled up in her eyes. She trembled and wiped them away carefully with her thumb, not wanting to smudge her considerable makeup. ”I'm going to miss her.”

Trokic was glad that Annika at least had had a close friend. The lack of sunlight made the room dark and gloomy. Louise stood up and turned on the light.

”So you two were pretty close?” he continued. ”Do you know her boyfriend?”

Louise nodded. ”He’s studying psychology. He was out with the guys the night she disappeared. We ran into them - pretty loaded, all of them - and he wouldn't go home with her. They had a little argument about it. I saw him later that night with the others. I guess that rules him out.”

She sounded a bit disappointed.

”We've already checked that,” Trokic said. ”His friends confirmed that he was with them the rest of the night.”

”But he could have gone over to her place later.”

”Of course,” Trokic said, not interested in discussing the matter further. ”We're looking into it. Did Annika ever have any other significant relationships?”

”Hmmm. She had a few. Most of them idiots. Usually good-looking men with lots of money and brains who usually treated her like shit. She had a talent for picking the wrong guy. Andreas was different, she said. He wouldn't hurt a fly. She said so herself.”

If Trokic had a hundred crowns for every time he’d heard that expression, he'd have enough for some exotic vacation.

She sat down again. ”To be honest, I’m not crazy about Andreas. I had the feeling he was cheating on her.”

”What makes you think that?”

”I can't explain it. Female intuition. One day I went to see her and bumped into him on the stairs. He was talking to someone on his phone, and his eyes had this intense glow. Lust, I’d say. I even felt like it was the girl next door. Maybe I was just being paranoid, but we met her one day, and it was the way he looked at her. She also had reddish hair. Maybe he's totally into that kind of girl and can't control himself. He's a handsome guy. It would be easy for him to take advantage of that.”

”But you don't know for sure?”

”No, but, you know ... female intuition ...”

That was a foreign land to Trokic. ”Do you know if she had contact with anyone on the internet? We're searching her computer, but I'd still like to know if she talked about anyone she met online?”

”Searching her computer? You won't get far with that. She always said it was a fortress, that no one would ever gain access to it.”

”We have good computer people,” Trokic said. ”Experts.”

Louise smiled. ”Maybe. Annika was pretty smart. I don't know why she was so hysterical about it. I don't think she had anything to hide.”

”Okay, but getting back to the internet, did she use social media a lot? Like Facebook?”

”No, I don't think so. No more than the rest of us. She never really talked about it.”

Trokic wasn't sure that would rule out the possibility that she had met someone. A lot of people hid their online activities. Boyfriend or no.

”Everyone she knew, she’d met in real life. But nothing super serious until Andreas showed up. It was easy for her. You've seen her pictures. She had this long chestnut hair, men drooled over her.”

”Still, if you think of any names, call me. Even if it was someone she only saw a few times.” He laid his contact card on the table. ”You can call this number.”

”Okay.”

He leaned back. ”How would you describe her?”

Her finger followed a groove in the table. ”As someone who never bothered anyone, did a good job at work, and was kind to other people.”

”How did she spend her time after work? Any sports or hobbies?”

”Not really. I take swimming lessons, but she didn't want to join me. She wasn’t much of an outdoors person. She watched a lot of television. And she had her cat and two guinea pigs, Mickey and Mouse. I had an extra key, so I went over there and picked up all the animals. The poor creatures were starving to death.”

She looked even sadder.

”When was the last time you saw her?” Trokic asked.

”August twenty-eighth, like I said.”

”Yes, but what time that night?”

”We met Andreas and the others down by the river, and he and Annika were having a fight outside the Cross Café. She wanted to go home, and the others wanted to go to Kupé or Train. If you know where they are.”

Trokic certainly did. He held back a snort; he was in his forties, but that didn't mean he lived in a cave and never went out. These were some of the most popular nightclubs in town. ”I know them, yes.”

”That's the way she was. When we finally lured her out of her cage, she suddenly went all quiet and wanted to go home. Like we didn't interest her anymore, or there was something else she'd rather do. Nothing could make her stay. I followed her to the station because she asked me to. She was depressed about Andreas and wanted to talk to me where it wasn't so noisy. That was the last time I saw her.”

”But she didn't go into the station?”

Louise shook her head. ”No, I don't think so, but I wouldn't know for sure. I was a little anxious to get back to the party.”

”What route did you take from the river to the station?”

”Along the river, up the steps at Clemens Bridge, and down the pedestrian street.”

”Did anything unusual happen?”

”Not that I remember, but I was totally drunk, to be honest. We both were. What do you police think about all this? Do you have any suspects?”

Trokic stood up and grabbed his jacket. ”We don't think anything yet, and we don't have any suspects.”

”I hope you find him. It's not safe here now, I don't even dare go to the supermarket alone. Who knows, maybe he thinks I know something. I drive everywhere. It would be nice if you could catch him.”

”We'll do our best.”

”And good luck with the computer,” she called after him as he walked down the sidewalk in front of her house.
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Chapter Twelve

Lisa had a headache from looking at the screen. She'd spent five hours trying to unlock Annika Dinesen's computer, and she’d made zero progress. The young woman had secured it with an unusually brilliant encrypted password, and Lisa couldn't get in until she cracked it. She didn't like that one bit. Her skin prickled from anger, and she felt like smashing it on the floor.

In all her time with the East Jutland Police, she’d never failed to gain access to a computer. This was the kind of problem that might crop up if you worked with the national police in their computer forensics department and had to deal with criminals from all over the world. It wasn’t something you’d expect from a recently-graduated computer assistant, one who seemed to be an ordinary person. Or was she? It just wasn’t normal to protect a computer this way.

She found an aspirin in her bag on the floor and washed it down with a gulp of cold coffee. It was about time she got some reading glasses, she realized. Headaches were a recurring problem. She was in bad physical shape, caused by lack of sleep and an appetite for unhealthy foods. She also smoked a lot of cigarettes. Having led a healthy life as a vegetarian, she was now on a nutritional detour. A worn-out mother.

Jasper appeared in the doorway and sat down on her desk. ”We have pastries left over in the conference room. Want one?”

”No thanks,” she said. ”It's not good for me, I need real food. You can have it.”

His smile showed his slightly crooked teeth. Lisa didn't understand why he didn't have a girlfriend.

”I've already had two,” he said.

”I'm not surprised, you skinny dog. How about donating your body to science? Then we can all get some insight into how it's possible to live on shitty food and still be all skin and bones.”

”Not gonna happen. How's it going here?”

Lisa sat back and crossed her arms. ”It seriously sucks. I'm pissed off, I can’t get anywhere, like I’m running in place. It's driving me crazy, and I have a bad headache. Turns out the victim's specialty was encryption.”

”Really? You don't see a lot of women going down that road. It's hard stuff. Lots of math.”

”Yeah, and right now I wish she hadn't been such a brain in that regard. People like her are the ones who make it impossible for hackers to break into security systems.”

”You can't crack it? Should I find someone else?”

”No, no,” she said, a little too quickly. ”Give me a chance here. I’ve already talked to some colleagues in Copenhagen.”

”But maybe it would save us all some time if—”

”Just give me one more day. Sending the hard drive to Copenhagen or someone else here would also take time.” She sighed. ”I have to admit it, she knew more about this than I do. I worked a lot with encryption in the computer forensics unit in Copenhagen. You know how the pedophiles often encrypt their nasty pictures so no one can open them. We always had to stay one step ahead of them. But this doesn't look like anything I've seen before. I think she made it herself. Pretty cool, actually.”

”Are you saying it might be impossible to open?”

”Nothing’s impossible. But I might have to talk to a colleague in London or one of my old hacker friends. I may be a bit out of touch after my maternity leave.”

She opened her bag and brought out a banana. She started to peel it and gazed out the window at the bus stop outside. A large crowd was gathering. It was getting dark. She didn't even remember it being light.

”But why would she bother?” Jasper asked. ”Isn't that a little suspicious?”

”I think it is.”

Jasper shrugged. ”But then, why not, if she was an expert in the field.”

”I don't know. Never mind. I'll take a look at her apartment. Maybe I can find some information I can use.”

Jasper smiled and got up from the desk. ”You don't expect an encryption fanatic to leave a password on her desk, do you?”

”No, but maybe something else ...”

”But the techs have already been there,” Jasper objected. ”You can ask them.”

”I already talked to them, and they couldn’t help. We need access to this computer, she could have had contact with her killer. So I'm going to check out her apartment.”

”Of course,” Jasper said. ”Off you go. The techs have finished up, you’ve got it all to yourself.”

”Great. Oh, by the way, I found an article about African tribes that remove bones from their deceased. Trokic wanted it.” She pulled out a sheet of paper from under her bag. ”It's written by a man out at the refugee center in Stavtrup. It says he studied African populations at the university. Which reminded me that the first victim, Katrine, worked on a project in Benin. I think Trokic will want someone to talk to him.”
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Chapter Thirteen

Half an hour later Lisa entered the hall of Annika's apartment, took off her lime-colored rubber boots, and walked in. The place was somewhat bare, yet it felt warm and cozy. There were big, fluffy pillows on a gray couch and lots of candles. Two Picasso posters hung side by side on the wall, and a large metal sign read ”Exit Only.” One shelf was filled with a long row of birthday cards. A small flat-screen TV hung on the wall, and a white IKEA lamp lit up when she flipped the switch on the wall. An empty cage stood in one corner. A pink feather boa on top of it somehow didn't fit in. The techs had already been there, and they had left a mess. They might have tried to clean up after themselves, because they were supposed to. It just hadn't gone well.

”Idiots,” she muttered.

Nobody had removed the cat's litter box, and the stench of feces still hung in the air, even though two months had passed.

She put on a pair of latex gloves, opened a window, and started in the corner of the room that had been used as an office. Papers were scattered on the desk, and she was sure one of the techs had gone through them without straightening them up afterward. Annika wouldn't have left her papers like that. Most of it seemed to be related to her thesis, and the techs had probably looked at it and concluded that it was Greek to them.

Lisa stacked the papers up to take back to the station with her. She opened a drawer and found two newspaper clippings. She took them out and read the headlines. ”42-year-old Man Jumps in Front of Train on Easter Sunday” and ”Family Man Jumped from 8th Floor.” They were dated two months apart.

She scanned the articles and wondered. The techs hadn't found these articles suspicious, but they made her curious. Did Annika know these people? They were a bit older than she’d been. Both men were from Aarhus, but from different parts of the city, and not related in any way.

She put the newspaper clippings away and returned to the contents of the drawer. There didn't seem to be anything of interest. No little notes with strange words or hints of something mysterious. She slid her hand under the top of the drawer, felt a piece of plastic, and pulled out Annika's bank card with one-time codes. Some people protected their information. Lisa's card was always lying around on her desk at home.

She glanced around and tried to put herself in Annika's shoes. Had she thought about her relatives, that one day she might be hit by a car and die, and they would need access to her computer? Or was that just one of her obscure thoughts, now that she was a mother? She walked over to the bureau at the other end of the living room and opened the top drawer. A miscellaneous drawer. The next one was filled with towels and napkins, while the next two were filled with candles and paint tubes. Nothing, really.

She took another tour of the apartment and looked around. Then she called the lab. A young woman she didn't know answered.

”Do you have all of Annika Dinesen's personal papers? Or does the family have them?”

”There is no family, we have them here. Exam papers, diplomas, vaccination cards, passport, and birth certificate. It was all under her bed, stuck in a folder.”

”Could you please check if there's anything that looks like a password on any of them? I need one for the computer.”

”Sure. Hang on a second.”

The voice gave way to the rattling of paper.

”Nada here.”

Lisa stifled a groan. What could there be on this computer that would compel her to protect it better than the computers at the National Bank? She might have to call her old neighbor, Morten Birk, the most restless, socially clueless person in the world as well as an eager supplier of conspiracy theories. She had plenty of reasons to wait with contacting him. Yet if anyone could crack the damn thing, it was probably him. On the other hand, though, did she want to be connected with that?
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Chapter Fourteen

Trokic leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. Then he called a Danish medical company that imported leeches from Romania. They had been importing the bloodsucking things for decades. Probably some of the biggest leech experts in the country.

The man on the other end of the line was a purchasing assistant and sounded thrilled to help the police with such an important case. Fortunately Homicide was still shrouded in mystery besides being respected, which made people talk without much hesitation.

”We don't sell that many these days,” the purchasing assistant told him. ”But if someone wants them, we'll order them. It's not like before, when we kept them in stock. That makes them more expensive.”

Trokic found it a bit disturbing to think of a leech as an expensive resource. There was something strangely outdated about this whole leech thing. They were something he’d heard about in history class. Superstition, disease, and misery.

”You can't just send them by mail,” he explained. Trokic pictured him as short and round, maybe even half bald. ”You need a courier. But there's also a supplier in Sweden. Their prices are cheaper because they breed them themselves. I think the National Hospital in Copenhagen buys their specimens from them.”

”But can just anyone order them from you?”

”Sure, if they pay. We don't care who wants them. It's not like they're some kind of biological weapon.”

Trokic begged to differ.

”It's mostly hospitals that use them,” the purchasing assistant said. ”I can't recall a private customer, but it's possible a few health resorts have bought some. That's what all those stories about famous actresses are about.”

”What stories?”

”Some actresses have told the press that they use leeches as a sort of alternative cosmetic treatment.”

”Really?”

”Yeah. It's the whole detox trend. They stick some leeches on their skin and let them suck a certain amount of blood. They think it makes their skin more beautiful.”

Trokic tried to draw a leech on the paper in front of him, but it looked more like a piece of twisted DNA. Could cleansing the victim be an angle? Or a sick perception of beauty? He jotted down some notes next to his leech. As usual his desk was a mess. Apple cores, empty cups, cola cans, folders, and papers.

”Wouldn't it be easier and more socially responsible to be a blood donor?” he suggested. ”Wouldn't that give the same result?”

”Personally I'd also say no to leeches,” the man said, as if it would ever be an issue for him. ”But if anyone wants to order the creepy little things, we can supply them.”

”Is there some way you can tell me who ordered leeches from you the last few years?”

There was a long, pregnant pause.

Finally he said, ”Okay. I can e-mail you a list of buyers. It might take me an hour to pull it out of the system, but I'll send it right away.”

Trokic nodded to himself, satisfied. Companies weren't too happy about spitting out information about their customers, but this man seemed eager to please the police. ”Thanks. I appreciate it.”

”The list isn’t that long. My suggestion is, call the National Hospital and ask them about their supplier.”

Two hours later, Trokic had collected three lists of leech buyers from the previous year. Not one single private person was on them. He was about to leave to find Jasper when his boss, Police Chief Karsten Andersen, blocked his way. He was the perfect example of a high-ranking officer as the farmer, Jørgen Viuff, had imagined one to be. Dark suit, black shoes, and a smile stiff enough to radiate authority. A man with a sense of humor no one on the force understood. And when no one laughed, he would usually add, ”My wife thought it was funny.”

”I hear you've been out questioning people during this investigation. You’re not supposed to do that anymore. You've got officers for that.”

Trokic stifled a sigh. ”I need to get in touch with reality. Get out a little.”

”Fine. But I need a budget for December, and we also need to discuss staffing over Christmas.”

Trokic snorted. ”Christmas is two months away.”

”That’s the way it goes.” Chief Andersen left.

Trokic shook his head. When this case was solved, he would tell the chief that he was looking for new challenges. That sounded good. Better than saying that he couldn't handle calculating budgets and the responsibility of leading thirty detectives. Which he really couldn't. And he couldn't care less about the higher salary. The mortgage on his house was almost paid. He’d bought it when prices had bottomed out in the early 90’s. He’d even had a new kitchen installed, and he didn't owe much on his blue Honda Civic. From a global perspective, he was rich. What would he do with more money?

He opened the door to Jasper's office and tossed the lists of leech buyers on his desk. ”Nothing concrete,” he said. ”It's possible a doctor or nurse took some of them home. But I've already talked to all the hospitals on the list, and they're all sure they're not missing any leeches. Hundreds of leeches would be a lot to steal, too.”

Jasper turned away from his computer screen, which was displaying an Excel spreadsheet. He was much better with numbers and budgets than Trokic. ”But it would be possible?” he asked. ”Without anyone knowing?”

”I don't think you could get away with it,” Trokic said. ”Not without being discovered. Besides, none of the hospitals I talked to have that many leeches. They practically laughed at me when I mentioned it, and really, it is a crazy idea. They're not used that much anymore, and when they are, it's mostly for cosmetic surgery.”

Jasper leaned back and tapped his pen on his desk. ”But maybe someone with authorization could have ordered them on the hospital account for their own use?”

”Nope. Not possible. A single leech costs over a hundred crowns.”

Jasper glared at him. ”More than a hundred? Are you kidding me? You can almost get drunk on that.”

”I kid you not, it's true.”

”For one damn leech?”

”Yeah. So a purchase like that wouldn't go unnoticed. I don't see any other possibility, other than they were bred or collected by the killer. Someone has a little leech farm all their own.”

Jasper threw out his arms. ”But he must have gotten the first leeches somewhere. Doesn't that take us back to the health sector? Someone brought some home and started breeding them.”

”That's possible. But anyone can walk into a lake where they're found and collect a few, and start out that way.”

”But you have to know something about them,” Jasper said. ”I got that much information from my wonderful chat with the entomologist you were so kind to send me to. And now we know for sure that they’re found only in a few places in this country.”

Trokic nodded and took a piece of chewing gum out of his pocket. ”I'm going to talk to Michael Borring.”

”Who?”

”The bone guy. Lisa gave me an article he wrote. The guy who knows why some tribes take bones from the dead.”
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Chapter Fifteen

The large barracks built outside Stavtrup was the town’s new reception center for refugees. It was run by the municipality, and it housed about three hundred asylum seekers, divided into twenty-two nationalities. The barracks were near an old dilapidated building with broken windows, which would probably be demolished soon. The city was growing.

It was surprisingly quiet when Trokic walked toward the administration building. Two girls sat and played on the lawn, discussing a doll's dress. Their Danish was so fluent that Trokic shuddered at the thought of how many years they had spent in that refugee hell. He’d worked on a housing project in Zagreb during the civil war and had seen how rootlessness and lack of a real home could ruin people's lives.

Someone had already covered an entire wing of a building with giant graffiti depicting a leopard eating a white man. Trokic guessed that the graffiti removal crew was already on its way. From one of the windows, he could hear a song that his limited knowledge of pop music told him was Kelly Rowland.

A tall man in his forties with a very short beard, clear green eyes, and a large strawberry mark on his chin greeted him and led him into a small office. An expert who might be able to explain why the killer had removed a bone from each of the victims' little fingers.

”I'm Michael Borring, this is my assistant and interpreter.” He nodded over at a man in his thirties who was making copies on an old, noisy printer. The municipality wasn't throwing its money around.

”So, somebody really does read my articles,” he said, sitting down. ”It was my fifth in a series on Africa.”

”One of my people stumbled across it,” Trokic explained. ”What’s your background, and what do you do in this center?”

”I studied Africa in college, and I'm here mostly as an observer. At the moment I'm writing a report about African asylum seekers here in Denmark. I'm also helping with various cultural conflicts. I'm the one here with the most expertise in that area. It's all about meeting these people as equals, treating them with respect.”

Behind him the interpreter turned away; he looked disgusted by the man's smugness. Trokic looked at him and suddenly had the feeling that Borring had said something untrue. Or just partly true. Trokic's eyes darted around the room. It was a tiny, bare office, about ten square meters, with a narrow desk, a laptop, and two chairs. A photograph of refugees in a large boat about to capsize hung on the wall. Faces were silently screaming at him on their way down to the sea. Not exactly a cheery sight. Trokic sat down in one of the chairs.

”Hopefully I can shed some light on this huge continent with my articles and public appearances,” Borring continued, scratching his chin. ”I just got back from a trip to West Africa a few weeks ago, so I'm busy. How can I help the police?”

Trokic pulled the article from Jyllands-Posten out of his pocket and placed it on the table. ”This is the article I’m here about. I’d like to hear more about the removal of bones from a corpse .”

The asylum worker looked curious. ”Is this about the young women who were killed? It's all over the news.” He spoke just above a whisper.

”Maybe. I can't really comment on that. In the article you mention that certain African tribes have a practice of removing the bones of their deceased. Could you elaborate on that?”

Borring raised his arms and made a roof with his fingertips. ”What I described in the article was just an example. I'm not personally familiar with it. Superstition is still very common in some parts of Africa, and there are various regional and local variations. But I was referring to Juju, a West African religion that is widespread in Togo, Nigeria, Benin, and Ghana.”

”I've never heard of it,” Trokic said.

”It's related to Vodou. Their gods, or orishas, as they’re called, are different but similar.”

”But I thought Vodou originated in Jamaica, that part of the world?”

Borring sighed. ”Yes and no. Vodou is derived from Vodun. The four countries I named formed the Slave Coast. Back in the seventeen and eighteen hundreds, when the tribes sold prisoners they’d captured in battles, these prisoners took their religion with them to the New World. Both Vodun and Juju are present in other religions on the other side of the Atlantic, not only in Central America but also in South America.”

”Okay, but I thought the bone thing was something about chicken bones being used as protection against evil?”

Michael looked at him without blinking. ”That’s correct. But removing the bones of a feared deceased person is also practiced by certain local tribes in Africa. It's their way to ensure that a dead person won't return. According to some Juju experts, there have been human sacrifices and human trafficking here in Europe as well.”

”How’s that?”

”Local Juju priests in Nigeria have been selling girls for prostitution. When they arrive here in Denmark, they’re threatened with curses and subjected to all sorts of things. For example, I heard of a case where a girl was stripped naked and cut with razor blades. Then they collected her blood in a jar and put her in a coffin and forced her to eat a raw chicken heart. The purpose of all this was to scare her into cooperating.”

”Sickening,” Trokic said. ”That's not the first thing you think of when you pass those Nigerian girls on the street.”

”No, exactly. They walk around in their fine Western clothes. But there's a huge cultural difference, and a lot of them are afraid of evil spirits. Very often they have to take an oath to not contact the authorities. Some of these priests are great manipulators. They know all kinds of ways to take control of people.”

Trokic's brain felt completely overloaded. Hadn't Katrine Mikkelsen worked in Africa? Was there some kind of Nigerian madman on the loose, committing human sacrifices? ”What about the asylum seekers here? Do any of them practice this .... Juju?”

”No, as far as I know, we don't have any asylum seekers from West Africa.”

The interpreter also shook his head. ”No. We haven't had any ever in the center. It's mostly Somali and Congo applicants. Right now they're mostly from the Middle East.”

”Exactly,” Borring agreed. ”So if you're looking for a Juju killer who takes bones from his victims, I doubt you'll find anyone at this center. I’d look in town. The traffickers. The Nigerian kingpins.”

”We go after them a lot.” Trokic sighed. ”It's not easy. They lie, and the victims lie too, because they’re scared and see us as the enemy. They come here with no trust in the system.”

”That's what I mean,” Borring said. ”I think you'll have a hard time getting any information out of them.”

”Okay,” Trokic said. ”I'm out of questions for now, except one. I'd like to know where you were on August twenty-eighth of this year.”

Borring looked at Trokic as if the cop had served him a tasty soup and now he’d found an earwig in it. His voice turned shrill. ”What does that mean? Am I suddenly a suspect?”

”We ask everyone,” Trokic lied. ”It's procedure.”

All kindness seeped out of the man’s green eyes, and his large eyebrows narrowed into a worried V. ”Yes, where was I, where was I ...?”

”It was during Festival Week,” Trokic said. ”On Saturday.”

”Oh, well, that night I went out to dinner with a bunch of people. To a restaurant, Mellemrum. I can send you a list.”

”Yes, please. I'll talk to you later.”

Trokic had just slid behind the wheel of his car when his phone rang. It was an unknown number.

”Yes?”

The voice on the other end of the line was mild and smooth. ”Hello, my name is Ida Sørensen. I'm the one who checked the flower Torben Bach sent.”

”The prairie flower?”

”You could call it that. The thing is, I found out that it does in fact grow in Denmark, in one specific place.”

”Really? Where is that?”

”In one of the old coalfields.”

"Coalfields?” Trokic asked.

”Yes, where we used to strip mine brown coal back when—”

”I know what a coalfield is. But how did the flower get there?”

”I don't know exactly how, but you won't be able to get to it anyway, I can tell you that much. It grows in some of the places where the ground is in danger of collapsing. People have been buried alive out there, and the area has been sealed off by the police.”

”Then it's a good thing that we’re the police,” Trokic said.

He ended the call and then called Jasper. If his detective was given enough challenges, he might be interested in taking over Trokic's position. And the budgets.

”What now?” Jasper asked suspiciously.

”You're going out to look for a prairie flower on the Jutland moor.”
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Chapter Sixteen

Signe Hansen pulled her hair out of its bun, pulled up her hood, and walked a little faster in the twilight. Every day she spent two hours cleaning a daycare center, and now she couldn't wait to get home and wash it all off. It was a lousy job with a miserable salary. It involved picking up snot-covered toys and putting them in colored boxes, gathering books from the floor of the stinking toilet, removing dried chunks of bananas from chairs, and listening to the horrible whining of spoiled children not yet picked up by their parents.

She shivered in the cold. It was unfair that she had to do this kind of work when she was smart enough to study law. Unfortunately she didn't have rich parents like many of her classmates. Instead she had to go to that disgusting daycare every afternoon, and every day she swore that she would never have children of her own. How some people could choose to work with other people's children was a complete mystery to her. She didn't like the teachers and their strange way of thinking, and she especially didn't like the weird girl who had just started and looked at her with cold eyes, as if she wasn't welcome. Just one more year, then it would be over, and she would be the one making big dough.

The next-worst thing about it was that the daycare was near the sea, and on a quiet day she could hear the waves crashing against the shore. Signe was deathly afraid of the deep waters and always closed the windows when she was alone, to avoid the sounds and smells of the sea.

A sudden rustling in the nearby bushes startled her, but she sighed in relief when she saw a hedgehog digging in the ground. She turned onto the street where her dormitory was located and tried to think about her next paycheck, how she'd have enough money to buy a used iPhone, so she wouldn't be embarrassed by taking her old Motorola out of her purse when someone called. Or maybe the purple Verner Panton Flowerpot lamp she’d had her eyes on, for her minimalist dorm room table.

A green van was parked under a streetlight near one of the many paths surrounding the dorm. Something made her think of the courier vans that roamed the streets. Its rear door was open, and when she approached, she stopped in astonishment. There was a huge package lying just inside the van, with her name written on it in big, black letters. For Signe Hansen. She couldn't remember ordering something that big. Hell, she couldn't afford it. Maybe someone was giving her a present. Several faces flashed through her mind, but she couldn't think of a single person who would buy her something that big. People were so preoccupied with themselves.

The driver didn't seem to be around, and she didn't want to attract his attention, thinking he might leave her to carry the heavy package up the stairs to the third floor herself. She wavered while looking at the sides of the van, but there was no company name on it. It seemed a bit odd that a private person would deliver packages, and besides, it was a little too far from the dormitory door. Something wasn't quite right, and for some reason her heart started beating faster. Suddenly she felt unsafe. The street was dark and there was no one else in sight. But she wanted the package. Really wanted it.

She stood for about a minute, nervous and unsure of what to do, when suddenly her long hair was jerked back and a rag pressed against her face. In a blur she felt someone shove her into the van next to the large package. She fell and hit a pile of metal bars in the back, and the last thing she remembered before losing consciousness was a series of recent news headlines about two women who, strangely enough, had the same color hair as she did.
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Chapter Seventeen

He woke up on the cold floor of the small basement, hatred rippling through him. He’d been dreaming. It was the same dream again and again, year after year. Not every time he slept, but often enough not to forget. The dream had followed him all his life and had become a part of him, coloring each day black. He dreamed of a lake filled with women in nightgowns with distorted, pale faces. Hundreds of them. And they all held their babies to the sky, then groaned as they dunked them into the icy water and held the tiny creatures down, their screams mingling with the gurgle of their baby lungs filling with water. Afterwards they all floated on the lake as the women stared blankly into the air.

It was always the same dream, and the details were frighteningly accurate. He could smell the water and the pine trees along the lake, could see every ripple on the water’s surface. And worst of all, he could see a demon sitting in a tree, watching it all with an approving gaze. It looked a bit like an owl, and its eyes were big black holes.

The dream didn't stop until the screaming reached its peak, drowning out all other sounds and tearing him out of his sleep. Sometimes he saw them even when he was awake. The women would come out of the walls, whispering to him in an incomprehensible language, and the demon would hover under the ceiling.

He reminded himself he had work to do and got up off the floor. To escape the inevitable, he’d fallen asleep, hoping it would all go away on its own. That from now on he wouldn’t be consumed by anger and forbidden excitement. That the woman had somehow floated out of the basement. He pulled a beer out of a bag on the floor and chugged it.

Since the cops had found the other two women, he’d been paralyzed with indecision about what to do with her. He’d wanted to find the perfect place for all of them. When it was all over. When all was well.

At the moment she was still lying in the tub in the next room, and he didn't want to see what she looked like. The terrible fearfulness that would grip him when the excitement flooded him. She’d been lying there since the night before, and it was time he did something about it. She had to be taken out of the water. Further away.

Light from the bare bulb in the ceiling screamed across the low white room. The only light in the building. One of the two rooms in the basement. There were no windows and only the one door. It had once been a storage room, and there were still a few cola bottles and jam jars in the corner. His nose wrinkled at the stench. A mixture of decay and mold. At first the smell had almost made him puke, but now he was used to it.

He looked at the lifeless creature in the tub. His skin was already tingling. The wooden cover had been removed and was lying on the floor. She’d tried to scratch her way out. Just like the others. There were long grooves in the wood, and her nails were jagged and broken. All of it a repetition. The ends of her long hair floated in the cold, red water. Now that her blood had seeped out, her body seemed to have shrunk. Her lips were blue, and her skin was tight over her cheekbones. Her eyes were closed, which led him to imagine she was sleeping. He knew she would be easy to carry if he picked her up. Almost like a child. His heart pounded, and he wiped his sweaty hands on his black pants.

There was still one left. The last one, he hoped. He knew her name. Where she lived. Soon she would come to the basement, too, and everything would start all over again. He looked at the woman and couldn't help but get excited at the sight of her naked body, the pale skin, and the slightly open mouth. Ashamed now, he turned his back to her as he finished off an intense erection. He thought he heard something whistling from under the ceiling. A demon?

Afterwards he was disgusted. It was wrong of him, not part of the plan, and his helplessness turned into violent anger directed at her because she had existed and made all this necessary. Now he felt a terrible urgency. He had to get rid of her body quickly, and that meant it would be difficult to get her into the suitcase. He would have to do inhuman things to her. He argued with himself, then decided he would have to leave her a little longer.

He emptied the tub of the bloody water and collected the leeches one by one. Their hunger had been sated, and they would be useless for a while. Her body was covered with numerous Ys. It was one of the absolute highest pinnacles of nature that the bite of a leech had this exact shape. This Y that was so precious to him. It was ingenious. A sign that the leeches had come to him back then and were now leaving their mark.

At last she lay in the empty tub and somehow still looked alive. As if she could start breathing again. He felt the excitement return, but he fought it back. There was a higher purpose here, he reminded himself. It was all for her. The only woman he’d ever loved. That was the only consolation.
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Chapter Eighteen

Jasper looked out over a landscape of dune-like sand hills, scattered vegetation, and large lakes of ocher-colored water. The Nature Agency had told him that this was where the last of the prairie bushes grew. They had warned him not to enter the area. The local police had put up a big sign saying ”Danger – Enter at Your Own Risk.” A place where you could move around without being noticed, if you dared. And if you knew where to step. Hopefully Svend Graulund, a local constable, knew. His grandfather had worked in this particular coalfield in the fifties and sixties. He looked to be in his late forties, with bright turquoise eyes, thick graying hair, and a muscular body.

”So, you found the prairie flower from here, huh?” Svend asked. ”What case are we talking about?”

“Two women were found murdered. That's all I can tell you right now.”

”I assumed it must be serious since the police sent someone from Homicide.”

”Did I say I was from Homicide?”

Svend looked him straight in the eye. Jasper felt uneasy. ”You’re in civilian clothes and talking about dead people.”

”Good thinking. But like I said, I can't tell you much right now. Shall we find the place it grows?”

Svend nodded. ”So you're from Aarhus. My guess is you don't know much about this area, or what?”

”No,” Jasper admitted. ”I've never been here before.”

”This is one of the places in mid-Jutland where we mined brown coal in the last century. It's under the bog. At first we dug by hand, but then the operation grew, and they started using conveyors, excavators, and railroads.”

”Sounds like it was a good-sized industry,” Jasper said.

”It was. Over the years work camps sprang up around the strip mining, camps of sheds and huts. Boredom led to the miners gambling with dice and starting up a black market. It turned into a kind of lifestyle for adults and kids both. Folks here still roll dice. Not that my colleagues are so happy about it ...”

Jasper had the feeling that Svend was in on the dice games. He was hardly any better himself. In the old days, before joining the police, he had played a lot of poker. And he’d been very, very good at it. The rumor around the force was that he had a fortune buried somewhere. Back then it had been easy to pick up a few thousand crowns a night from amateurs. Unofficially he still had an online gambling account in his cousin's name. Not that his cousin knew anything about it, though he did wonder a bit about Jasper's open generosity.

”I'll lead the way. Stay right behind me,” Svend ordered.

Jasper kept an eye on his heavy steps, his bulldog neck, and followed him hesitantly. Despite his huge size, he was remarkably agile. ”How do you know where to step?”

”Intuition. Forty years of experience. I spent my childhood here after the mining stopped.”

”But what exactly makes it so dangerous?”

”Well, ground sinks occur from time to time. We’ve interfered drastically with nature, and sometimes the ground just collapses like a house of cards and leaves these swampy spots with fallen trees and big, bottomless holes.”

”Holes that just appear?”

Svend picked up a large branch and handed it to him, then he pointed to a pile of sand a meter from the trail. ”Try sticking it in the sand over there.”

Jasper stuck the branch into the sand. It disappeared without resistance.

”You look a little shook up?” Svend smiled.

”It doesn't stop.”

”No, exactly. Sometimes it's just small holes, but often we're talking about acres suddenly sinking several meters. It's especially dangerous when you walk on the sandbars by the lakes. Or basically, anywhere that's been dug up. It's a bit like quicksand. The ground loses its support, and then...!”

He paused and made a gesture to illustrate the disappearing ground.

Jasper swallowed. ”But you're sure we can make it to where the plant grows?”

”Yeah. They planted it in the sixties. It was an experiment, they wanted some hardy plants that would thrive in this desert landscape, prevent erosion, and attract wildlife after the mining stopped. Not all the plants survived the environment, but I remember those cherry bushes, they're beautiful when they bloom. As far as I know, this is the only place where they still grow.”

They followed a small path into the mined area and further toward a lake. Soon they were in the midst of the area, and the road was out of sight. Jasper felt the cold and wished he had come earlier, when he wouldn't have had to worry about darkness making it difficult to see where he was going.

He asked, ”There are animals here?”

”Yeah, a lot of deer.”

Jasper estimated the weight of a deer. He was relatively sure that they weighed a lot more than humans, which eased his mind a bit. ”You wouldn't happen to know if there are leeches in the lakes?”

Svend turned and narrowed his eyes. ”Leeches? Why do you ask?”

”Just curious.”

”There are no leeches, I can guarantee that. Nothing can survive in that water. It's too acidic. This place is an environmental disaster, they’ve been trying to clean it up ever since the mining stopped.”

”Maybe a lot of people died out here?”

Svend stopped again. ”You really don't know much about it, do you?”

”Well, it’s not like I’m from around here.”

”It's part of Danish history. We practically have a whole cemetery. It was dangerous work, probably the most dangerous there was back then. And even after the coal mining stopped, there’s been plenty of victims. A lot of daredevils have come here to have a look at the landslides. It's tempting, of course it is. When it happens, you can see these little geysers spewing water, sand, and dust from the brown coal. They want a little something for their photo albums.”

Jasper believed him. Some people seemed to be alive only when they were close to death.

They reached a small hill and could now look out over a landscape that was both breathtakingly beautiful and unnatural. As if someone had cut out a piece of another planet and taped it onto the landscape. The smell of wet earth hung in the air, and there was no sound except for their heavy breathing. A large lake was filled with small brown islands where a few pine trees grew. Sizable areas of brown earth were cracked, and dead trees were scattered here and there. Had the killer been in this merciless place, or were they risking their lives for nothing? Maybe he had brought the plant back from the US, and this place had nothing to do with their case.

Svend pointed to a small thick growth. ”It's over there.”

”I'll take a look myself,” Jasper said. ”No offense, but there could be something lying around.”

”Suit yourself. There's a trail over here, stay on it. Don't step in the sand.”

Jasper walked a little uncomfortably the last seventy meters to the trees and the many bushes that had to be the prairie flower. There wasn’t much to see, and he began to examine the ground carefully. Shadows around the bushes blocked the light and made it difficult to see anything.

Then he spotted it. A blanket hidden under withered leaves. A red one. He could smell it even from this distance.

”You find something?” Svend called.

”Yeah. I need my techs.”

”Ha! You can't bring more people in here, are you out of your damn mind? Grab it and be glad you found anything at all.”

Jasper ignored him and pulled a pair of latex gloves out of his pocket. Then he held up the blanket a bit away from him to avoid the horrible smell. It was stained and filthy. The stains could very well be blood.

Just then the sand moved beneath him, a small sliding sensation that slowly increased. He could feel the grains of sand gliding under his shoes. What had Svend said? Several acres suddenly sinking? A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, his heart beat wildly. ”It feels like the ground is giving way,” he shouted.

"Get out of there, now!”

Jasper saw an area of several square meters give out in front of him. Gasping with fear, he stuck the blanket under his arm but fell when his shoes lost their grip. He panicked and grabbed the nearest tree and held on, but when it also began to slide down, he jumped onto the path, hoping to land on solid ground. The path felt safe, and he hurried back to Svend, holding the blanket close. He cursed Daniel Trokic. ”I'll never go in there again. Ever.”

Svend laughed loudly. ”No, I thought so.”

”I could be dead already.”

Svend didn't look worried. ”What’s that you got?”

”A blanket.”

”It stinks like hell. I suppose this means a crime has been committed here?”

Jasper nodded. ”We think so.”

”Then it must be somebody who knows this place as well as I do, else it would be crazy to walk around out here.”

”Maybe he didn't know it was dangerous.”

”You saw the signs yourself,” Svend said. ”You can hardly miss them. I’m betting it's somebody very familiar with everything here. The few who more or less have it all to themselves.”

”But who would know the area as well as you?”

”Usually it’s people who used to work here. There aren’t many left. And their kids too, the workers’ families lived in the camps. Even though we weren’t supposed to come here, we did all the time.”

Jasper mulled it all over. Could this be a possibility? ”How do I find these people?”

Svend laughed. ”That'll be tough. It's not like we have some kind of contact list of people who used to work here. I know some who are locals, the rest are scattered all over. It wasn't just people in the area who dug coal here. You could make good money, and that meant people came from all parts of the country. I can try to work up a list for you, though.”

He stared intently at the blanket. ”Maybe you ought to be happy you found something, because I think that's the only thing you'll get out of this.”

Jasper nodded. His fear was gone, replaced by a stir of anticipation in his stomach. If they were lucky, this might reveal their killer.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Nineteen

Camilla Hayden had been staring out her window for more than an hour. Once in a while the big chestnut tree in the neighbor's yard dropped a chestnut that hit the sidewalk and rolled down the street. It was as if her senses were heightened at this time of year. The fall colors were more vivid. She leaned her head back against the armchair and listened to Adele's “Set Fire to the Rain,” while thinking about a job. The owner of a chain of restaurants had contacted her to find a unique gift for his wife's fiftieth birthday. He had seen the Hortensia diamond, a twenty-carat pink pear-shaped stone named after the Queen of the Netherlands, Napoleon's stepdaughter. The diamond was now in the Louvre in Paris, and Camilla had to find something similar, though smaller.

They had discussed what was most important to him in terms of color, purity, weight, and cut. The budget was about twenty thousand dollars, and the diamond was to be set in a gold chain. The man had good taste, but the color was one of the hardest to find. She'd spent the day talking with her usual suppliers and checking auction houses, but she still hadn't found anything satisfactory. She was sure she would eventually, though.

Camilla had loved diamonds since she was twelve and had seen the 530.2-carat Cullinan I, also known as the Star of Africa, in the Tower of London. She’d been fascinated not only by its beauty, but also with its history. She didn't care that it was now possible to create stones by simulating the natural geological process that took place deep underground, and simulate it so well that you couldn't tell the difference. It meant something to her that diamonds were genuine. One of nature's wonders, each with its origin and history. Fake diamonds were dead things.

She was doing so well that she would have to give up politics. She didn't have the time. For example, she had to be in the studio of a TV station in three hours for another political debate about integration in the local area. Søren Nisbjerg would be there during the debate. He hadn't been out of her thoughts more than minutes a day. Since the first evening she’d met him, his eyes had followed her. At least until the televised debate about the integration of young immigrants in Gellerup had started. As soon as the four politicians had sat down at the round table, his only goal had been to shoot her down in the politest way possible. Nothing new was said. The same watered-down debate had been going on locally, regionally, and nationally between a sea of politicians. Her interest in the matter had died long ago. When the televised debate had ended, she had been completely exhausted. Søren had even managed to bring her diamond business into the political picture, and she’d been furious.

She’d heard of him before actually meeting him. Two months earlier he had burst onto the political scene in Silkeborg, attracting serious attention with his disputative talent. Three debates later, he had made her so angry that she’d grabbed her jacket and left without so much as a goodbye. When she’d reached the exit, he was blocking her way. There was something very different in his voice when he asked where she was going. ”Home,” she replied. And when she asked him to move out of the way, he’d moved his arm reluctantly.

It was that look that haunted her now. It was more than just lustful. Since then she had avoided him, but the look was much harder to free herself from.

”Shit,” she muttered to herself.

She heard a faint mewing from outside the window. She got up, went to the kitchen, poured cat food into a bowl, put on her shoes, and walked out the front door. Immediately a damp mist clung to her, and the cold air nearly cut through her nose. The neighbors would be furious if they found out about her little project in the backyard. Somewhere a stray cat had given birth to three kittens of various combinations of black and white. They were filthy when she’d discovered them, and one's tail hung limply, as if it had been hit by something.

The next day she had bought a bag of cat food, and now they came to eat behind the bushes every day. The kittens were healthy but had fleas. Since they were too skittish to be touched, there was nothing she could do about it.

The yard was large and a bit dark from the row of pine trees blocking the sunlight. Since she had no time for yard work, she had hired an elderly woman to take care of it, and even now the withered remnants of autumn perennials gave it beauty.

She noticed something while walking back to the house. Wide flower beds hugged the foundation, and many annuals had recently been weeded. The ground was neatly raked.

Except for one spot. Outside the window to Camilla's living room was a row of footprints. Big shoes. Much bigger than her own shoes or those worn by the strange Miranda who lived upstairs. Someone had been standing at the window, peeping in. As far as she remembered, the window washer wasn't supposed to come until the following week, and the windows were dirty. It looked as if someone had wiped a circle clean to see inside.

Fear rose up inside her, her hands began to shake. Someone has been watching me, she repeated to herself, and suddenly she was very aware of what she’d been doing. Running naked from the bathroom to the living room. Eating most of a carton of ice cream and three bags of candy in an attack of self-pity, leaving the entire table covered with trash. Or how about the night she brought a man home from a nightclub and had sex with him on the couch the next morning? But what frightened her most was the question of why anyone would look in.

It wasn't the first time she wondered if someone mistakenly believed she kept diamonds in the house. Or was she under too much pressure? That was what her mother had said on the phone earlier when Camilla had mentioned her concern. But there had been nothing concrete she could point to. Still, her mother had sounded unusually alarmed, her voice had risen an octave, and she had talked about the police. Camilla had thought that was going a bit too far and regretted that she’d mentioned it all. She'd gotten angry, and it didn't help their cool, distant relationship.

She hugged herself and ran through the fog back to the house and into the living room, where she pulled down all the blinds. Adele was still playing loudly on the stereo, and she turned the music down and tried to get hold of herself.

Fifteen minutes later, after checking the front door, she felt calm enough to take a shower and put on some makeup. She looked at the two packages of hair dye on the table she’d just bought. Her cousin, who was a close friend as well as a crime reporter for Jyllands-Posten, had told her out of the blue one day that he thought she would look great with black hair. Which was strange, since usually he never involved himself with her appearance. There had been a pleading tone in his voice, and for a moment she’d thought he might be right. That it might cheer her up a bit. She looked at the two packages of black dye. Then she thought about the way Søren had looked at her. He seemed to like her auburn hair. She threw the packages in the trash.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty

The tech who examined the blanket from the coalfield, Jimmy, was an old friend of Jasper's. They had gone to school together many years ago. Much had changed. His long, black hair had morphed into a bald top, a pair of blue eyes looked out at him from behind round glasses, and the thick, heavy necklace he used to wear was gone. Jimmy had once been on the verge of a career in crime, but fortunately he’d switched to police school. Jimmy was okay. Even though the window was open, with a cool afternoon breeze blowing in, he was wearing only a Liverpool soccer t-shirt. Jasper, on the other hand, was bundled up in a heavy wool sweater. He hated freezing.

When Jimmy heard the door slam, he rolled his office chair away from the microscope and turned down the music on the radio. His smile revealed rows of white teeth.

Jasper asked, ”How are things going with our crime scene and my blanket?”

”So it's your blanket now?”

”I risked my life to get it. It better be interesting.”

”Well, you were right, there’s blood on the blanket. We've checked the blood type, and it matches Katrine Mikkelsen's. Now we're just waiting to hear back from Genetics about the DNA. I'll be very surprised if it doesn't match.”

”What else?”

”Some long, dark red hairs. They could be from either victim. But I think we might have a hair from the assailant.” Jimmy ran a hand symbolically over his bald head. ”At least we hope so.”

Jasper nodded. ”It's a start.”

”Genetics has promised us priority, so hopefully we'll have an answer soon. Maybe even later today. We might be lucky and get a match between this guy and someone already in our database.”

”If it’s his.”

”Yeah, he could have planted someone else's hair. It's almost harder to find usable DNA in a homicide these days than digging up gold in your backyard. We had a rapist in Horsens last year who removed all his body hair so he wouldn’t shed it on the victim. What an asshole he was. And our colleagues in Copenhagen had a killer who cut off his victims' hands to avoid DNA under their nails.”

”It's all those TV shows,” Jasper said. ”Remember when we were kids and we used to watch Miami Vice at your house? We thought they were really smart.”

”That was because we were from the country. It didn't take much to impress a couple of boys in clogs and parkas. Still, it’s my impression that the killer is on top of things.”

”Like how?” Jasper asked.

”The candles. We didn't find any fingerprints, so he probably wore gloves. Otherwise he could have easily left a print on one of them. Speaking of which, it's odd he didn't take the candles with him.”

”So he’s not totally organized?”

”Not quite,” Jimmy said. ”I think he loses focus in the middle of it all, doesn't think things through. Could be he gets carried away by some emotion or mood. Maybe he's a little crazy.”

”Or he thinks he's superior to us and isn't worried,” Jasper said.

”That's possible too.”

Jasper could barely keep his eyes off a skull tattoo Jimmy had gotten since the last time he saw him. The eye sockets were red, and ”Decadence” was printed underneath. Jasper was pretty sure it had been hidden under a shirt during his job interview. At least if Trokic had conducted it. His boss could be oddly prissy about such things. ”What about the footprints at the crime scene?” he asked.

”We found one. Size ten. We ran the pattern through the system. It's a pair of Asics running shoes from a collection that came out three years ago. We called the athletic goods stores in town. Unfortunately it was a very popular model, so it doesn’t help. They said a lot of non-runners were wearing them, they’re comfortable and trendy. And they were on sale at one point, they sold a hell of a lot of them.”

”So it's not going to do us much good unless we find a pair of those shoes at a suspect's house?”

”No.”

”What about tire tracks? He must have parked his car nearby.”

”Yeah, and a lot of people walking their dogs did too. The whole track was filled with water, so it wasn't possible to do any casting. The women lying there for so long made everything difficult, and the weather didn't help much either.”

”I think all this is a little depressing.” Jasper reached into his pocket for the comfort of candy.

Jimmy sighed and frowned. ”Hey, come on, you've never been a pessimist before. If we find a suspect, we already have hair, DNA, and a footprint. That could be a smoking gun.”

”Could be.” Jasper sounded unenthusiastic.

”We can't be hoping another body will turn up so we can get more information. I think we have a lot here.”

”No, it's just ...”

”Just what?” Jimmy was annoyed. ”What is it you want, a note with the killer's name on it?”

”That wouldn't be so bad,” Jasper said.

He was about to leave when Jimmy said, ”Did you notice the blanket looks African?”

Jasper stared at him. ”I hardly looked at it. I put it in a plastic bag in the car and gave it to you. The only thing I noticed was that it was red. And it stunk like hell.”

”Okay. It's decorated with little figures. I don't know much about blankets, it’s just that right off I thought it looked African. Jane and Sia agree with me.”

Jasper thought it through. Katrine had worked in Africa, bones had been removed, and an African blanket had turned up. There must be a connection somewhere. ”Let me see it.”

They went into the next room. The blanket was in a paper bag with a label on it. Jimmy put on a pair of latex gloves and pulled out a piece of it. Jasper leaned over the table. The blanket still smelled terrible, and he instinctively covered his mouth with his hand. But Jimmy was right. It was decorated with little African figures. He shuddered. They looked like masks. Spirit masks.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Trokic opened the door to a small shop that sold mountaineering equipment. A shop he didn't even know existed, in a country so flat that a hill a hundred fifty meters high is called a mountain. Iris Mikkelsen sat behind a small desk in the back room, looking fragile and battered, but she had shown up for work. She wore a black wool skirt, long boots, and a thick green cardigan. There was a grim expression on her small, red mouth. Trokic had seen his aunt fall apart when her daughter Sinka disappeared and didn't show up until years later. His aunt hadn't really been alive all those years, it was as if she’d stopped breathing, and all that was left of her was a shell. Some people handled it better than others.

There wasn’t much consistency between the pretty pictures of Katrine hanging in the police station and the astrophysicist who had gone to Africa to work on a foreign aid project and returned to Denmark, only to end up in a suitcase.

Trokic sat down in a green chair and thought about all the times he'd had a conversation like this. Far too many. In this case, Katrine's mother wasn't even close to being a suspect, and he could concentrate on getting as much information out of her as possible. And yet the woman in front of him seemed uncomfortable. Almost scared.

He introduced himself then said, ”I'm sorry to ask you questions you may have already answered. But now that we've found Katrine, we have to start all over again. Do you work here?”

”Yes, a few hours a week,” Iris said. ”I look after the stock, make new orders, and clean up. The owner travels all over the world, climbing mountains.”

”I suppose a small shop like this doesn't do much business?”

She shrugged. ”It's not that bad. It's not just Mount Everest. A lot of people buy a little extra gear for mountain hikes in Norway, or a few books on the subject.”

”So you don't climb mountains yourself?”

She shook her head. ”No. I studied French and German to be a bilingual secretary, but I had enough of that years ago.”

”What about Katrine's father? Where can we find him?”

”In Slagelse. They didn't see much of each other.”

”No?”

She shook her head again; her henna-colored hair swayed a bit. Trokic glanced at a long, sharp object in a plastic wrapper on the floor. It looked like something that could end up with them as a murder weapon. He took out his notebook and pen and wrote down the time, date, and place on the first page. Then he rubbed his hair to make his cowlick behave.

”What happened to her?” she whispered.

”We can't tell you much at this point,” Trokic said, trying to avoid the details. ”The pathologist hasn’t sent us his final report. But it appears that she died from blood loss and had been in water. They believe her death was quick.”

That was a bold statement, one he had little support for.

”But water ... how?”

”I can't give you any details yet, sorry,” he said.

They still wanted to hold back the information about the leeches for as long as possible. If it got out, it would be fodder for the press, and it was an advantage to sit on information unknown to the public. They could use it to test the veracity of the calls they got from all the crazies making confessions. It would save them time and resources.

”How's the case going?” Iris asked.

”We're doing our best, and there are a lot of us. We have some leads, but no suspects yet.”

”Well, if I can count on the same efficiency as when Katrine disappeared, I don't expect the killer to be caught anytime soon.”

”As I said, we’re doing our best,” Trokic said.

She seemed just a bit less edgy now, but the bitter expression on her face remained. She fixed her green eyes on an empty Coke can on the table. ”I knew she was dead. I knew it right away. It's been so long now. She would never have left me like that, she was a very considerate girl, she called home from Benin every week. I wish I was dead instead. She didn't deserve it.”

Trokic had a brief urge to ask if she thought she herself deserved it, but that was irrelevant to the investigation. The shop’s bell rang, and a burly man entered. He walked straight to a bookshelf of mountaineering books and started reading the back cover of one.

”She was so incredibly sweet,” Katrine's mother continued. ”Extremely bright. She studied physics at the university and got a job offer at this beautiful observatory in England. They hire only the best. But then suddenly she decided to go to Benin to work for a non-profit organization. That was something of a surprise, completely unexpected on my part. And I didn't like it. Who would want their daughter running around Africa fighting evil forces?”

Trokic perked up immediately. ”What do you mean?”

”It was something about child murders. She never wanted to talk about it. You’ll have to ask her friend, his name is John Hughes. I'll get you his phone number. He knows a lot more about it.”

”Have you ever met him?”

Iris shook her head.

”Do you know if he was ever in Denmark?”

”No,” she said. ”I'm sure I would have met him.”

”Did Katrine meet any Africans here in Aarhus?”

”Not that I know of.”

”We see many African women from Nigeria, which borders onto Benin. They end up as prostitutes. Did you ever hear her talk about trafficking?”

Iris paused to think. ”No, I don't think so. I would have remembered. In fact I never heard her mention Nigeria, it was always about Benin. About poverty, the high infant mortality rate, agriculture, politics, economics. Things like that.”

”What about religion? Did she go into that?”

”Yes, there was something about religion in her project, but I never really understood what.”

”I'd better talk to this John,” he said, mostly to himself. ”What about when she was back in Denmark? What did she do then?”

Iris picked at a cuticle. The skin of her hands was thin and wrinkled. ”Well ... she spent a lot of time with people she knew. Her fellow students, the girls she used to work with at the movies. She used to be a ticket collector at BioCity.”

”How long did she work there?”

”About a year. But that was five years ago.”

Trokic made a note to remind himself to check out her circle of acquaintances, if it hadn’t already been done.

”We found another woman,” he said, stretching his legs under the table. ”They resembled each other, a lot. Same features. It's striking that they—”

”I don't want to hear about it,” Iris almost shouted, pushing back her chair. ”I don't want to see her picture or hear her name or anything.”

”But there might be similarities you spot that could help ... we have—”

”No,” she said firmly. ”We’re talking about my daughter, only my daughter. Or you can leave right now.”

A troubled, almost fearful expression had appeared on her face. A nerve trembled under one of her eyes.

”All right,” he said. He wasn't happy about it, but he didn't want to be thrown out by Iris just yet. Then he would have to make his own observations afterward. ”What about going out when she was in Aarhus? Did she do that a lot?”

”Like any other girl her age, I'd say. But she was only here three or four times a year.”

”Who did she go out with?”

”I don't know ... the other girls. Old friends, that is.”

”Just hanging out in the cafes, or hitting the bars and nightclubs, late nights?”

”A little of everything, I guess. But she rarely drank. I'm pretty sure she wasn't drunk the night she disappeared. Can you see if she was intoxicated?”

Trokic didn’t want to talk about anything that might draw attention to the victim's post-mortem condition. ”No. It's been too long.”

”I thought so. It doesn’t matter anyway.”

Back at the office, he dug up some of the first reports about Katrine from back in the spring. Sure enough, someone had called her boyfriend John Hughes in Benin and talked to him. That hadn't given them any new leads. But the situation had changed, they had several connections to Africa now. He dug around on his desk and found the phone number, then he picked up the phone. He hoped John was still in the same place.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

John Hughes watched from his window as a small family worked in a cotton field. The women wore brightly colored scarves around their heads, and he could hear their distant song through the window dusty from red soil. It was the only sound in the office except for the low whir of the fan and a few lazy flies buzzing around some breadcrumbs on his desk. Africa was not beautiful today. John had been in shock since getting the news the day before. He’d fallen for Katrine the moment she joined the organization, he'd been crazy in love. Her bright blue eyes, her long beautiful hair, the way she looked down when she laughed. They’d had three fantastic years together, and she had been their most dedicated employee ever. He was about to pour himself a glass of whiskey from the small mini-bar in his desk drawer when the phone rang. The voice on the other end of the line introduced himself as Lieut. Detective Daniel Trokic. He had only a hint of a Danish accent.

”I assume you’re calling to talk about Katrine?” he said.

”Yes. I'm sorry for your loss,” the policeman said. ”I'm calling from the police station in her hometown, where we're conducting the investigation. I would like to know more about Katrine. What she was like.”

John reached for his whiskey bottle and poured himself a glass. A big glass. Every time he turned around in his chair, he almost expected to see her sitting there, her hair slightly sweaty, wearing a dress of some African fabric with big pearl necklaces around her neck and a passionate look in her eyes. Now she was dead. Killed by some maniac.

”It's grotesque, utterly incomprehensible,” he muttered. ”She didn't even want to go back to Denmark. It was only for her mother's sake, and I had no doubt that she would return. And when she didn't, I knew something terrible had happened. Katrine would never have stayed away. I've waited all these months and now I know.”

He emptied his glass and poured himself another to kill the pain. ”She was my girlfriend, and we worked together at Kouande Child Protection, a local organization here in Benin.”

”What were her duties?”

”The same as mine. We work with the local tribes to stop them from killing infants, which is unfortunately not uncommon if a child deviates from their perception of normality.”

”Deviates how?” the officer asked, his voice shaking slightly.

”For example, when a child is born with its legs first, or if they don't get teeth before the eighth month, or if the first tooth is an upper tooth.”

”Surely that can't be true?”

John emptied his glass in one gulp and paused, thinking about how to put it. ”I'm afraid it is. We work with the police to find the ”fixers,” as we call them. Those are the people parents use to put an end to the lives of these unwanted children. Usually by slamming them against a tree. They have a special technique.”

He could hear the officer breathing heavily, unable to speak. A perfectly normal reaction.

”It's superstition,” John explained. ”Witchcraft, or Juju, as they call it. Even the children who survive will be cursed for the rest of their lives, and maybe in mortal danger if their family has an accident. It's not easy to stop this practice, and we're not doing very well right now. Our efforts among the tribal people in the Northern Province seem to be failing, the number of infanticides has increased again. So you see ... things don't look promising at the moment.”

John felt overwhelmed with hopelessness. Sometimes it was like beating their heads against a wall, and without Katrine, he felt like giving up.

”Religion is the root of a lot of evil,” the officer agreed.

”It's hard to change well-established mentalities.” John sighed. ”According to anthropologists, infanticide has been practiced all over the world by all kinds of people at all cultural levels, in the Stone Age and in advanced civilizations. It was the rule rather than the exception.”

”That’s horrible,” Trokic said. ”Why?”

”There are many explanations. There’s also a certain unwillingness in society to talk about it. It happens quite often that we make a breakthrough in one village, but as soon as we leave and concentrate on other areas, everything goes back to the way it was. The priests are the problem. They have too much power. But if we can save just one child, it's worth it.”

”I suppose it can be dangerous?” Trokic asked.

”It can. One of our staff was brutally executed by some priests a few years ago. It was a great tragedy for us, and we considered giving up, but somehow you move on and take your precautions. Nowadays when we go to the villages, we have a security guard with us. It's completely absurd that Katrine was killed by some maniac on the other side of the world.”

There was a small pause, which John took as sympathy.

”How much did you know about her life in Denmark?” Trokic said.

”Not much.”

”Do you know if she knew anyone in Denmark with any connection to Africa?”

”I doubt it. She was here most of the time.”

”What about other Danes in Africa who maybe were back in Denmark at the same time?”

”No. She was the only Dane in our organization. She never talked about anyone at home, and she was almost fanatically consumed with our work here.”

”Why did she start working with you? I mean ... she was offered a fantastic job at an observatory in the UK, I heard. She sacrificed her career.”

”Yes, it was a strange coincidence. It all started there in Denmark, when she got some anonymous letters. Someone wrote that she was an evil spirit who needed to be taken out and returned to a village down here, where she would die. At first she thought it was some kind of macabre prank. But the more she thought about it, the more she was convinced that there was a woman with her name in Benin, and that both she and this woman might be in danger. She wanted to find her to warn her and somehow stop the letters. She assumed it was a Danish woman, and she called all the organizations down here. Including us. We talked, she was fascinated by what we were doing, and after a few months she decided to visit us. And then she just stayed.”

”But did she find this woman?” Trokic asked. He sounded impatient.

John shook his head. ”No. When she got here, she searched for a while, but when she didn't find anything, she let it go. As far as I know, the letters stopped in Denmark. She would have told me if there had been more.”

”Do you think there could be a connection to the murder?” Trokic said.

”I don't know. It's been a few years now.”

”And what about the letters?”

”She threw them away. Could be there's another woman out there that someone wants dead.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Three

After the conversation with the aid worker, Trokic stared out the window for a long time. There were so many things going on in the world that as a Dane you never noticed. Working with infanticide was tough as hell. Katrine Mikkelsen had been a fiery soul, sacrificing her career at one of the most coveted observatories to work at, to hunt down child killers on the malaria-ridden continent. Trokic couldn't think of a more peculiar career change. She must have been driven by more than the search for the cause of some anonymous letters. Excitement, or love for an Englishman?

They would likely never find out now. And they still didn't know if the bones the killer had taken had anything to do with Katrine's work or Juju. As far as Annika was concerned, they hadn't been able to find one single connection between her and Katrine, apart from the removed bone. It could all be a coincidence, and the world was full of crazy people. He got up. It was time for the daily briefing, and he hoped that someone could contribute something new.

Jasper appeared in the doorway and opened a can of Fanta. ”I just got a haircut,” he said, leaning back against the door frame. ”I asked the woman at the salon how many women had natural auburn hair like that, and she said there weren't that many. Especially with long hair. Unfortunately she couldn't give me a percentage. But it might be hard for an assailant to wait around for a woman with exactly that color of hair to show up.”

”Maybe it's just a coincidence,” Trokic said. ”Except we don't like coincidences.”

”Nope. I think he's been watching her. Maybe he saw her on the street or the bus and followed her. Stalked her for a while until the perfect opportunity presented itself.”

Trokic moved a piece of rose quartz around on his desk, a gift from one of the office girls. She'd said it would dissolve the rays from his computer screen. He was still waiting for it to happen. Maybe you had to believe in it to make it work.    

”We still don't know where they were taken,” he said, ”but most likely near their homes. It doesn't seem random or like a spontaneous abduction.”

Jasper paced restlessly. A spark of frustration cropped up in his voice. ”Maybe he set a trap for them. Somehow arranged for them to walk right into it. But how does he know so much about them? Where they are at any given time?”

”Maybe he wormed his way into their lives,” Trokic suggested. ”Let's recap. Two women were killed within months of each other. Both are from Aarhus. Bright women. Auburn hair. Late twenties. Both disappeared at night, their blood sucked out by leeches, and then they were chopped up alive or post-mortem, put in a suitcase, and left outside the city. We think he used a car, and we think the killer lives someplace where odors don't escape easily.”

Jasper nodded, crumpled up the can of soda, and tossed it into the trashcan. ”I agree. But you forgot the blanket in the coalfield. Katrine must have been lying there, judging by the amount of blood, and that's where the flower in her hair comes from. Maybe that's where he wanted to leave her, but then he got interrupted or realized it was too risky after all. So he decided to go for the pile of stones instead. Again, I'm sure he must have known the stone pile was there.”

”But as far as I understand, we’ve already talked to everyone who could have known about it,” Trokic said. ”What about questioning Annika's colleagues at Softwise?”

Jasper shrugged. ”We've already talked to them all. That didn't lead anywhere.”

”Somebody also looked into the women's financial situation. It could be they had a lot of money, that they were blackmailing the killer?”

”Yes, but that was another dead end,” Jasper told him. ”They were clean as the pure driven snow, both of them.”

”All right, time for the briefing.” Trokic tried to sound encouraging. ”Let's hope someone has good news.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Jasper glanced around the briefing room, thinking someone should do something about the decor. It was filled with distractions, like an ugly painting of sheep and a large cardboard box filled with old, used computer accessories. He’d rolled the large whiteboard into the middle of the room. Now they would try to connect the dots.

”Almost everyone here, and almost finished eating and drinking. Great,” he began.

”Did you hear about the Oprah Winfrey case?” an officer in the front row said, grinning broadly.

”No?”

”We just heard about it. Some mulatto had a lot of plastic surgery to look like Oprah Winfrey. Pretty convincing results, I gotta say. So anyway, she's doing her little kinky shows on her webcam and broadcasting them on a porn channel. The real Oprah is probably not going to be happy about this.”

”Christ,” Jasper said. ”By the way, where’s Morten Lind? He's the only one missing.”

”He's sick.”

Jasper thought about it. Hadn't Morten been sent to Horsens Prison to talk to Frederick Riise? He'd have to look into that later.

”Let's get on with it,” Trokic growled.

Jasper looked at his boss. He’d seemed a bit restless lately.  Those cool blue eyes he sometimes kept averted were distant. Trokic's smile was always somewhat short-lived, and you were never sure if it reached his eyes. The music in his office had gotten louder. Rammstein was back, and the chief had asked him several times to turn it down. Even as he walked down the hall, you could hear it. The same heavy tempo. Jasper had a feeling his boss needed a change of scenery.

Trokic pointed to the whiteboard. ”These are all the photos our techs took at the scene and during the autopsy. As you can see, there's a lot. The suitcases, the candles, the footprints, a prairie flower, an African blanket, and the victims themselves.”

”Morten and I have been looking at the suitcases,” Anne-Marie said. The blonde turned halfway to look at the other detectives. ”At least until he got sick this morning. Anyway, they're two different brands. One is a Samsonite model, it came out about five years ago. It's been sold all over the country since then. The other is a lesser-known brand called Nakeros. It was sold in supermarkets as a special offer. About two thousand Samsonites have been sold, five thousand Nakeros. We’ve talked to suitcase dealers here in Aarhus, and no one remembers buyers of the Samsonite model. It's a dead end.”

”And what about the candles?” Jasper wanted to know.

”Same story. But it wasn't easy. I was told that we Danes burn 17,500 tons of candles a year. We looked at the content of stearin, paraffin, and wax, the blends and the color. We can't be sure, but they seem to come from a series sold in supermarkets. I'm afraid we have nothing new.”

”Damn,” Jasper muttered.

Anne-Marie shrugged. ”Sorry.”

”What do you think of the crime scene?” Trokic asked the group.

Scattered murmurs.

”Peaceful. Beautiful,” someone said.

”Isolated,” another suggested.

”And maybe the perfect place if you want to come back in some kind of heightened ritual mood,” Lisa said. She was quietly scribbling in her notebook.

Trokic pointed to a photo of plants next to the pile of rocks. ”This is a small plant found near the stone. It's a mini rose ... the techs dug it up, and it had a different kind of soil around the roots. Someone planted it there.”

”So the killer kept up the grave site,” said an older officer with large glasses. ”As if the bodies had some kind of magical connection to the persons they had been. Maybe keeping it beautiful was meant to keep it pure and good.”

”How profound,” Anne-Marie muttered.

”Just shut up,” Lisa hissed.

Jasper knew that Trokic was doing his best to keep the two women as far apart as possible.

”Maybe he came back to light a candle, enjoy the view, to relive the whole thing,” Trokic suggested.

A young female police officer said, ”We also asked everyone in the area if they saw anyone coming or going from the place. No luck.”

The room fell silent. Jasper didn't like the word luck. It was a strange concept there never seemed to be enough of. To him everything was skill or statistical chance. Luck sounded like a reward. As if a person had attracted a higher power. Although he played poker, he’d never bought a lottery ticket. His ex-girlfriend Amanda had called him boring and said there had to be an element of excitement in your life. And maybe that was it – he had more excitement in his life than the average buyer of lottery tickets.

”The next question is whether the women were hit with a hammer before or after they died,” he said. ”The pathologist said he thought it was post-mortem, but like always he didn't want us to pin that on him. Either way, the bodies were needlessly mistreated. It's hard to determine exactly how much space they took up before they were put in the suitcases, but it would have been easier to dismember the bodies.”

”I agree,” Lisa said. ”Dismembering is practical, beating a body with a hammer shows a lot of anger and aggression. As if the victim needs to be severely punished.”

Trokic rose from his chair. ”It all seems a little unclear. But that's what this room is for. To think. I have the feeling that's how we're going to solve this case. Look at these two women. How similar they are. The next item on the agenda is what we call the African connection. Katrine worked in Africa. Bones were removed from both victims, indicating something ritualistic and probably linked to Africa as well. Finally, Katrine was wrapped in an African blanket when she was in the coalfield. So far we haven't been able to find a connection to anyone here in Denmark she’d been in contact with. We know someone harassed her with several letters years ago. That's it.”

”Oh yeah, by the way,” Anne-Marie interrupted. ”I checked Michael Borring's alibi. It's shaky. He'll have to do better than that. He did have dinner with a group of people at Mellemrum, but not on the Saturday Annika disappeared. It was Friday. So I called him and asked him about it, and now he claims that he was with his wife. Then I talked to her, and she confirmed it. But let's just say I'm not convinced.”

Trokic crossed his arms. ”All right then. I had the feeling he was a bit slick. Keep trying to find a connection between him and the victims.”

”I'll take him,” Anne-Marie replied eagerly.

”Good.” Trokic glanced around at the rest of them. ”We’ve already had a small team on the streets talking to the Africans in town. That includes prostitutes as well as anyone of West African descent. Nothing has come up yet, but we have to keep trying. There's got to be something.”

Jasper said, ”What’s bothering me most is how the killer knows so much about them. Did he set up some kind of device to know when they went out and when they came back?”

He was met with a series of silent faces.

”Well, think about it,” he muttered.

A small team was formed to investigate the African connection, and soon Jasper, Trokic, and Lisa were the only ones in the room.

”How's it going with the computer?” Trokic asked Lisa. ”You didn't say anything. Do you want me to send it out?”

She shook her head. ”No. I'm getting close. I'm expecting a breakthrough today.”

Trokic breathed a sigh of relief. ”Sounds good. I want to know what's in that computer. It better be interesting after all this trouble. Have you heard about Morten Lind?”

”No,” they said in unison.

Trokic shook his head regretfully. ”He was sent to Horsens Prison to talk to Frederick Riise. It didn't last more than an hour, then he was back in my office looking like someone about to throw up. And he didn't get anything from Frederick. Nothing. He told Lind a lot of weird things, so Lind took the rest of the day off.”

There was a pause while Jasper digested the information. ”So what do we do? Will you head down to talk to our little murderer friend yourself?”

”I guess I have to,” Trokic said.

”I'm damn glad I'm not the one who has to do it, I'd rather have the leeches. I still have nightmares of his face burning. Isn't there somebody else we can send?”

Trokic shook his head. ”I think we all know I'm the one he wants to talk to.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five

It was half past midnight when Lisa finally got into Annika's computer. She’d returned to her apartment, only a few minutes' walk from the police station, then cooked dinner for her family and put Mads to bed. She'd read Winnie the Pooh to him; even though the six-month-old of course didn't understand a word, it calmed her. Finally she’d sat down at the dinner table with a headset on and The Script playing to block out a soccer game on TV from her overburdened mind.

Now Jacob was in bed, and the apartment was quiet. She savored these few moments alone. And being back at work in general. The living room was dark except for the light from the computer screen, a few tea candles on the table, and a faint glow from a streetlamp outside. Unlike most of her colleagues, Lisa liked this time of year. She liked to wrap herself in blankets and get cozy, eat cabbage and root vegetables for dinner, drink elderberry juice, and break out her boots from the closet.

”So, what kind of secrets are you hiding in there?” she murmured to the computer, in a voice low enough to not wake the two others in her family.

She opened Windows Explorer and systematically clicked through the files, which consisted mainly of reports from Annika's studies and work assignments. Her mail server, Thunderbird, contained several emails, but none of them were of any interest. Annika and Louise had planned a bachelorette party for a friend, she had sent questions and received answers from her mentor at the university, and she had received a few grumpy emails from an ex-boyfriend's new girlfriend. But there were no emails to or from her boyfriend, Andreas, or any family members. Lisa thought it very likely that this wasn't her primary email, that she was using another one somewhere.

It could have been any woman's computer except for the little geeky programs she had installed, including one called Advanced Port Scanner. Lisa frowned. It was a popular tool among hackers to gain access to other people's computers. Lisa couldn't think of any other reason to use this software.

”Well, well, well,” she said, draining the contents of her coffee mug. ”Not such an angel after all.”

She opened the program but couldn't see the previous activity. Annika had been up to something though, and it probably wasn't legal. Lisa had experimented with the program herself more than once, but only with volunteers as victims. It was generally uncomplicated, and besides, it was just one of the ways to gain access to and control over someone else's computer.

It was almost two o'clock when she found some encrypted files in a sub-folder of one of the system folders. Lisa immediately saw the folder didn’t belong and concluded that Annika had put it there to keep it from intruders.

”But not from me,” she muttered.

The files were encrypted in the same way as the master password, and she opened them without a problem. They were named by date. She clicked on the first one. It was a log of a monitoring program. So. She’d been monitoring traffic on another computer. But whose computer? Lisa checked the IP address on a website. Somewhere in Aarhus. She recognized the next file as well, and suddenly it was obvious what Annika had done. Lisa’s thoughts spun as she went into the kitchen and lit a cigarette under the hood. Annika had hacked someone and then installed a keylogger. That was below the belt. A keylogger was a small program that recorded all keystrokes on a computer and then stored them in a log. This log could then be sent to another computer or ftp site without the owner's knowledge. Just the thought of your entire private life being sent to a stranger was terrifying.

”Are you still up?” Jacob sounded surprised. He was standing in the bedroom doorway, looking sleepy in his boxers. She could hear her parrot, Flossy, cooing something inaudible from the covered cage at the sound of Jacob's voice.

”I can't sleep until I know what's on this computer,” she said.

He scratched his short blond hair, opened the refrigerator, took out a carton of milk, and poured himself a glass. Even after six years, several crises, and a child, she found it hard to take her eyes off him. He ran every morning and was more at ease with himself than she would ever be. ”Whose computer is it?”

”Annika Dinesen’s.”

”Okay, good luck. I'm headed back to bed.”

He put the glass in the dishwasher, kissed her, and muttered something she couldn't hear, then disappeared. She put out her cigarette and returned to the computer.

She went back to the keylogger files. Some of them were alarmingly large, she noticed. The largest was over a hundred megabytes. She opened one at random and the color drained from her face. The keylogger had not only recorded keystrokes but virtually every other newly initiated activity on the other computer. There were screenshots between the keystrokes, of every time a folder was opened on the computer, every time a program was started, and every time a website was visited. There was a file for each date of activity, and they covered about two weeks.

Lisa had never seen a keylogger this sophisticated. She might have had enough imagination to figure out that it was possible, but she’d never seen it in action. She felt her heart pounding. Scrolling through the screenshots was like looking over someone's shoulder in their most private moments. It was intimidating, something most people would automatically look away from.

Usually Lisa had no problem with snooping into other people's computers. It was mostly people who had asked for it, who were hiding illegal activity. But Lisa didn't know this person, who might not have done anything wrong, and she didn't know the reasons behind this intrusion. Annika hadn't had any scruples, and Lisa found that strange. Not a single person they had interviewed had hinted at anything shady, dishonest, or unpleasant about her. For a moment Lisa wondered if this could be the work of someone else, if someone had used Annika's computer for their own activities and hidden the evidence. But that was unrealistic. Annika had encrypted her computer, and she was a computer expert.

Lisa hoped that no one would ever install something like that on her computer. There was someone out there who was unaware that their whole life had just been revealed to a stranger.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

Lisa quickly discovered the identity of the person Annika had been cyberstalking, a man named Gunnar Helbo. This was clear from the many screenshots of emails. But what made Gunnar so interesting might take a while to unravel, judging by the enormous amount of data. According to the white pages, there were five people named Gunnar Helbo in Aarhus. He could be any one of them. Lisa found a bag of BBQ chips and dumped them out on the table. Because she had been so stressed out, she hadn't eaten enough for dinner, and now suddenly she was starving.

A puzzle like this was exactly what had led her to specialize in computers. Conclusive evidence was often found. Every time she put her hand on the shiny case of a computer, she thought of what it contained of life. All her years with the National Police in Copenhagen in the computer forensics department had led to her becoming one of the leading investigators in the hunt for online predators, which unfortunately had involved examining a lot of child pornography for clues. Eventually it had made her sick, and she'd lost much of her interest in working with computers, but it was finally returning.

She was now in possession of a huge amount of knowledge about a person totally unknown to her. She wasn't sure she could stop this scary urge to read more about him. Whatever the case, she needed to find out what this was all about to decide what to do next.

Gunnar liked to gamble online, watch soccer, surf the news, and watch porn, all of which she learned in the first file. Was he an ex-boyfriend Annika wanted to keep an eye on? Did she want to pry into his life? Lisa didn't remember his name showing up in the investigation. So who was he?

The next file answered that. The keylogger had taken a screenshot of the inbox of Gunnar Helbo's email, and several messages suggested that he was a psychiatrist. There was a message from the Danish Association of Psychiatrists and a newsletter from Psychiatrist Today. Lisa drummed her fingers on the table. Didn't Annika's boyfriend study psychology? But his name was Andreas, and there was a difference between a psychologist and a psychiatrist. It was a strange coincidence, though, that both Annika's boyfriend and the man she had hacked were in the same general field. She ignored the keystrokes at first and concentrated on the screenshots.

”What a damn mess,” she said aloud.

It would take days to go through it. Then she suddenly remembered what she had found in Annika's apartment and opened her bag. She reread the two newspaper clippings. They were short and revealing. A forty-two-year-old man had jumped in front of a train in Viby on Easter Sunday. It was known he’d been depressed, but the family had still been surprised. Several witnesses had seen him jump from the platform. There was no doubt that the man had taken his own life. The other article also didn't seem to be about anything criminal. A family man had jumped from the eighth floor. No one else was around, and the apartment was locked from the inside. Again, the man appeared to be severely depressed. The articles were dated two months apart. Had these men been in therapy with Gunnar? So far she hadn't seen any kind of patient journals in the screenshots, but they had to be somewhere on his computer, she assumed. She gritted her teeth.

The patient journals. There was a door there on Annika's computer to Gunnar's computer. A door that was most likely guarded according to the requirements of the Danish Data Protection Agency. A door that would be impenetrable to most people. But not to an encryption expert like Annika. It would be very easy for Lisa to enter Gunnar's computer and transfer the patient journals to Annika's computer. It would look as if Annika had copied them, and Lisa could remove the data traces she herself would leave. It was extraordinarily difficult to get access to this kind of material through public channels, and who knew if they would need it. Lives could be at stake. She sighed and turned off the computer. She needed to get a few hours of sleep before her alarm rang. The next day she had to talk to Annika's boyfriend, Andreas.

After lying awake for half an hour with thoughts racing through her head, she slipped out of bed and went into the living room. She found her phone and called her old neighbor and hacker friend, Morten Birk. She was sure he wasn't asleep. The guy was a nocturnal animal.

”Lisa? In the middle of the night? Hmm, nice. Tell me what you're wearing.”

She looked at her naked legs in the soft light and muttered a curse that only made him laugh. Then she filled him in on the case.

”I don't want to do anything too serious that will get me in trouble. I just want to have the patient journals available, just in case. I'm already pushing it by looking through some of the illegal material Annika has collected. I'm on thin ice.”

There was a moment of silence before Morten answered. ”Okay, baby. Listen carefully. I'm going to send you a little program that you're going to install. It will mask your IP address so no one will know you were there. Then you send the patient logs to a Russian server. I'll give you the address. They'll be safe and available if you ever need them. Then you'll have done something illegal, but not immoral.”

”And you're sure this will work?”

”Don’t worry. The FBI assholes invented it.”

Lisa let out a long sigh. ”Then send it. I'll install the shit. And burn in hell.”

She heard him laugh on the other end of the line.

”That's my girl.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

The heavy door slammed behind him, and they were alone. Trokic stared at the young man in the other chair, and for a moment he was so horrified he forgot to breathe. The past was still written on Frederick's face in a gruesome manner. He came from a family that had seemed perfectly ordinary, and they had lived in one of the most comfortable suburbs of Aarhus. But they had hidden a cruel truth.

The result of it was a long, thick burn scar that ran from one slightly crumpled ear and down his chin, to one side of his mouth, pulling his lower lip down. It ended somewhere at the base of his neck. There was a spot on the other side of his head where his hair refused to grow. His nose looked like it had been broken in a fight. His eyes were still green. Just like the day Trokic had seen him pour gasoline on his clothes and set himself on fire when he was thirteen.

The prison was top security, keys had been replaced with fingerprint readers, and all areas were monitored with infrared transmitters and motion sensors. It was the most sophisticated prison in the country, and Frederick Riise was serving time here for selling drugs. It could have been a lot worse, Trokic thought. When little Lukas had been killed, Frederick had been underage with regards to criminal prosecution, and instead of being charged, he had been locked up in a mental institution on the outskirts of Aarhus. At first everything had gone well. So well that two years later he was transferred to an open institution. But that was like giving a rat more space in a cage. He beat up a younger boy with a baseball bat and sent him to intensive care. Just for stealing a pack of cigarettes. From there things had continued downhill.

”Lieutenant Daniel Trokic.” Frederick smiled politely. ”We meet again. The circumstances are a little bit better this time.”

His voice was soft and friendly, trained in a way Trokic hadn’t heard before. Was it just his age, or had this place taught him some good manners? Frederick extended his hand, and Trokic shook it reluctantly. They were about to play a game, and he could handle his part in it.

”Are they treating you well?” he began, trying to keep his voice even.

”Definitely. Looks pretty damn nice in here, doesn't it?”

”Yeah.”

”Almost like a vacation.”

”Right, almost like a vacation,” Trokic admitted, honestly and dryly.

”But let's talk about my demands. I won't give something for free, you know.” Frederick smiled again, revealing brown teeth.

”I can't give you any guarantees, you know that,” Trokic said.

”But you can do something.”

”I can speak up for you if it comes to that,” Trokic lied effortlessly. He had no intention of ever helping put the young man back on the street. That Frederick could ever believe that was a testament to his extremely faulty intelligence.

”Or I can get others to do it when they hear I helped you,” Frederick said, rubbing his nose.

”What do you want?”

”I've been in this shithole for a year.”

Trokic was about to remind him of his remark about a vacation, but he kept his mouth shut. No need for provocation.

Frederick made a sweeping gesture. ”I have eight months left. If we could cut that down so I could be released soon ...”

”That's too much,” Trokic said, leaning back dismissively as if they were actually in some kind of negotiation. ”There's a reason you were put here, we can't give you special treatment.”

”I know, I know. But now I'm the one sitting on all the fucking juicy information.”

”But I'm not so sure you are.”

Frederick's green eyes bored into him. ”You don't want your killer to kill again, do you? How will it look when people find out you could have saved more lives? If it makes any difference, I'm trying to be a better citizen. I study here. Psychology for one thing. So maybe I'm not as bad as you think. I've learned from it all.”

Trokic hardly believed that. He tried to look relaxed, even though he was starting to sweat a little in his blue sweater. Excitement and hope for new information blended in with his physical disgust at being so close to a child murderer.

”So you say,” he replied sharply. ”Could you be a little more specific with this information of yours?”

”You know my story...”

”Yes.”

”The men who used to come to my house.”

”That too.”

”Good. We're talking eight to ten years ago. Several years before the ... unpleasant episode.”

”I'm not sure I’m following you. Are we talking about the person who killed those women?”

Frederick hesitated. For a moment he looked like a child who didn’t know whether to lie or tell the truth. ”Not exactly, but I know a person who likes leeches.”

Trokic sighed heavily and demonstratively, looking down at his hands. They were dark from an oil change on the way to the prison. ”Honestly, Frederick. Did you lure me all the way to Horsens to tell me that? I hope not, because we’re damn busy.”

”No. There's more.”

”Then get to the point.”

”There was this man who used to come by. A photographer.”

”A lot of men stopped by. We both know that.”

Frederick's eyes grew distant, one leg began bobbing up and down, and he bit a nail on his thumb. There was something very childish about his gestures. ”Sure. But this guy was special. A creepy guy. One day he showed up and said he wanted to take pictures of my mother lying in a tub full of blood and leeches. He said the pictures were for a friend. Mom didn't want to, it was too much for her. Even she had her limits. But when he said he’d pay her five thousand, she changed her mind. But no leeches, she said, she was afraid of them. So he got a little discount.”

”And then they went through with it?”

”Yeah. I watched her get into the tub of water mixed with pig's blood.”

”Were the images of a sexual nature?”

”No, strangely enough. Except she was naked …. If your hot computer freak officer searches the internet in the right places, she might find them.”

Trokic was pretty sure that wouldn't happen. If the pictures had been taken at the killer's request, they weren’t for sharing.

”It's unbelievable what some people get off on,” Frederick went on, wiping a bit of drool from the down-turned corner of his mouth onto his washed-out red sweatshirt. ”God, there are a lot of perverts out there. The rest of us can get by with a few bitches at a time. They should be locked up, the whole lot of them.”

Trokic tried to take in all the information. Frederick's mother had blond hair. So what had been the purpose? To practice? To figure out how to make it perfect?

”So you liked that info, huh,” Frederick said. ”It's the leeches, isn't it?”

”Yes,” Trokic admitted.

Frederick raised his eyebrows and looked pleased. ”I thought so.”

”What was the name of the man who wanted the photographs? The end client?” Trokic said.

”I don't know. I only met the photographer.”

”And what was his name?”

”Aha, this is where our negotiation starts. You can go home now and chew on this, then come back and tell me what you'll do to save the next several potential victims in Aarhus. I'll see you then.”

Trokic couldn't keep the contempt out of his voice. His politeness was over. ”Don't count on it. As far as I'm concerned, we're done.”

”Really? Then give my regards to your lovely computer expert. You know, the blonde with the nice tits. Want to know what I'd like to do to her?”

”Not interested.” Trokic stood up. He felt nauseous; now he understood why Lind had to take the rest of the day off.

Frederick Riise smiled broadly, showing off his disgusting teeth, then he pulled an imaginary lighter out of his pocket, raised it in the air, and clicked as if to light it. Then he laughed. ”Poooof.”

”You're sick in the head,” Trokic muttered.

”And when she’s burning, I'll fuck her.”

He laughed. It echoed through the room. And something about that laughter got to Trokic. He walked to the other side of the table and kicked the leg of Frederick's chair. It fell with a thud, and the young prisoner rolled to the floor.

He grunted in surprise, then resumed his hoarse laughter as if nothing had happened. ”That pissed you off, huh? You think you're so fucking smart and you can fool me. But you're no better than me.”

Trokic glanced around the room. No surveillance cameras. He thought about reprimands, indictments, suspensions, and dismissals. But mostly he thought about Annika Dinesen, who lay on the autopsy table, reduced to skin and bones. He didn't want to see more ending up like her. So he stepped over and kicked Riise hard. ”Tell me the name of the photographer.”

No answer came, forcing him to kick again.

”Conrad Asbjørn,” Frederick finally moaned.

Trokic stopped and suddenly felt strange. Not because he’d lost control and kicked the bastard, but because it had been a little too easy to pry this information out. Riise could probably take a good beating without revealing anything. ”And where do I find him?”

Frederick laughed. ”Good luck.”

Trokic kicked him one last time. He felt a little better as he left the prison and drove back to Aarhus. How hard could it be to find someone with that name?
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

The rumor had already reached the station, and he’d just sat down at his desk when his office phone rang. He looked at the display, realized that he wasn't wrong about the origin of the call, and picked up with a long sigh.

”Ah, Lieut. Detective Daniel Trokic. How very nice. You're already back on your perch, ready and rarin’. Get in here. Right now.”

Trokic took a deep breath, then lumbered into his boss's office, mug in hand. Chief Karsten Andersen was sitting in his chair, rubbing his bald head with a tired expression on his face.

”I'm sorry,” Trokic said before Andersen could start in.

”Now listen, you goddamn fool. You're making me look like a clichéd version of an old grumpy cop, and I don’t like it. But in this business, we don't go around beating up young prisoners, even if they're mentally disturbed psychopaths.”

”Some things just have to be dealt with. He said some nasty things about Detective Lisa Kornelius, and I couldn't let the words hang in the air.”

”How's that? You got something going with her?”

”No.”

”I thought you were too old to be provoked that way, that your problems in that regard were history. I thought our mutual friend, Agersund, had straightened you out.”

Trokic sat down in the chair in front of his boss and tried to look guilty, knowing that his acting talent was limited. He fixed his eyes on a box of cigars on his desk.

”Let me remind you of an old case,” Andersen continued, ”where you beat up a junkie here in Aarhus. You almost got kicked off the force for that. Do you think they’ll go easier on you now?”

”She almost scratched my eyes out. I slapped her in the face. Do I really still need to defend myself for that?”

”I don't care what the reason was,” Andersen said. ”The fact is that we can't have people here who can't control themselves. Your tolerance level is low. Why?”

”I don't know.”

”If something is eating at you, we have a psychologist you can talk to.”

”Hell no,” Trokic muttered in horror. ”Can't you lighten up on this? It's not like I beat him up. It was just a few kicks.”

His boss looked at him thoughtfully. ”It's not just that. You've got a problem.”

”I don't have a goddamn problem.”

”I hope you don't, I really do. There's going to be an investigation that we have to deal with, and it comes at a hell of a bad time – we have a killer on the loose, for chrissake, that's so much more important. I'm amazed at your stupidity.”

”I know,” Trokic said, trying to get off the hook. ”But I got some really important information out of him.”

The chief was about to open his mouth when the phone on his desk rang. He picked up. Trokic saw his chance to make himself scarce, but Andersen held out his hand and signaled for him to stay. ”Yeah, hi Sørensen. It's me. How can I help you?” There was a long pause during which the chief nodded to himself. ”Yeah, all right then. Thanks for calling me.” He hung up and stared at Trokic. His look was sharp with a tinge of regret. At that moment he probably wished he could take back his promotion of Trokic.

”Well, well. That was my dear old friend from the prison in Horsens. It seems that Frederick Riise has withdrawn his complaint. How lucky can you get? Now he says that his chair tipped over and you never touched him. On the contrary, it sounded like you had a constructive conversation, and that you were both polite and friendly.”

”Okay, then we’re all good” Trokic stood up.

Andersen narrowed his eyes. ”You're damn cocky, Trokic. But it looks like you're getting away with it.”

He sized Trokic up. “But Sørensen added that Frederick sends his regards and wishes you a nice trip out of the country and he’ll see you later. Whatever that's supposed to mean. Now get out.”

It wasn't until he was back in his office that Frederick Riise's message sank in. Out of the country? See you later? He had a sudden urge to see Lisa. One of the few people who had gained extensive insight into the young criminal. His fear was that Frederick Riise might be sitting on more information, and he might have ruined his chances of getting it. His phone rang.

”There's a man down here who wants to talk to you,” the receptionist said. ”A constable. He says he has some papers for you.”

”Send him up,” Trokic said.

Two minutes later a huge man with a square head appeared. He had deep lines on his forehead, and his lower lip stuck out a little as he introduced himself.

”Svend Graulund. I'm the one who showed your deputy around the coalfield.”

”Oh yeah, of course. Thanks for your help. I appreciate that I got him back alive.”

”No problem. About the case of the two women who were killed, I promised Jasper I’d give you a list of people who might know the area as well as I do. I'm afraid it's on the long side.”

He placed it on Trokic's desk.

”I didn't think Jasper told you which case it was,” Trokic said.

Svend frowned and shrugged. ”I guessed when I saw the news. How's the investigation going?”

”Slow.”

”Lack of resources?”

”That's always the problem, isn’t it.” Trokic was unwilling to share his work-related problems with a stranger, whether he was an officer of the law or not. ”Thanks for the list.”

”You're welcome. Let me know if there's anything else I can do.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Trokic looked at Lisa's son, who was lying next to the dinner table in a stroller insert, playing with a yellow rattle. Trokic was happy that the boy didn't understand a word. When he grew up, there would be some nasty things discussed at the dinner table.

It was one of the few times he’d been at Lisa and Jacob's place. He usually preferred a night alone with Jacob, hanging out at his place. They ate huge steaks, drank vodka, listened to Soundgarden, played chess, and talked about their time in Croatia, where they had met. That was long before they joined the police, back when Trokic was working on the rehousing project in Zagreb and Jacob was with a UN mission in Sisak.

Tonight, though, Jacob was working and Lisa had to stay home because of Mads, and he could use some input. She’d just finished her report on Annika's hacking, and he was very pleased. He grabbed the bowl of peas and poured some next to his steak. Lisa ate her nut pâté along with the rest of the side dishes. Still a vegetarian, he noticed.

”So I'll talk to this Andreas tomorrow,” she said. ”I tried to reach him today, but he was in Sønderborg visiting family.”

”That's fine.”

She fiddled with the hem of her light blue tank top with purple and yellow flowers, loosened her blond hair from its ponytail, and smiled slightly. ”So, you visited Riise, that fucking psychopath? Fill me in on the details.”

He gave her a summary, leaving out the last part about Frederick's vulgar comments and his own loss of control.

Lisa poured them both another glass of red wine. ”I’ll find out who Conrad Asbjørn is tomorrow. Or where he is, anyway. Some of my former colleagues might have an idea. It's definitely interesting that he took photos of a woman lying in bloody water for someone. As for Frederick, I think he’s a lost cause. Some of them start early. Like the American serial killer Ed Kemper. He cut off the head of his sister's doll when he was four years old, and when he grew up, he cut off the heads of his victims. Including his mother. You have to ask yourself, when does evil begin? If there was a sick seed planted in little Ed. Or in Frederick Riise.”

”I don't know,” Trokic said. ”It’s really, really hard for me to believe he was ever a good kid.”

”But if he's telling the truth, the killer was out there rehearsing years ago. Maybe several times. We don't know.”

”I'm still a little skeptical.”

”But he couldn't have known about the leeches,” Lisa objected. “The press never got that information.”

”No, but you never know, maybe it was leaked somehow and he heard about it. He's a lying son of a bitch.”

”But think about it,” Lisa said. ”The scope of it. It would mean that our killer has been living in his fantasy world for a very long time. Maybe he had to build up his courage over the years.”

”But Frederick Riise's mother didn't have auburn hair, she was a blonde. I'm sure of it.”

”Maybe she was just a substitute. Maybe she didn't mean that much, and really, how many people can you talk into doing something like that.”

”You're probably right.”

In the silence that followed, he glanced around the living room filled with baby things, a colorful toy blanket, a pile of laundry. He probably wouldn't have children himself. It wasn't just his age; he felt constrained by the mere thought of it. Intimidated. Even with Christiane, who somehow managed to let him live his own life. It would be the end of their relationship, he thought. So far she hadn't begged for children like Lisa had. But it was only a matter of time. The subject was a ticking bomb underneath them.

”I'm glad to be back at work,” Lisa said.

”Great. I heard you did some studying while you were on maternity leave. How's that going?” he asked.

A quick smile. ”I'm running out of nourishment for the mind.”

She pointed to a large stack of books on the coffee table. ”I’ve been reading them while Mads sleeps. I guess I read when everyone else is watching TV. My latest one is about geographic profiling. Quite interesting, actually.”

”But isn't that what we've been doing all along, when we’re sticking pins in our map of Aarhus?”

”No, it's more advanced than that. It's finding the killer's address from all the available geographic details. Of course it's most efficient with serial killers or habitual criminals.”

Trokic chewed on that. ”Is it something we can use right now?”

She shrugged and wiped a crumb off her flowery top. ”I don't know enough about it. It's complicated as hell, actually.”

”But can’t you find out?”

”First of all, I'm busy with Annika's computer. Second, we only have two cases, and that's not much to work with. Third, it involves some pretty tough algorithms.”

”Jasper can step in there.”

Lisa smiled. ”Yeah, maybe. But there's also software on the market with those algorithms, which makes it somewhat easier, no doubt about that. It has to do with entering coordinates on a topographical map, and then the software comes up with probable zones where a killer might live.”

”I think it sounds a little like high-tech humbug,” Trokic said, in his grumpy voice. ”You're sure it works?”

”Absolutely. The FBI uses it a lot these days. It's been used in over five hundred cases with an eighty-five percent success rate.”

”Really?”

”Yes, because even if a killer thinks he’s doing something random, there will be some kind of pattern or logic to it from a geographical point of view. Even if he hasn't thought about it at all. Most of them aren’t that smart anyway.”

”Okay, then. Thanks for dinner, by the way. Can I smoke under the hood?”

”Sure. I'll have one myself. I'm afraid I started smoking again right after Mads was born. It sucks. Jacob is pissed off, I can tell you that much. And it's also not pc.”

She found an ashtray in a cupboard, and they were silent for a while, watching the smoke disappear under the hood.

”Maybe there is something to it,” Trokic said. ”Come to think of it, very few criminals travel farther than they have to.”

”Yeah, exactly. Also, there's a radius around a killer's home where he's not active. They don't rob the nearest bank. You don't kidnap someone too close to your home. Most criminals aren’t that stupid. That means there's an area in between, a buffer zone.”

”But I’m thinking it can't find the killer's address down to the last coordinate?”

”No, but it can—”

”Then what can I do with it?”

”You might happen to know that the killer owns a white Toyota, for example. You could start questioning people who own white Toyotas in the buffer zone. And that goes for anything else. You could even combine it with a psychological profile and then go after certain people in certain areas. Prioritize.”

She smiled. ”That must be interesting for someone like you who talks about budgets all the time. But none of this matters anyway, because I’d have to have the software, and I don't.”

”Can you get your hands on it?”

”It's possible to buy some of it, but it's seriously expensive. The algorithm I mentioned, which is the one best known, is patented, but I know there are other programs maybe just as good. I might be able to get some help from an FBI contact I know from the seminar in Holland.”

”Can you reach him?”

”He teaches criminology at the University of Dublin. As an alternative, he might be able to enter the data and send us the results.”

Trokic stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on the stove. ”I see. You might be able to meet with him and convince him, then?”

”Hey, easy now. I'm working on Annika's computer and her hacking. I can't do everything, can I? Jacob will kill me if I go to Dublin in the middle of everything. And I can't take Mads with me, he’s not old enough.”

”But it's important. You just pack a baby bag, put him in one of those things you tie around your waist—”

”A baby sling,” Lisa said.

”Right, and then off to the airport, and you'll be there before you know it.”

Lisa grinned. ”No. But I'll try to reach him by phone. Hopefully he remembers me and it won't be a problem. How are things with you and Christiane? I hear you two are still together.”

Trokic stuck his cigarettes in his pocket and looked around for his jacket. ”I don't want to talk about it.”

”No, I didn't think you would.”

”So, you'll talk to the guy in Dublin?”

”I will. But first I have to talk to Annika's boyfriend. And the psychiatrist.”

”Perfect. It's a deal.”
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Chapter Thirty

Frederick Riise sat on his much-too-firm mattress and watched a bunch of idiots on the Robinson Expedition trying to launch a raft out to sea. The girls on the television were screaming at the top of their lungs as they struggled to board the ridiculous-looking vessel. Frederick, on the other hand, felt his own efforts had been supremely successful. He was convinced the detective had taken his bait. He remembered the last time they had met, how Trokic had been responsible for Frederick's burns. It was his fault that he now looked like some sort of monster no woman wanted to touch.

But that would all change. In the foreseeable future, he would be back on the street, and he would kill that bastard cop then leave the country. Correction: first he would burn him badly, then kill him. And he had plenty of time to plan exactly how that would happen. It would take a small fortune to get out of the country and live out his dreams, but he’d been smart enough not to spend all his drug money on stupid trivialities like coke or ridiculously expensive things, like most other dealers had done.

Instead he’d hidden it behind the grandfather clock in his childhood home, where his big brother now lived, alone and unaware of the money. All he had to do was pick it up and run. Preferably to an Eastern European country. One of those that didn't keep so much track of their citizens. A place where he could live out his fantasies and where the hookers weren't so picky about their clients. Prostitutes weren't desperate enough in Denmark. Especially the beautiful ones, who had the nerve to laugh at him.

The TV was showing a series of commercials for new products that he wouldn't be able to buy for a while. Not everything he’d told the policeman was a lie. A little respect for the man’s intelligence was in order. There had to be a carrot involved, or else he might not get what he wanted. He had the feeling that the detective was nobody's fool. Frederick didn't care if others ended up in hot water. Everyone had to take care of themselves, and if someone was too stupid to cover their tracks well enough, they were asking for it. Especially sick bastards with a taste for young boys.

He almost wished he could be there when the man was taken down. But first he was going to enjoy the thought of what he’d be able to do to Daniel Trokic himself before too long.
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Chapter Thirty-One

Andreas Meyer was a tall man with intense eyes, long hair, and a hint of stubble. He had a trustworthy manner, and was casually dressed in ragged jeans and a green sweater. He wore a dog tag around his neck. He would undoubtedly have many clients when he finished his psychology studies, Lisa thought.

They sat in a cafe a short walk from the university, in a secluded corner where no one could hear them. The interior was like something out of a 70s American diner; a fucked-up Robert DeNiro from Taxi Driver would have fit in perfectly at one of the other tables. Outside, a steady stream of students walked by under an ominous black sky, and a concrete mixer hummed at a construction site across the street. The cafe was nearly empty. A young blond waitress was texting on her cell phone, frequently casting guilty glances around the room. A stereo was playing ”Sweet Child of Mine,” and the smell of freshly ground coffee hung in the air.

Lisa had been thinking about how to present the case and what information to withhold. Andreas Meyer was still not completely cleared as a suspect, and she could inadvertently come to reveal details to a criminal.

”I thought you’d asked me about everything by now,” Andreas said, after removing his scarf and hanging it over his bag on the chair beside him.

”It's about Annika and her computer. I'm the forensic computer technician examining it.”

”Could you get into it?”

She gave him a brief smile. ”It was tough.”

”Yeah, she used to say her computer was a fort. Not that I would dream of prying into her stuff, but she was pretty protective about it.”

”Do you know why she encrypted it?”

”She always took it with her, no matter where she went. She said she was afraid someone would steal it.”

”And you don't know of any other reasons?”

”No, like what?”

Lisa chewed her lip, hesitated, and then said, ”Did you ever hear her talk about hacking?”

”Only briefly.”

”Okay. The thing is, I can see that Annika has hacked someone else's computer. She's been cyberstalking him intensively for two weeks. Do you know anything about that?”

His surprise seemed genuine; for a moment he even looked shocked. He fiddled with a silver ring on his little finger, a ring with a Celtic design. ”Who?”

”We don't know yet. I need a warrant to find the owner of the IP address.”

”But do you have any idea who it is?”

Lisa paused to consider whether to tell him. She decided to check Andreas's reaction. ”I only know that his name is Gunnar Helbo and that it looks like he’s a psychiatrist. That would make it even more serious, because it means she might have had access to confidential information about patients. She could have read everything on his computer.”

Andreas Meyer's face turned the color of the walls: white.

”So maybe you know who he is?” Lisa asked.

He nodded and looked shocked again. ”Jesus. Yeah, he's one of my professors. He's a psychiatrist. Teaches mental illness.”

”You’re saying he's a professor at the university?”

”Yes. He has his own clinic somewhere downtown. What the hell did she do that for?”

He stared at Lisa, nearly in despair.

”I'm asking you the same question,” she said.

”I have no idea.”

”But did she know who he was?”

Andreas paused to think. ”I might have mentioned him at some point. Yeah, I think I did, I think I complained about him a few times.”

”Is it possible she had a relationship with him before she met you? Or at the same time as you? I'm sorry, but I have to ask.”

Andreas looked away. ”No, not her. She wasn’t like that. I know she was in love with me. I'm sure of it. She got crazy jealous several times.”

Lisa thought about a comment Trokic had made after his visit to Annika's friend Louise. Louise had been convinced that Andreas had something going with the red-headed neighbor. Maybe he wasn't as trustworthy as he seemed.

”What else do you know about this psychiatrist?” she asked.

”He's middle-aged. Between forty and forty-five, I'd say.”

Lisa emptied her coffee cup and pushed it aside on the round table. The waitress at the counter raised an eyebrow, but Lisa shook her head slightly. ”What's he like?”

Andreas got a pained look on his face. ”The type who laughs too loud at his own jokes. Sometimes it’s like he's on the verge of violating patient confidentiality when he describes cases in class. He's also got his eye on some of the girls.”

”But you can't think of any reason why Annika would keep him under surveillance?”

Andreas seemed to be struggling inwardly. The furrow between his eyebrows had deepened, and she caught a glimpse of beads of sweat on his forehead. ”Maybe one of Annika's friends was in therapy with him and wanted to know what he’d written about her?” He sounded desperate.

”She could have asked him herself. Everyone has the right to see what's in their records.”

Lisa chewed on what he’d said for a moment before going on. ”I found some clippings in her drawer, articles about two men who committed suicide independent of each other. One jumped in front of a train, the other off a tall building. Both of them here in Aarhus. Does that ring a bell?”

”No. Annika wasn't interested in things like that. Psychology, I mean. She said she didn't believe in therapy. I don't get it. How could she ... I really don't get it.”

He fell silent and looked down at the table. Lisa suddenly had the feeling that he wasn't telling her everything. When he looked up, his eyes were darting around.

”What are you thinking about?” Lisa said.

”She was kind of quiet here lately. Sometimes it was more like she was scared. Double-checking to make sure the door was locked. I remember her asking me a couple of times if I saw anyone on the stairs. I didn't think much about it at the time. It’s creepy that she was doing this behind my back. I thought we were close, that we told each other everything.”

”You can't know another person one hundred percent,” Lisa said, to ease his mind. ”We all have secrets.”

He looked away again.

”She must have had her reasons,” Lisa said. ”Anyway, I think that's all the questions I have for you, for now.”

After Andreas Meyer left, she leaned back and stared out the window, her head spinning with thoughts. Something wasn't quite right. He’d been extremely upset when they had talked about Gunnar Helbo. Was there a connection between them? Or had he known that Annika had hacked into his computer? It was almost as if he'd been jealous or envious in some way. As if they wanted the same woman. And yet he’d told her that Annika would never cheat on him.

She pulled out her cell phone and listened to a message on her answering machine from one of her colleagues in Copenhagen. She’d asked him to find the address of the photographer who had taken pictures of Frederick Riise's mother in a bathtub. It wasn't good news. Now she would have to call Trokic and tell him that the man who might lead them to her killer lived in a remote village in a developing country in another part of the world.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Thirty-Two

He opened the lid of the breeding tank. They had saved his life in the lake many years ago, he was sure of it, and he still had these specimens. It had taken him many years to select the largest from each batch, and the offspring had grown larger and larger. Now the growth had stabilized. He stroked the side of the tank.

The next batch would be ready in two days. He loved watching them wriggle in their round, light brown cocoons. He’d grown attached to them in a special way. Their bites were like little hungry babies instinctively searching for the nipple. He had watched them many times and was fascinated by this instinct --they seemed to know exactly what to do, even though no one had ever told them or shown them how to survive.

Getting them to breed was no easy task, but he had years of experience by now. They needed a moist place near water, so he had made a dam in the aquarium where they could hatch. There were about thirty leeches in each cocoon, and there were twenty cocoons in the aquarium. Many of them would die immediately after hatching, he had found out. But he would still have enough. He shuddered at the thought of dying like that himself. He was glad he didn't have to watch them feast on their prey.

He kicked a few empty beer cans on the floor, sat down on the couch, and turned on the TV to an episode of Friends. Then he took the first bones out of a small box on the table. Both of them were unblemished and nice looking now that they had been thoroughly cleaned. He’d drilled a tiny hole through them, and when the last bones were done, he would make a necklace for her. Then she would love him even more. Maybe he could even afford to hang them on a gold chain. It would be a beautiful sight, and proof that the women would never return.

But even the little bones didn't give him peace of mind. Fear haunted him constantly. She was still in the tub. He couldn't seem to get himself going. Things were slipping away from him. He couldn't get rid of the woman. He wanted to keep her and feel the excitement repeatedly. Besides, he couldn't hide the body in the usual place now that it was exposed, taken away from him. He would have to dispose of the body in a most unsatisfactory way. A dangerous, risky way.

He got up and went to the computer to check Messenger. Bernard from Colorado wasn't online. He took a sip of his lukewarm beer. They had met in an online community for sadomasochists. He didn't really consider himself a sadist. It wasn't that he was turned on by getting them into the suitcase. It was more the fascination of the dead body that turned him on. But he had found that these people felt as excluded from society as he did. Many in the community had their own skeletons in the closet, and their fantasies were inventive and detailed. Some of them were definitely sick.

Bernard from Colorado was different, like a child preoccupied with a new universe, and sometimes he thought Bernard was trying to imitate him. The American could ask for hours about every detail in the stories he told, and was always there in front of his webcam, listening without judging. His black head tilted slightly, smiled now and then, bowing sadly when something went wrong. He’d told him a lot. A few times Bernard had even made suggestions on what to do with a woman, but his ideas were vague and unimaginative. There was no pressing need in them.

Still, he was a little worried that Bernard knew too much. He had heard of a case where the other person had been a cop. But everything pointed to the fact that Bernard was sitting on the other side of the globe, and they knew very little about each other's lives, despite the intimate details they had shared. He was more worried that Bernard would reject him. Say that he had gone too far, that he, Bernard, hadn’t taken him seriously. For that very reason, he hadn't told Bernard all the details. Especially not about the demon he sometimes saw, even when he wasn't dreaming.

Yet Bernard was one of the best things that had happened to him in years, and he always felt uneasy when the American was away from his computer too long. Even when he knew where he was.

After seeing that Bernard wasn't online, he opened the browser on his computer, found a website that sold bathtubs, and scrolled through the pages. The last one hadn't been perfect. He still had time to change it for the next time. For her sake. He pulled himself together. Tomorrow would be the day. Tomorrow he would go to the basement and haul the woman out of the bathtub.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

”I have this feeling I'm being stampeded here,” said Police Chief Andersen, glaring from one to the other. ”And how did you come up with this?”

The mood was tense. Lisa glanced at Trokic, but he obviously was going to leave it to her to take over. ”The thing is,” she began, ”a few years ago someone took photos of a woman lying in a bathtub filled with blood. The woman was Frederick Riise's mother.”

”From that gruesome case in Mårslet?”

Lisa tied her hair in an elastic band and nodded. ”Exactly. There were supposed to be leeches in the water, but she refused. We suspect that these photos were taken for our killer.”

”Yes, and...?”

”Frederick Riise never met the person who wanted the photos. But he knew the photographer, a man named Conrad Asbjørn.”

”It should be fairly easy to find a man with that name,” Andersen said.

”Well, yes,” Lisa said. ”But the thing is that Conrad Asbjørn was on the verge of being prosecuted for some completely different photos a few years ago. It never got that far because he fled to India. My colleague Martin in Copenhagen knew for sure that Conrad Asbjørn was still somewhere in India, hustling his nasty photos. But unfortunately he couldn't do much about it without the cooperation of the Indian authorities.”

Andersen picked something out from between his teeth. ”And where exactly is this scumbag?”

”A place called Candolim, in Goa,” Lisa said.

The chief squirmed. ”Why don't the Indian police pick him up?”

”Because the Indian authorities refuse to extradite him until Denmark extradites a suspected terrorist they'd like to get their hands on,” Trokic explained. ”And we won't do that because we assume he'll be tortured.”

Andersen scowled at Trokic. ”Yeah, I know the story. As long as they don't get him, they won't lift a finger for us. So what are you two proposing?”

Trokic cleared his throat. ”We send Jasper over there to force it out of him.”

”Really? You think he can do that? Seriously?”

”He'll figure it out.”

Their boss fell silent, twiddling his thumbs one way then the other. One eyebrow shot up in doubt. ”And how long will it take him?”

”With a quick trip to the embassy for a visa, one change of flight, a taxi ride ... he could be back in a couple of days.”

Karsten licked his lips and glanced between them again. ”That's optimistic. But you know what? Now that I think about it, maybe you should go yourself, Trokic. A little change of scenery would do you good, and I've heard that India is good for getting in touch with yourself. Even if it's just for a few days, it might help with this temper of yours, and it's--”

”But I can't.” Trokic snorted. ”I'm not going to India, you've got to be kidding me.”

”I think it's a great idea,” Andersen said.

”But I have to do the budget for December. You said so yourself.”

”It's okay. Have one of the girls make a flight reservation.” He made a waving gesture. ”Goodbye, now get out of here.”

”The meeting went pretty well, don't you think?” Lisa said as they walked down the hall.

”That depends on your point of view. Guess I'll go home and pack.”

”Don't forget your mosquito net, and stay away from fresh water. Those places are full of parasites. Our leeches are nothing compared to them.”

”Don't worry.” Suddenly Trokic looked pale. ”I won't even step in a puddle.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four

Lisa and Jasper opened the door to the clinic and stepped directly into a waiting room. She had arranged an unexpected visit and brought Jasper along in case things turned unpleasant. If Gunnar Helbo was somehow involved in their case, it might be necessary to confiscate his computer before he could delete any content. Lisa didn't want to put herself in a situation where she had to deal with an aggressive man alone. People could be pretty hot-tempered about their computers, she’d found out.

”It should be here,” Lisa said.

”I'll let you do the talking,” Jasper said, unzipping his blue windbreaker a bit.

”Yep.”

A young woman in a faded pink sweater sat in a chair staring at them blankly. She said nothing.

”I think we should wait to confront him until he finishes with this patient,” Lisa whispered. ”No need to shock anyone or mess anything up. Let's wait until he comes out.”

Lisa had something in common with her boss. Trokic, who at the moment was securely seated on a flight to India, wasn't fond of therapists or anyone who looked anything like one, and neither was she. Not only was she uncomfortable talking to them; she also didn’t trust them. She didn't have much faith in all that claptrap about childhood trauma.

Five minutes later a nervous-looking older woman came out of the consultation room, followed by a man with a confident look on his face.

”Miranda,” he said, looking at the young woman. ”It's your—”

”Gunnar Helbo? We're from the police,” Lisa said. ”We’d like to have a little chat with you.”

He looked startled as he stared at her and formed a tentative smile. Lisa saw no reason for Andreas to be jealous of this man with his high temples, protruding eyes, and short legs. Gunnar Helbo was no handsome man. ”Police? What about?”

”I think we'd better talk in your office,” Jasper said.

”I see. That serious, is it. Well, come in then.”

He gave the young woman an apologetic look and added, ”This won't take long.”

They were led into the consultation room and seated on wooden chairs so hard that Lisa suspected the doctor didn't want his patients to linger. Two large colorful oil paintings of a sunset over a lighthouse and a moose on a mountain hung on the wall. Paintings that in no way fit the psychiatrist's age, she thought. His desk was cleared off except for a medical dictionary, some Post-it notes, and a cup of pens. The blinds covering the two large windows were dusty, and a faint smell of smoke followed the psychiatrist as he walked past. Her thoughts turned to all the things she’d read about him on Annika's computer. His visits to various websites, a text for a PowerPoint presentation at the university, raunchy messages on Dating.dk and Messenger, as well as a lot of e-mails to colleagues and occasionally a patient.

”We know that your computer has been hacked,” she said after introducing themselves.

He frowned. ”What are you talking about? I haven't noticed anything unusual on my PC, and it has both a firewall and all the other security measures required in the health sector these days. It's the Danish Data Protection Agency, you know. Confidential journals.”

”Sometimes it's just not enough,” Lisa said, toes curling at the thought of all those copies of patient journals now on a Russian server. ”This is a murder investigation.” She gave him a quick overview of the case.

”This has nothing to do with me, and you're not so much as touching my computer in any way. Patient confidentiality, like I said.”

”We're not asking you to give us the journals,” Jasper snapped. ”Just consider why a woman who turned up dead would be interested in your computer. If you don't cooperate, I’m going to make your life a lot more difficult.”

Gunnar Helbo heaved a long and heavy sigh on the other side of the table. ”Okay, let me just check if I ever had either of the two women in therapy. Please give me their full names.”

Lisa gave him the names, and the doctor turned his chair toward the large screen and typed them in with two stiff fingers. Lisa leaned forward to read, but the print was too small.

”Nothing here, sorry,” the psychiatrist said. ”I don't know why that woman was snooping around, but she was the one who committed a crime, not me.”

After a pause, Lisa continued. ”Can you tell me where you were on April 14th and August 28th of this year?”

Gunnar snorted. ”Who remembers anything that far back?”

”Your calendar maybe? You'd better check it, since we're talking about an alibi for murder.”

”But what makes you think I'm involved? I don't know these women at all. This is just outlandish. This woman must have me confused with someone else.”

They stared at him in silence. Finally he sighed again and opened his desk drawer, took out a calendar, and started flipping through it.

”April 14th. Well, what do you know? I went to my cousin's wedding in Copenhagen. Fifty-something guests will attest to that. And August 28...” He flipped further on. ”I was at a concert in connection with the festival here.”

”Can anyone confirm that?” Jasper asked.

”No. I went out alone, and I came home alone. But I’d think an alibi for one of those nights would be enough. I mean, you think the same guy killed both women, don't you?”

”Maybe,” Lisa said.

Back on the street, Lisa felt tired. ”I don't get it. Why did she hack that computer?”

”That I can't tell you,” Jasper said.

”I sure as hell hope Trokic finds something interesting in India. This business with Gunnar is going nowhere.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five

After landing at four in the morning on a small airstrip that supposedly was Goa's international airport, Trokic couldn't decide whether it was day or night. But time differences and daylight savings time always messed with his head. When he stepped off the plane and the air blasted him like a hair dryer on max, his mood was so bad that he couldn’t imagine getting anything out of Conrad Asbjørn without beating him up. If he could find him at all.

He rolled his suitcase out in front of the terminal, ignored the advice from the guy beside him on the plane by accepting brochures about a waterfall and a spice plantation, and let a tiny, eager Indian take care of his luggage. Five meters later the man stopped in front of a taxi and demanded what was probably an entire day's pay for him. Trokic was too tired to protest. He plopped into the taxi.

He awoke a few hours later to what sounded like a local chicken farm passing by the hotel, with high-pitched cackles streaming through the open window. Still unable to nail down the time here in his new reality, he staggered out onto the balcony to view his destination. A nightmare of honking busses, scooters, cows, and cars had overtaken what only a few hours earlier had been a quiet street. Garbage was strewn everywhere, and a small pack of dogs barely avoided a diesel-spewing bus. At the street corner a group of young Indian men were loudly discussing something in front of an Internet cafe, and an elderly woman scurried among them, sweeping at their feet. Suddenly finding Conrad Asbjørn seemed an insurmountable task. Besides, it was almost too hot to move.

If the police chief had known that the address Lisa’s Copenhagen pals had was five years old, Trokic would probably still be in Denmark. More Danish police money was squandered when he forgot the next piece of advice and didn't agree on a fare with the taxi driver before they set off for Candolim, which according to the map was a small town about ten kilometers away. A landscape of trees and rice fields fluttered past him as the taxi driver deftly swerved around all sorts of objects on the road, whether they were supposed to be there or not.

”An old Portuguese colony,” the cabbie called over the din of diesel. ”First time here?”

The tourist gab continued.

So this was the country where Christiane had spent the most of a year working in a small hospital. He now respected how she had navigated this mess for so long, earning nothing but experience and a little pocket money. She even seemed to have thrived here; she still spoke with great joy of India and her British and Indian colleagues. The taxi driver cheerfully spun the tale of the legend of Parashurama, who created the land with the help of a sea god, and explained that the geological development of the area supported this legend. Trokic listened with half an ear; he was preparing for what was to come.

They stopped in front of a large pink house built in the Portuguese architectural style that seemed to dominate the area. A few palm trees sizzled in the wind, and three chattering birds took off from the lawn in front of the house as he got out of the cab.

”Wait here,” he told the cabbie, handing him the first installment of a day's pay. Then he walked over to the gate and rang the doorbell. The size of the two-story house alone indicated that Conrad Asbjørn had money, and Trokic felt nauseous thinking about how he had earned it. For a moment he considered jumping over the wall and setting fire to the place, but then he regained his composure. Indian prisons were said to be less than comfy.

Several minutes passed before an old Indian man with a small black hat stepped out of the door and hurried down the path to the gate. ”How can I help you?” he said in a friendly manner.

”I'm looking for Conrad Asbjørn.”

”Mr. Asbjørn is not here. May I ask who is visiting him?”

”I'm from Denmark. I'm looking for a photographer to help me with some pictures.”

The man cocked his head and tried to look important. ”Mr. Asbjørn is a very famous fashion photographer. He is a busy man.”

He looked sincere and probably had no idea what kind of photos his master was working with on Photoshop.

”And where can I find Mr. Asbjørn?” Trokic asked.

”He is at an important photo shoot on the beach. I cannot say when he will be back. Maybe tomorrow.”

That wasn't good enough.

”I'll be back,” Trokic said.

The Indian butler nodded, apologized again, turned, and walked toward a small outbuilding. But Trokic couldn't bring himself to leave. There must be entire libraries of images on the photographer's computer. Could he just leave it there? Go back to Denmark, knowing he could have done something to eliminate some of the illegal, perverted photos out there? He groaned softly, then rang the doorbell again. When the Indian returned, Trokic stepped inside.

”What is this?” The Indian looked surprised.

”I want to take a look inside the house.”

”I will call the police,” the man yelled, pulling out a huge cell phone that looked like a museum piece.

”I am the police, and your master has done something illegal. I'm just going to look, I'm not taking anything.” He brought out 200 euros, hoping it would be a lot to the man.

The Indian was not impressed. ”I will lose my job,” he almost shouted.

”He won't know I was here,” Trokic lied, trying to think of the photographer's victims instead of a homeless Indian family.

”I will lose my job,” he repeated, the whites of his eyes growing larger. ”I have a large family.”

Trokic thought, sighed, and reached into his pocket for his new smartphone. The thought of giving it away already hurt. He took out the SIM card and held the phone up. ”How about now?”

That seemed to make the man forget everything about providing for his wife and children. He pulled the key to the house out of his pocket and handed it to him with one hand while reaching for the phone with the other.

Trokic entered the house and easily found the office. It was furnished with a desk made of a dark wood, a large leather chair, and a shelf filled with CDs. He took out all the disks one by one and scratched them all over with a coin. Then he put them back in their covers. When this tedious work was done, he turned his attention to the laptop. He considered his options. Throwing it on the floor would hardly destroy the hard drive, which was hidden behind plastic and screws. Water wasn't a great idea either. He looked around but couldn't find anything to ruin the machine. Then he unplugged the cable, tucked the laptop under his arm, and walked out of the office. But what could he do with it? Throw it in the river and hope no one fished it out? He went into the kitchen, found a small flat knife in a drawer, and started removing the screws. A few minutes later, he held the hard drive in his hand. Then he opened the microwave, laid the RAM inside, and set the button to maximum power and longest time. To give the butler a chance to keep his job for a while, he put the screws back and returned the laptop to the office. Meanwhile the microwave was protesting wildly.

As he climbed into the back seat of the taxi, hard drive in hand, the taxi driver was reading a newspaper. Seemingly unaffected by the strange situation, he simply asked, ”Where to?”

”To the beach. I need to find a man.”

”There are beaches everywhere. Are we talking about a good man or a bad man?”

”Definitely a bad man.”

”Then I know where to start.”

”Perfect. And I brought him a gift.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six

Dublin was one of Lisa's favorite places, and she regretted not being there or in Goa, but at the same time she was glad to not have to fly. Travel was tiring, and she was already exhausted from lack of sleep.

Sean Kilkenny didn't answer until the third time she called. First and foremost he had access to a geographic profiling tool, that was her primary focus. But earlier he had mentioned a CD containing most of his course’s teaching material. Thousands of pages. She had become ambitious and wanted that too. She remembered exactly what he looked like. He was extremely tall and had to duck when he walked through a door. With his black curly hair, small glasses, and goatee, he looked more like a professor than a cop.

”You're back at work already,” he said, after they’d greeted each other. ”You just had a baby, didn't you?”

”Yes. But that was half a year ago. What about you?”

”Soon. The wife is pregnant.”

”Congratulations,” she said.

”Thanks. I doubt you called to talk about family, though.”

”No, you're right. I’d like to get my hands on that geographic profiling tool, to use on a current case.”

He sighed. ”I can't give you a copy, and it would be too much for me to enter all your data into our system. I just don't have the time, since I’m teaching here for another month. But maybe I can help you another way.”

”And how’s that?”

”I know the guy who developed the software. I can get him to give you a demo, which you can use on this case. Then you can buy it if you think it pays off. That way everybody's happy.”

”That would be perfect. Thank you so much.”

”No problem, glad I can help. As I recall, your computer forensics team in Copenhagen helped us a lot in some big child molester cases. In fact, your name has come up several times.”

”Yeah, I'm sure it has. It's been years since I worked there, though.”

”I remember you telling me that. How is it in Denmark? Aarhus is not that big, is it? About three hundred thousand, I think you wrote. Not much going on, is there?”

”We have some homicides of course, but usually there's a couple of years between the really nasty cases where we don't know the killer’s identity. Most cases are second-degree manslaughter, fights that get out of hand. The usual domestic violence. Jealousy murders. Serial killers are rare.”

”You must be good at catching them the first time.”

”Not always, but it's hard to hide in Denmark. Everyone is registered with a social security number, and you can’t easily change your identity or move to another country. So, no ... usually they don't get very far or turn into serial-anythings.”

After a moment of silence, he said, ”I'm curious why a nice girl like you can be interested in working on some of the worst stuff out there? You seem determined to specialize in psychological profiling. In the Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico, people go down all the time. They leave the unit, get bleeding ulcers, lose weight. You just had a baby. Doesn't all that get to you?”

”I get what you mean,” she said, ”but as you just mentioned, I worked for the National Police Computer Forensics Unit years ago. We were a small group that went after child molesters on the internet.”

”The one that worked internationally?” he asked.

”Yes, exactly. So very much of the day was spent studying photographic material to locate where in the world the assaults had taken place. Looking at all those pictures every day was too much for me. That was one of the reasons I decided to move to Aarhus.”

”But how did you end up doing it in the first place?”

”I'm good with computers, and I already knew a lot about encryption and other ways pedophiles cover their tracks. So I was kind of pushed into it. At first I just took a deep breath and did my job, but eventually it made me sick.”

”That’s understandable.”

”You know, this may sound cynical, but it’s easier for me to read cases about people who have been killed than about kids who have been molested.”

He chewed on that for a while. ”I guess you're right. Anyway, I hope you can use the software on your case.”

”It's one of the biggest cases in Aarhus in recent years, and we may be dealing with a serial killer. I just came back from maternity leave, and straight into the fire I go.”

She could hear him smile. ”A real female cop, huh? Tell me about the case.”

”We found two bodies. Women. They were hidden in suitcases under a pile of rocks. They'd been killed a few months apart, so one was more or less skeletonized, the other less so.”

”Suitcases? Interesting. We've seen that a few times. It's hard to get people into one of those. How were they killed?”

”We're not sure. They were all broken up with a hammer.”

”We've seen that too.”

”Yes, not uncommon. But one of the women had some skin left, and it was filled with leech bites.”

”Really?”

”Really. Sounds crazy, doesn't it? Must be the first time in history for something like that.”

”Damn, that's gross,” he said. ”Listen. I'm going to send you a thumb drive with the teaching material now, then I'll make sure you get a demo of the geographic tool tonight or tomorrow morning. I need to talk to them first, and then you can download it from their server.”

”You are a sweetheart. I'm so grateful, thank you.”

”I'm glad I could help.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven

The taxi driver stopped behind a rickshaw on the main street and pointed to a row of buildings with bars, restaurants, and nightclubs. ”Try in there,” he said. ”Lots of bad people. I'll wait.”

Trokic got out of the cab and was hit by the stink of cow dung in the street. The culprit, a skinny, white cow, was standing a few meters away, flicking flies with her tail. Trokic's T-shirt was soaked with sweat, and the dust in the air clung to his skin. He was in the area where hippies had settled in the 70s, leaving behind an underground culture. But the marijuana and guitars seemed to have been replaced by ecstasy, neon, and techno music. Many of the young people on the street looked stoned. A small pack of dogs followed him down the street. They didn't look like the typical skinny, rabid, flea-ridden street dogs he'd been warned about. The creatures looked exceptionally well-nourished, probably living off restaurant scraps. A couple of kids begged for money, and he gave them double what they asked for. Now that Denmark had cut back on foreign aid, he was sure the chief wouldn't mind contributing a little extra.

He checked his watch. He had five hours before he needed to be at the airport. The first bar he walked into had a high ceiling, a bar made of large wooden planks, tall bar stools covered in yellow leather, and a row of small tables made of the same kind of hardwood he’d noticed in the photographer's office.

”I'm looking for Conrad Asbjørn,” he said to the pale man behind the bar. ”A Dane,” he added, hoping that would make it easier.

But the bartender just shrugged and continued polishing the glass in his hand. ”Try next door, lots of Scandinavians in there,” he said, with a Scottish accent.

In the next bar they’d heard about Asbjørn. A drunk Norwegian who looked about to fall off his bar stool said, ”Oh, Conrad, my friend. He was just here yesterday. I think he should meet other friends on the beach, at a bar called the Anjuna Sun.”

Conrad Asbjørn did nothing to improve Denmark’s image abroad. He and two Brits were sitting at a rickety table, toasting each other with huge mugs of lager. He was red as a lobster and sumo-sized, definitely on the wrong side of one hundred fifty kilos, Trokic guessed. His worn, sand-colored tropical clothes clung to his rolls of fat, and he had large sweat patches on his back. His face was spongy and puffy. He emptied his glass, burped, and said, ”Jesus H. Christ, that hit the spot.”

Trokic wiped the sweat from his brow. His hair was soaked. ”Conrad Asbjørn?”

”Who are you?”

”My name is Daniel Trokic, I work for the East Jutland Police in Aarhus. I'm here to talk to you about some photos you took a few years ago.”

Conrad snorted contemptuously. ”Fuck off, asshole. I'm not talking about work right now, I'm partying here with my buddies. I've taken a million pictures for a thousand clients. I don't remember anything.”

Trokic switched to English to pressure Conrad, who may not have informed his pals of his activities. ”The Danish police are looking for you in connection with some very nasty pictures. I would appreciate a little cooperation, or do I need to remind you of the nature of these photographs?”

The two Brits stared at their friend in horror. Then one of them pushed back his chair. ”I have a meeting to get to. Talk to you later, Conrad.”

Then he was out the door, the other man following like a shadow. Trokic took the opportunity to sit down across from the photographer.

”You bastard.” Conrad spat and stared at his empty glass.

”Oh yeah.” Trokic smiled. ”But let's skip the small talk. This is about a case where you took pictures of a woman in a bathtub. There were supposed to be leeches in the water, but the model, or whatever we call her, didn't want them. I need information on your client.”

The lobster color immediately disappeared from Conrad's face, and his eyes went dark with fear. ”I don't know anything about that shit.”

”I know you do,” Trokic said, in a voice that sounded more patient than he really was. ”The model's son, Frederick, told us you took those pictures. Unfortunately he couldn't tell me who wanted them. You're going to.”

”And then what? Get killed by that sick bastard? You just found me. If you can, so can he.”

”C’mon, it can't be that bad,” Trokic said, disgusted by him. ”It's just one name.”

”Discretion is a virtue in this business. That's what I get paid for. Do you think I get paid for taking pictures like this, when anyone can do it with a digital camera? No, it's about having the right contacts, and being an expert at editing the images so they can't be traced. I can change the color of people's hair, remove electrical sockets from walls, look for all the little things that make a child molester look bad. If I rat out a client, the rumor spreads, and I'm finished.”

A drop of sweat rolled down Conrad's cheek, and in a split second the huge body was energized. His chair screeched as he shot to his feet, and he grabbed the edge of the heavy wooden table between them and tipped it over onto Trokic. Trokic's chair tilted backward, and he felt a sharp pain when he hit the floor. The chair, two half-full beer glasses, and an ashtray fell on him. A foul smell spread through the room.

”What the fuck,” shouted the Indian bartender, gaping at the scene.

Trokic reached into his bag and pulled out the hard drive from a prone position. ”You might be interested in this,” he yelled at Conrad, who was about to run.

Conrad stopped and stared. ”What's that?”

”The hard drive from your laptop.”

”No.”

”Yes. Now give me the damn name, or I'll make sure this hurts you a lot worse.”

A troubled, whimpering expression now covered Conrad's face. ”His name was Gunnar. The pervert's name was Gunnar Helbo. He was a psychiatrist in Aarhus.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

As soon as he entered the basement with a sledgehammer in his hand, he sensed that something was wrong. There should have been an overpowering stench by now. He should have moved her to the coalfield or some other isolated place like the rest of them while they went through the first stage. The phase that made them small so he could get them into the suitcase. A stage he would have to skip now since the coalfield was no longer an option and he didn't know of any other suitable places. He’d hesitated long enough. He took the last step and opened the door to the room with the tub and saw that her head was turned the other way. He suddenly got a sinking feeling in his stomach. Who did this? Did he do it on his last visit to the basement? One of those times when he had...

He walked quietly to the bathtub and looked at her. Her breath made small ripples in the red water, and there was a slight color in her cheeks. Somehow she had survived. The wounds must have closed, and her body had begun to produce new blood. And during that time, she’d been in a light coma. He shuddered at the thought. She could have woken up while he was with her.

He turned white as a sheet when he realized what he had to do. It was one thing to help her die indirectly, but this was something entirely different. He felt sick to his stomach. But the new suitcase was already waiting for him. His heart pounded as he lifted the sledgehammer and sent it straight for her head. And in that split second before it hit her skull, she opened her eyes. Opened them wide and screamed.

”No.”

His shock threw him off, and he heard the crunch of bone when the sledgehammer crushed her jaw. How could she still be alive? Why hadn't the leeches worked as usual? An abysmal horror struck him. Everything was all wrong, not at all the way it should be. The thought of her being alive while he’d been standing there enjoying the sight made him nauseous and full of hate. Her body was writhing in the tub, and she was screaming. It sounded like she was saying ”Help” and something like ”Siiiine”.

Signe.

He didn't want to remember her name. And there was too much blood. It had to be clean and simple. Sweat broke out on his forehead as he raised the sledgehammer again. This time he hit the bullseye, and the room fell silent.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine

Jasper picked Trokic up at the airport bus stop and handed him a cup of coffee from 7-Eleven. Trokic was pretty sure he looked like someone who had been dragged all the way across India. He watched the busy crowd outside the station moving in two directions, in and out of the main entrance. This was the city’s crossroads, its heart that continued down the pedestrian street and ended at the cathedral. A swarm of people, taxis, cars, and yellow busses.

Jasper was in a radiant mood. ”It's fantastic, you finding out about the psychiatrist ordering the pictures,” he said. ”He must be the killer. Somehow these women turn him on, and he wants to see them bathed in blood. And Annika hacking into his computer links them. Maybe she found out he was stalking her, and she hacked him to find out why. He must have had the photos taken to help him find the perfect setup. How sick is that? And a psychiatrist! It's grotesque.”

Trokic nodded and yawned. He couldn't think straight, and it was difficult for him to follow Jasper's reasoning. ”But what about the African angle?”

Jasper threw up his hands. ”Maybe this guy is fascinated with Africa. Maybe he spent some time there. Or maybe he was just trying to bring some false evidence into the picture. Inspired by Katrine's work. That would be damn cunning.”

”I’m looking forward to hearing his story when we get our hands on him,” Trokic said. ”And I'd also like to see his leech farm.”

”Well, the problem is,” Jasper said, ”we haven't found him yet. Or the leeches either. It's like he's vanished from the face of the earth. We had no problem getting a search warrant, but it's been useless. We've been to his office, his apartment, talked to his colleagues, and so on. Maybe he was tipped off by Conrad Asbjørn before you could contact us, thanks to you giving away your phone. And then he ran.”

Trokic snorted at the accusation. ”It cost me five minutes max, I called you as soon as I found another phone. We’ll keep searching, we have to catch this guy. Now.”

”How about releasing a description of him to the media?” Jasper asked.

”If for some reason Conrad gave me his name for revenge, we run the risk of all his patients panicking when they suddenly believe their doctor is a serial killer. Let's hunt him down without involving the press for now.”

Trokic thought of all the times they had wrongly detained people for days or weeks. They were badly shaken when they left the city jail, and sometimes family and friends turned their backs on them. But the police could hardly avoid it, and if they had a strong suspicion, it was better to be wrong once too often than to have a killer on the streets. They would have to arrest Gunnar when they found him. Letting the press start a manhunt, though, could wait for now.

”And what could his motive have been?” he continued.

”That’s what we have to find out,” Jasper said. ”An obsession with women with exactly that color of hair.”

”Maybe it doesn't matter right now. By the way, wasn't this where Annika was last seen? Right here in front of the station?” Trokic asked.

”Yeah, around here. And Katrine's cell phone went dead somewhere near the harbor. He probably threw it in the water.”

”So both victims lived within half a mile of the psychiatrist's office,” Trokic said, blowing on his coffee.

”Maybe Lisa can confirm our theories with her geographic tool.”

Trokic wiped his eyes. ”Noted. And in the meantime we can start building our case and try to figure out his MO. What else do we have that could lead us to him? There was a footprint and a hair on the blanket, do we know anything more about that?”

Jasper sighed. ”No, we didn't find any shoes in his apartment that matched, but we have a DNA profile taken from the hair on the blanket, and hopefully it will be a match when we get him.”

”What I don't understand is how a person can get away with snatching these women off the street, right here in the middle of town,” Trokic asked.

”It's probably not all that hard. A split second and she's in the car. Or he lured her.”

They stared into the crowd. Trokic drank the rest of his coffee and threw the paper cup in the nearest trash can. ”Neither of these two women was naive or in any way easy to fool.”

He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it. ”What could convince a woman to follow along?”

Jasper zipped up his jacket and shivered in the cold. ”Hard to say. Maybe pretending to be hurt? Something like Ted Bundy. Put your arm in a cast, drop a bunch of books, ask the woman to help you get them into your car.”

A pale, restless man wearing worn-out shoes and a jacket that was far too light held out a magazine for the homeless to passersby. Few noticed him.

”What places in the center of the city are deserted late at night?” Jasper asked.

”The botanical gardens, other parks, the university campus, the harbor, parking lots.”

Jasper's cell phone rang. He looked at the display, then handed it to Trokic.

”Yes?” Trokic asked.

It was the duty officer. His voice was neutral as usual. The guy couldn’t be accused of getting overly excited. ”A daycare center found some clothes in a bag on the ground in the forest, in Riiskov. I thought you'd like to know.”

”Something to do with our case?” Trokic asked.

”I think so. It's some women's clothes stained with blood. They're waiting for you there.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Forty

Horror was etched on the faces of the two teachers guarding their discovery in the forest. The autumn light fell softly between the leaves, sending waves of musty odor toward them.

They were in a deserted part of Riiskov, off the many paths, where the trees, bushes, and plants grew a bit wilder. It was a recreational forest, planted, unlike the deep and often deserted forests on the other side of town, where years ago they had found the body of a young woman with her throat slit. That case had almost cost both Trokic and his best friend their lives. It felt like an eternity ago.

The kids on the trip had been led away by other teachers, leaving only these two agitated people standing in front of him - a man and a woman around thirty years old, each with a bag at their feet.

”Thank God someone finally showed up,” the woman shrieked. She threw out her arms dramatically. ”Did it have to take this long? Do you have any idea what it's been like waiting here with these blood-stained clothes?”

”We're aware of that,” Jasper said, ”but it takes about ten minutes to get here from downtown...”

”But what if the killer had come back?” The woman was getting more worked up by the second. ”What could we have done? The kids were freaked out.”

”Just relax, everything's going to be fine,” Trokic said, a little annoyed. No children had been hurt, and the forest was small. He identified himself and ignored the rest of the teacher's outburst; he was hardly responsible for how long it had taken to get there.

He looked around the area in front of them and sighed. The place was trampled down, plants were flattened, and he could see at least five different shoe prints in the loose soil. Someone had left an empty milk bottle a few feet away, and a piece of old chewing gum lay at his feet.

But there was also a black bag pulled halfway up out of the ground, with some clothes sticking out. A light dress with a flowered pattern and a green ruffled blouse. Both were covered with huge brown stains. Blood, there was no doubt about that. Trokic was certain the clothes belonged to the victims. He’d already spent countless hours poring over drawings and photos of the clothes the victims had worn on the day they disappeared. Now it was all right in front of him.

”Just a few questions,” Jasper said. He was every bit as annoyed as Trokic about how possible evidence at the scene had been wiped out. ”Then you can go home. First, how did you find these clothes?”

The woman did the talking. As if she had read their minds, she sounded a bit defensive. ”We’re from the Pegasus Daycare Center, we bring the children here a lot and talk about the plants and insects. That's what we were doing today, and right before lunch, Matthias went to ...  to pee beside the trees. He saw a corner of the bag, and because he’s so curious, he started to pull it out.”

Trokic looked at the clothes, and for a moment the victims came alive again. Was this how Gunnar Helbo had felt? But why hadn't he just kept the clothes where he lived? Was something or someone making that impossible? As far as he knew, the psychiatrist lived alone.

”How often do people come here?” Jasper asked.

”Not that many people wander off the paths. Not a whole lot on the paths over there either. But if you go a few hundred meters in the other direction, you'll see a lot of people walking their dogs and mountain biking. That's why we like it here. Nobody bothers us and vice versa. People have a low tolerance when it comes to kids, and we don't want any complaints from others in the forest.”

”Okay,” Trokic said. ”There's been a lot of trampling around here. We'll have to take some sole prints from you later to compare with the ones here.”

The woman shrugged. ”Can we go now?”

After the two teachers left, the techs appeared and took charge. Jasper and Trokic slowly trudged back to the car. The wind had died down the last few days, but some of the big old trees still creaked ominously.

”This is sacred to him,” Jasper muttered. ”Maybe not the place itself, but the clothes. It's like he hid them to come back for them later. At first I wondered why he didn't hide them in one of the bigger forests south of town, but maybe this is closer to where he lives, easier to visit. I think he might live nearby.”

”I agree,” Trokic said.

They got into Trokic's Honda Civic, backed up in the parking lot, and headed back to the station. The trees cast shadows on the empty road.

”He wants to relive the kill,” Jasper said, pushing back the passenger seat. ”Doing this and that with the clothes.”

”That’s not something I care to dwell on too much,” Trokic said.

”But if Gunnar Helbo is the killer, and he comes here to ... whatever he does, then maybe we could just sit and wait for him to show up?” Jasper suggested. ”We could put together a surveillance team.”

”We can't have detectives running around, he'll smell us far away. He probably knows we're onto him by now, from our officers swarming around his home and office and such.”

”Maybe a woman could walk the trails?”

”C’mon, Jasper, do you want to use one of our female detectives as bait?”

”No.”

Trokic sighed. ”You can't see shit in here most of the day this time of year either.”

”But maybe some infrared equipment. Don't we have any?”

”I have no idea,” Trokic said. ”We'll have to talk about it when we get back to the station. It would take at least six people to cover the area around the clock. We don't have the resources for that. And again, I think he'd smell us out. Just a single broken leaf.”

”We could put up a camera?”

”The light in here is lousy, and it would have to register movement in both twilight and darkness. But I suppose we could ask the techs.”

They were silent for a moment, then Trokic said, ”No matter what, this is an important discovery. I'm curious as hell to see what these clothes might tell us. Who knows, maybe they'll hold all the answers.”

”Optimistic today, are we,” Jasper said. ”Funny, that's not how I'd normally describe you based on past history.”

Trokic snorted something inaudible, then he opened the glove compartment and fished around for a CD. Jasper's cell phone rang. He listened, said yes and no a few times in a surprised tone of voice, then ended the call.

”That was one of the techs,” he said.

”Yeah?”

”There are more clothes than they expected.”

”What do you mean?” Trokic replaced the Rammstein CD with one from Nickelback.

”They found three sets of clothes.”

A long pause followed.

”What do we do?” Jasper asked. ”I mean, whose clothes can they be? There aren’t any other missing women.”

Trokic stared out the window for a long time. ”It could be someone who hasn't been reported missing yet.”

”Don't you think it's time we let the press help us find Gunnar Helbo? If his patients freak out, too bad.”

Trokic shook his head. ”If he's holding a victim captive, we run the risk that he'll panic and kill her. He must know we're trying to track him down. Damn. I'm half dead after that flight, and I need a drink right now. I think we should go back to my place and open a bottle of red wine.”

”But what about the report?”

”That’ll have to wait. It's physically impossible for me right now. It's a nightmare thinking there might be another woman out there.”

He turned and headed for Holme, for his house and red wine. They drove in silence as the streetlights flickered by, both of them digesting the new information. Finally they pulled into the driveway. Trokic turned off the car and got out. ”Come to think of it, I might still have a bottle of vodka from my last trip to Zagreb. It's not bad. Let's go for that instead.”

”Yeah, fuck the headache,” Jasper agreed.

”Now we can just sit around and wait.”

”For what?”

”A suitcase.”
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Chapter Forty-One

They found the owner of the third set of clothes the next morning, behind a dumpster at a rest stop. The entire area and part of the field behind it were cordoned off. Trokic couldn't see how far the barrier tape stretched, due to the thick, claustrophobic fog that had enveloped much of Eastern Jutland that morning. He shivered. There was something eerie about being so close to a crime and not knowing what might be hiding in the fog. Maybe the killer was still around, keeping an eye on them. Now and then he caught a glimpse of the outlines of trees and a white building with toilets as the pale fog drifted by.

Trokic and Jasper had arrived just after eight in the morning, both with headaches. Jasper had slept on the couch, and he looked disheveled and unshaven. Trokic was still not even close to being recovered from his trip to India.

He sighed, pulled a cigarette from the pack in his pocket, and tried to ignore his hangover and discomfort. ”The duty officer just told me the woman’s name is probably Signe Hansen,” he told Jasper. ”She was studying law. A classmate called us last night and reported her missing. According to her mother, she didn't show up for the mother’s birthday a few days ago. The two of them didn't get along, as I understood it, so her mother just thought Signe was a no-show.”

There wasn't a single clue as to why Signe had become the next victim. Sia came over and pulled down his mask. He wore thick glasses that Trokic hadn't seen before. They fogged up in the damp. He nodded in the direction of Trokic's cigarette. ”Put it out, right now. We don't want your DNA contaminating the crime scene.”

”It's a rest stop, damn it. There's three thousand cigarette butts lying around.”

”I don’t care,” Sia snapped. ”Just keep away with that cigarette.”

Trokic stubbed it out on the asphalt.

Sia said, ”The victim is over here behind the dumpster. Follow me.”

They walked over, and Sia pulled a thick pine branch aside. There was a strong smell of resin, mold, and rotting garbage. Visibility was so poor that Trokic could only see a few meters into the fog. The photographer had probably been furious, trying to capture the scene through a gray curtain of fog.

But there she was, Signe Hansen, only halfway into a suitcase, her arms over the edges, battered beyond recognition. Fear was imprinted on her fine, young facial features, as if she’d seen something terrible the moment before she died. There was nothing peaceful about her death. Had she seen the leeches? Was that what had terrified her? Torben Bach had said it didn't hurt to be bitten by a leech, or even many of them. But couldn't the shock itself scare someone to death?

Her chestnut hair lay in a fan around her face. It had lost all its shine. Even from a distance he could make out all the small leech bites. Rage seeped through him. Every available officer had been in on the search, and still they hadn’t found Gunnar Helbo. They hadn’t been able to save her. He was way ahead of them for the time being. Trokic hoped the man had screwed up this time and left more evidence behind. They needed help to find the actual crime scene. The place where he had killed them. Where the leeches were.

Torben Bach was crouched down by the body, examining it thoroughly.

Jasper pulled his jacket tighter around his body. ”It’s not like we're surprised, since we found her clothes yesterday. It’s creepy here, can’t see a damn thing. Who found her?”

”A Polish truck driver,” Trokic said. “He almost tripped over the body after he pulled in and stopped.”

”But she's lying behind the dumpster. What was he doing there?”

Trokic shrugged. ”Maybe he had to piss. As I understand it, he won't be much help. The distress call was an incomprehensible and hysterical mix of English, German, and Polish. No verbal genius, they said.”

Jasper rubbed his eyes and yawned. ”Where is he now, our Polish friend? Has anyone questioned him? He might have seen something. Maybe he spent the night here at the rest stop.”

”No, we’re not going to get anything more out of him. It looks like he was seriously scared and desperate to get out of here. He backed his truck into that streetlight over there. It’s scary how bad a driver you can be and still be a truck driver.”

Trokic pointed to a streetlamp they could barely see, now bent beyond repair. ”By the time we got to the scene, he was long gone. Which means all we have left is our victim.”

”But surely we can track him down. There's a small chance he could be involved in some way.”

”Sure, but it was a Polish cell phone number. A number that seems to be registered in a woman's name. Could be his mother. We tried calling her a couple of times, but she didn't understand a word. We'll check it out. He could even be on his way to Turkey and not show up for a long time. We have to be patient and move on to something else.”

”Maybe we'll be luckier this time,” Sia said, tapping his pen against a notepad. ”Although luck may not be the word you want to hear. She's in good shape from a forensic standpoint. There’s a decent chance we find something that wasn't possible with the others.”

”This case is different,” Torben Bach said. ”The leech bites aren’t very recent, but the injuries are.”

”You're saying the leeches didn't kill her?” Trokic asked.

”Not this time. Something went wrong. Somehow she survived the bites. Maybe she's been unconscious for a long time. Anyway, she was killed by the injuries. And the body shows little decomposition. She can't have been dead more than twenty-four hours before she showed up here. He had trouble getting her into the suitcase because she took up too much space. I can be a bit more precise when I get her in.”

”He had a hard time with her, the way she’s hacked up.” Jasper stared at the body in disgust.

Bach nodded without looking up.

”He’s getting more careless,” Trokic muttered. ”He wanted to get rid of her quick and without too much trouble. Or he panicked. Hunting him is putting him under pressure.”

He glanced around the rest stop. It wasn't that big, more like a small road leading off the motorway. Tall pines and thick brush surrounded the area on both sides. It wouldn't take long to drive in and dump the body under cover of darkness. The motorway wasn't that busy at night, and it would only have taken seconds to open the trunk, lift the body out, and carry it the few meters to the back of the dumpster.

”You're right, he must be feeling the heat.” Jasper pulled a piece of candy out of his pocket. ”Up to now it was like he wanted to keep them for a while, hide them somewhere so he could visit them again,” he said as he chewed. ”So at least we’ve ruined something for him. He knows we found the other women, and he’s changed his MO. He was short on time and decided to dump her here.”

”Or maybe he’s getting tired of everything and wants to get caught,” Sia said.

”I don't believe in that sort of thing,” Trokic said. ”If someone wants to get caught, they can just show up at the station. But he’s probably been wandering around in his own little world, thinking everything was just fine, until we found the other two suitcases. We took away his graveyard. Dumping her here seems a bit like some declaration to me. Almost like ‘there you go, I'm done with her, and now you can have her back.’”

Sia let the branch fall back to its natural position and wiped some pine needles from his black leather jacket. ”We're pretty busy in the lab. What's the priority?”

”The clothes we found yesterday,” Trokic said.

”Consider it done. I'll get back to you as soon as possible. We've got two people from Copenhagen on their way to help us.”

”Great,” Trokic said.

Later that morning they abandoned the idea of keeping the forest under surveillance. Trokic was feeling down. They had found a place where the killer had been moving around, only to have the landscape and access conditions make it impossible to catch him. Now they were reduced to waiting for the lab results. They had a new victim to work with. Though the thought was horrible, it would make it easier to gather more evidence.

Two young detectives had been sent to Signe Hansen's mother to deliver the devastating news. Trokic had started to go through the data they already had on the young woman. Signe had studied law at the university and lived in a dormitory in Trøjborg in the northern part of the city. She'd worked in a daycare center, had no boyfriend, and had been an extremely active party-goer.

All the girls had lived alone, Trokic noticed. Was that because the killer wanted it that way, or because a young, unprotected woman was easier prey? And what else did Signe have in common with the first two victims?
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Chapter Forty-Two

Daniel Trokic decided to cure his bad day with a beer at Waxies near the river. His thoughts had returned to Frederick Riise. There was something about the young man that sucked out all his energy. He had helped them more or less willingly, but Trokic was sure he had an ulterior motive.

Suddenly Sia was standing in front of him.

”What are you doing here?” Trokic asked.

”What do you mean?”

Trokic gestured in the direction of the bar. ”How did you know I was coming here?”

Sia’s mouth opened slightly, as if there was something suspicious about finding the lieutenant detective in a bar at nine on a weeknight. ”Jasper Taurup told me you’d be here.”

”Really? And how did Jasper know?” he asked. ”I could have been home with my girlfriend.”

Sia pulled out a chair on the other side of the table, sat down, and tried to look guilty. He didn't succeed very well. There was a hint of amusement in his voice. ”He said you weren't at home because Christiane was hosting a dinner for a bunch of exchange students, and you had a better place for it than she did. At your house.”

”I needed a beer,” Trokic explained. ”But I suppose that's not the reason you have the balls to show up here and bother me.”

”No. Not really.”

”Well, then. I suppose you want to talk about the clothes we found?” He stood. ”I need another beer. You want another of … what’s that you’re drinking?”

”Water.”

”Water? Are you driving?”

”No. I like fizzy water.”

Trokic stared at him without a word, then sat down again. ”What did you find out?” he asked, leaning back in his chair.

Sia’s face narrowed in concentration.

”It's definitely the clothes of the three victims. There’s not that much blood on them, considering what they've been through.”

”So their clothes were taken off before they were put through hell?”

”Exactly.”

”And what did you find out about the clothes, what was so compelling that it drove you to go to a bar and drink water to tell me?”

The young tech's eyes were burning. Trokic liked that. He’d been in on hiring him and had noticed right away that the Pakistani was a fiery soul. ”We found some mold.”

”That shit grows in a lot of places.”

”Right, but there are different kinds of mold, and that means that this specific kind could be used as circumstantial evidence if we find a place that could be the crime scene. It could also mean that he lives in an old building. Maybe a basement. Keep that in mind. I think you can ignore places that are newly constructed, you don't see mold there. It likes warm, moist places.”

”But I can’t use that information directly to find the crime scene?”

”No.” Sia looked at the paper on the table. ”We also found different minerals on the clothes. I'll let you interpret it, as I don't see any obvious reason for it.”

”Water from the leech tank.”

”Of course. I should have thought of that myself.”

”What else?”

”We found some red fibers. A blend of wool and acrylic. Probably from a sweater. They were on all the clothes, so I don't think it's from one woman in particular.”

”I don't want to spoil all this for you, but I need something that will help me find the crime scene.”

”You're in a really bad mood, huh?” Sia asked.

Trokic sighed and told him about Frederick Riise. ”I'm afraid of what he'll do when he gets out,” he added. ”It's not just me I have to think about now. Christiane is spending more and more time at my place.”

”So it's that serious between you two? I didn't have that impression.”

Trokic looked unwilling to go too deep into the subject. ”I guess it is. I can't make up my mind.”

”But this Frederick guy could have changed, couldn't he?”

”I doubt it. From what I've seen, people don't change. Remember Jack Unterweger?”

Sia shook his head. ”Never heard of him.”

”He was an Austrian serial killer who murdered prostitutes in several countries. He was convicted of a murder he committed in 1974 but was released in 1990. Back then a lot of people thought he was the perfect example of a man who had changed. He learned to write in prison, became a journalist, wrote a thoughtful memoir with a kind of existential desperation. Hell, the guy even wrote poetry, short stories, and manuscripts.”

”That’s quite a story,” Sia said.

”Isn't it. They even made a movie out of it, and he won an award. Everyone praised him for his honesty. When he got out of prison, he was a celebrity. He hung out with the right people, he talked on TV about rehabilitating criminals, he wrote a bestseller, drove a big car, had lots of money. Women were attracted to him, and everyone thought he was reformed.”

”I get the feeling you're going to tell me he wasn't so reformed after all,” Sia said, taking a sip of his fizzy water.

”Exactly. Prostitutes were turning up dead in Jack Unterweger’s wake. In Austria, the Czech Republic, and the States. An old detective who worked the original case against Unterweger pointed out that it was the same MO, and eventually the police net closed in on him. He committed suicide in prison after his conviction.”

”Nice guy,” Sia said.

”But the point is,” Trokic said, ”history is full of these episodes of so-called rehabilitated criminals. Some killers shouldn't get a second chance. And Frederick Riise is one of them.”

”So what are you going to do about it?”

”Hope they don't let him out for a long time. Which reminds me, I'm calling the press first thing tomorrow morning and get them to help us find Gunnar Helbo. We've waited long enough. If that means panic among all his former patients and their relatives, then let there be panic. I don't dare wait any longer.”
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Chapter Forty-Three

Trokic had begun a somewhat unqualified attempt to repair his washing machine, which was leaking water onto the floor, and it wasn't going well. With a curious duo, Christiane and Pjuske, watching from the utility room doorway - the former with a twinkle in her eye - he found it difficult to find the right moment to either condemn the machine to death or start talking about a repairman. It was as if all the electrical appliances in the house had conspired against him, leaving him to demonstrate his dubious technical skills. One by one they broke down, some of them suspiciously close to the wrong side of the warranty expiration date. A ringing phone interrupted his thoughts. Christiane went into the kitchen to answer it.

”The duty officer,” she announced, holding out the phone.

Trokic wiped his wet hands on his jeans and took it. As soon as he heard the voice on the other end of the line, he knew something big had happened.

”Sørensen here. The media’s help in the search for Gunnar Helbo worked. He’s been found in a hotel in Ebeltoft.”

”That’s great. Fantastic. I'm on my way.”

”No need to hurry. The hotel staff found him half an hour ago, and he's not going anywhere. And according to them, it's very disgusting.”

When he entered the hotel room in Ebeltoft an hour later, his stomach cramped up, and an intense feeling of suffocation came over him. Gunnar Helbo was naked and tied to the end of the bed with the same type of zip ties Trokic used in emergencies when handcuffs weren’t available. The pathologist had loosened the tape around Gunnar's mouth. Even from a distance, Trokic could see the dead black leeches inside. Black with green bellies. It looked as if he’d tried to chew them to death, as streaks of blood lined his throat. Suffocated by leeches. Trokic wasn't sure if he could think of a worse way to die, and his discomfort increased as he thought about the little monsters that had made their way down his throat. He could see clearly where the tape had been wrapped tightly around his head. His skin was swollen, and his eyes bulged out. A hideous stench filled the room so small that only two people at a time could huddle around the body.

He turned to Jasper, who was leaning against the door frame. ”Obviously the biggest question is how our prime suspect ended up as leech fodder himself, but number two is how the killer managed to get him this way. He must have been naked before he was tied up. Maybe he threatened him, take off your clothes or die, or something.”

Jasper rubbed his throat, as if to check if he also had something in there. ”Or maybe he was sedated. We'll have to wait for the toxicology tests. Damn, this is depressing. I was so sure he was our man. I just don't get it.”

”No. What was he doing here in Ebeltoft anyway?”

Jasper shrugged. ”International Conference on Psychoactive Drugs. He gave a presentation on the morning of the first day, and he attended the dinner in the evening. That was the last time anyone saw him.”

”How come his colleagues in Aarhus didn't know about this? He’s been our main suspect since we found out he was responsible for the pictures of Frederick Riise's mother in the bathtub.”

”Because he was put on the program at the last minute,” Jasper said. ”He wasn't supposed to be here.”

”And when did he arrive?”

”The hotel manager says he checked in the day before yesterday at eight-thirty,” Jasper said. ”He made his reservation the night before with his credit card and said he was staying for three days.”

”Why didn't he just go back to Aarhus? It's not that far.”

”Well, it's still forty-five minutes. Unlike you, many people don't mind sleeping away from home. When the staff heard about the search this morning, they came up here and knocked on the door, and when no one answered, they let themselves in.”

”How long has he been dead?” Trokic asked the pathologist.

”Since sometime the day before yesterday.” Torben Bach straightened up from crouching uncomfortably over the body. He couldn't hide his enthusiasm. ”Quite an interesting case. There are still things that can surprise me at my age, apparently. I almost feel young again.”

Trokic didn’t doubt that.

”Neither the receptionist nor the rest of the staff saw anyone with him,” Jasper reported, ”but it wouldn't have been a problem to walk around the hotel unnoticed. The staff works three shifts, and that makes it hard to keep an eye on all the guests.”

”What about the people who attended the conference?” Trokic asked Jasper.

”They stayed in other hotels, and most of them were scattered to the four winds this morning. Many of them are already back in the country they came from. Morten and Anne-Marie talked to the five Danes who attended. They didn't see anything unusual when Gunnar gave his presentation, but they thought it was strange that he didn't show up again yesterday.”

”What do you think about the writing on the wall?”

They both looked at the word written in huge, thick letters above the end of the bed: Traitor. A magic marker had been used. Capital letters with no personality.

”It means he was supposed to keep his mouth shut about the photos,” Jasper said. ”But that would mean he had the photographer take the pictures of the woman in the bathtub, just not only for himself. There are other people involved.”

Trokic groaned. ”Christ. This could be extensive. What if we're dealing with several perverted men? Maybe a whole sect or group with their weird desires.”

”I don't know. Looks like we'll have to start from scratch, and that's what we'll have to tell the crowd of vultures outside the hotel, waiting for new headlines. Or to be precise.” He smiled at Trokic. ”You will.”
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Chapter Forty-Four

About thirty people were crammed into the meeting room that had been used for the reception honoring Christiane's thesis advisor. Trokic tried to suppress the vision of dead leeches pouring out of the psychiatrist's mouth. It was one of the most disturbing sights he'd ever seen. He imagined them stuck in his throat, itching, pressing against his larynx, making it hard to swallow. And worst of all: Had the leeches been alive when they were stuffed into Gunnar's mouth?

Instead he focused on Christiane laughing at something a classmate had said. At that moment she was captivatingly beautiful and insanely attractive, and he didn't understand why he hadn't asked her to give up her small apartment and move in with him permanently a long time ago. Today her short black hair - just long enough to be tucked behind her ears - was held back with two bobby pins, and her slender frame was squeezed into a pair of jeans and a loose sweater. Trokic didn't like the way the young student’s eyes wandered all over her. Not at all. He drained his glass of cava and looked around for another.

They didn't go out that often, he didn't really have the time, but sometimes it was necessary for the sake of a good relationship. That included, of course, small talk with a young brain researcher with long, loose hair and Neanderthal bone structure.

”So I take it you and your colleagues work with victimology?” the researcher asked.

”Some detectives do,” Trokic said.

A helplessly happy expression appeared on the man's face. ”I suppose you know that fear is controlled by the amygdala in our brains? That means a victim may not act as consciously as you think.”

”Never heard of the amygdala,” Trokic said, looking around for Christiane again. She was still in deep conversation with the student. Much too deep, in his opinion.

The researcher took a sip of his sparkling wine, seemingly unaware that he was close to losing his listener. ”It's a part of the brain that processes memories and emotions. It's especially important when it comes to fear conditioning. The amygdala responds to sensory input and causes the body to react if it reminds it of something previously registered.”

Trokic picked up his fifth canapé from a silver plate on the table next to him. It looked like a black eye on a yellow bottom. It wasn’t easy to make a relationship work when it required attending all kinds of social gatherings. He didn't like too many people in one place, and he had a hard time making small talk in sweaty rooms.

”Basically,” the neuroscientist explained, ”you could say that the amygdala doesn't take chances. So if you take a walk in the woods and see a branch that looks like a snake, your body will react long before the sensory signal has been processed consciously in another part of the brain, to put it into context. It's one of evolution's best results, to be able to react before you've analyzed a situation. The amygdala buys time by reacting first.”

”I see,” Trokic murmured, though he was more interested in what was going on in the killer's brain. ”So you're saying that a victim acts without thinking in a decisive situation, so there's no reason to ask them why they did this or that?”

”Well ... we don't know what memories the amygdala has stored. That may be why we're sometimes anxious about irrational things without knowing why. The experience may be forgotten normally, but it's still buried somewhere in our subconscious. It's an extremely efficient system, very difficult to control consciously. Is that something you can use?”

Trokic sulked. ”It would be difficult, because I can’t influence what goes through a victim's head when someone assaults her. Or him.”

The researcher looked offended. He snorted and finished his drink, then looked around for a more interesting audience. Trokic sighed, and when his phone rang, he hoped work would give him an excuse to leave. It was the chief, who wanted to know how the case was proceeding. Trokic gave him a depressing answer. So much for a rescue.

On their way back to his place in a taxi, his thoughts returned to the amygdala. Or fear. He began to wonder if the leeches were meant to scare the victims more than to suck their blood. Perhaps the killer had had a frightening experience with leeches? He wasn't afraid of them any longer, for sure. Maybe he wanted to scare his victims to death. Or punish them.

”That was a nice evening,” Christiane said in a soft voice, leaning back against the window and resting her legs on his thighs. She had little laugh lines around her eyes, and he could feel her perfume slip around him. Her scent. ”I'm glad you came along,” she continued.

”Happy to,” he said unenthusiastically, thinking of the young guy who had let his horny eyes wander all over her.

”I know you're not into this kind of social thing.”

”No, it's probably not one of my strong sides. Anyway, I was talking to this guy about anxiety. I'm wondering if it’s important to the killer to scare his victims, and if that's the case, then why leeches?”

She paused to think. ”Maybe he's turned on by their terror. On the other hand, that's a lot of work just to scare someone. Starting a chainsaw would have a similar effect, and they’re a lot easier to get hold of. It has to be leeches, apparently. And water. It's got to mean something to him. Are you sure that the letter Y formed by the leech bite doesn't mean anything?”

”We're not sure of anything,” he admitted.

”I was just thinking about the Y in the Greek alphabet today. Gamma. I looked it up. It was said by a Christian writer about eighteen hundred years ago that a person's life is like a Y, that everyone comes to a place where the road of life splits in two, and then you hesitate. Maybe he wants to make some kind of statement about that?”

”I can't imagine he's that intelligent,” Trokic muttered. ”But maybe we haven't thought enough about what these leeches mean to him.”

She kicked off her shoes and pressed her feet against his thigh. ”You have some tough cases to deal with, Lieutenant Detective. I was allowed to watch when my father autopsied Annika and Katrine.”

He looked at her in surprise. ”Really? You didn't mention that before.”

”No, I didn't think it was so important, you got his report.”

”Did you think of anything that wasn't in the report?”

”Not really. Just how much they resemble each other. Their hair was so similar. At first I thought maybe they used the same hair dye, but it was their natural color. The killer is very precise. It must be extremely important to him that they have that exact color of hair.”

”Yeah, they do look a lot alike.”

”No, it’s more that they’re practically identical. I compared the strands of hair. It's strange. Are you sure they aren't related in some way?”

”Yes.”

They didn't speak for a while.

Then she said, ”Speaking of hair dye.”

”Yes?”

”Your neighbor showed up at your door with his poodle.”

”And?”

”His tail had been dyed neon green.”

”Well, how about that.”

”He completely lost it. He said some young hooligans did it, but he was sure you were responsible. He threatened to call the police, his face turned almost blue, he was so mad.”

”I am the police.”

”Daniel, really. Do you know anything about this?”

He watched the city lights flicker by outside the window. ”That about the dye, now that I didn't think of.”

He leaned his head back in the cab and fell asleep.
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Chapter Forty-Five

He filed the little bones furiously, trying to make them perfect, and cleared his throat, as he always did when things started to slide. The gift he wanted to give her wasn't perfect at all. Ever since he'd realized that the leeches hadn't killed Number Three and that he would have to kill her himself, chaos had grown inside him. The scenario haunted him over and over again. But it wasn't the horror of the blow to the head or the scream that tormented him the most. It was the mess. The disorder that seemed to have found its way into his life. On top of that, everything had gone wrong when he had to get her out of the basement. It hadn’t been possible to stuff her into the suitcase. It had only been a matter of a few centimeters. Not because she was taller, but simply because the body had not decomposed sufficiently.

In the end he’d been forced to leave her arms hanging outside the suitcase. He wished he’d had time to find the perfect place to leave her. His nightmares had gotten worse lately, too. As if they were building to a climax. All this mess increased the risk of getting caught. Everything he had orchestrated so perfectly.

The thought enraged him, and he stopped working on the bones and smacked them down on the table. The resting place of his first victim in the coalfield had also been ruined. He'd had a long time to plan, but it had all been about maintaining order. He could have taken them out to sea and dumped them. They would have sunk to the bottom, been eaten by fish, but he didn't like the thought. He wanted them to be in a place where he could go back and find peace. For he had accomplished something special.

At first he’d thought that the coalfield would be the perfect place. The place he knew so well, where he’d played as a child. Right under a bush with beautiful pink flowers. That was where he had left the first body, so no one would see it. The woman had been lying in the bushes, and he’d tried to dig a hole.

But it had been difficult to make the hole deep enough. In the middle of it all, a chubby man in green work pants, a short gray jacket, and eyes seething with authority had appeared out of the blue and asked him what the hell he was doing. His excuse about burying a Rottweiler had suddenly sounded empty and unrealistic, and he’d had to give up the whole thing and drive home with the body still hidden in the bushes. After that the coalfield no longer felt safe, and he’d returned to put it back in the suitcase and take it with him.

On his way back, he’d suddenly remembered the pile of stones he had seen not long before, and it occurred to him that he could cover the suitcases with stones. It would be like a tiny barrow. It would look beautiful, and he could go back often without being seen.

He found a bottle of gin under the bed and gulped it down. He cleared his throat again. Then he pulled himself together. He was going to see her now. The new woman. And it would be crazy to get caught drinking and driving.
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Chapter Forty-Six

Camilla looked at the ceiling and squeezed his hand. It hadn’t been her intention to let things get this far. She had been persuaded to have dinner with Søren, and it had been an extremely interesting evening. They had talked about everything except politics. She told him about her search for the Hortensia-like diamond and many other similar deals, about Cecil Rhodes, who used the diamond trade to expand the British colonies in the second half of the eighteenth century and had founded the largest diamond company in the world, De Beers. And they talked about the blood diamonds that were financing the brutal civil wars in Africa. Of course. That discussion always came up. He, on the other hand, had told her about his work as a lawyer, which had been put on hold as politics took up more and more of his time. It was his destiny, he felt.

Now they lay in silence in her bed. Only his short breaths told her that he was still awake. How could this man with his outlandish political opinions be so gentle and considerate in bed? A man of many different sides. He had also taken a deep interest in her paintings in her living room.

”What do we do now?” Søren asked in a tone she couldn't interpret.

”I don't know. I can't think. Not at all.”

She got up, wrapped the duvet around her, and went to the window and looked out. Streetlights cast circles of light down on the swirling leaves. The houses across the street were dark and strange-looking. A smiling couple with their arms around each other were walking a terrier on a leash; a bit farther on, they disappeared around the corner. She was startled when she saw the Punto parked seventy-five meters down the street.

”There it is again,” she thought aloud.

”What is?” he asked from the bed. His voice was relaxed and dreamy.

”The car,” she said.

”What car?”

”A silver-gray Fiat Punto.”

”That's mine.”

She jumped. His car? Had he followed her without her noticing? That was simply not possible. He would never stoop so low. She’d never experienced even a spark of submissiveness. Or would he? Suddenly she felt vulnerable and watched. Like an object. Was she out of her mind to get involved with this man? She looked at him. His dark brown hair was disheveled, and he looked calm and relaxed. Nothing about him seemed to be consistent.

Her head jerked when she heard a loud bang, then she realized it was just her tenant closing the gate. She needed to get rid of it. It was old and white and beautifully carved, but she freaked out every time someone closed it. Miranda looked up at her for a moment, then disappeared inside.

”Your car?” she asked.

”Yes, I've had it for a few years. Nice car, efficient. I have to drive back and forth between Silkeborg and Aarhus, you know. What do you mean, it's there again?”

”Forget it.”

He got up from the bed and started putting his clothes back on, a pair of Diesel jeans and a purple shirt. He danced a bit to find his balance and pulled his socks on. Then he walked over and hugged her, then tugged the duvet off, leaving her naked.

”No. Tell me.”

Even if he wasn't the one who had been following her, he'd think she was crazy. Maybe she was. Her heart was pounding. ”That car over there... I think someone's been following me for the past week. Was it you?”

He laughed, running his fingers through her dark hair. ”I'd love to, but seriously, dear, I don't have the time. I'm only in town for these debates. The rest of the time my work keeps me busy.”

He turned serious when he realized she wasn't kidding. He cupped her chin and looked at her. There was something in his eyes. Something that scared her. ”You're serious?” he asked.

She nodded. ”Maybe I'm being paranoid, but I feel like I'm being followed. Even here in the house. I'm afraid someone might think I have diamonds lying around here.”

”You need to get a security company to install an alarm as soon as possible.”

His eyes sparkled for a moment, and she suddenly remembered who he was. The enemy. He ran a hand through her long auburn hair again and pulled it back. Then he pulled a little harder. ”I'm crazy about your hair.”

”Not so hard.”

”I can take care of you.”

”Don't worry. I can take care of myself,” she said. She didn't feel like she could.

”I need to see you again,” he said, picking up his black leather jacket from the floor.

She nodded. ”One day at a time, okay?”

She watched him walk down the sidewalk. There was something agile and slightly animal about the way he moved. Her whole body trembled with a mixture of lust and fear. She still wasn't quite sure that he wasn't the one following her. Who was he, really?
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Chapter Forty-Seven

Ejvind Mogensen was a man who wielded power. Not only could he bully people around the recycling center, but he could also do it from the comfort of the cab of his yellow front loader tractor. He could roll down the window and yell at people who threw iron bars into the wrong bin or put chemicals on the wrong shelf.

He had been inspired to seek this position of authority from watching a Danish movie, and he’d never regretted his career choice. The country seemed to be full of fools who couldn't read, and he was busy all the livelong day keeping a tight rein on them, especially when new laws were passed. One of the best recent ones was that people were now required to dispose of garbage in transparent bags that revealed the contents. It was a stroke of genius, and Ejvind had personally called the municipality to congratulate them on this fabulous idea.

During his time at the recycling center, he had noticed that women were the worst. Not only did they prove their inferiority as a gender by acting utterly confused - they also tried to get away with it by smiling and flirting. But such tactics didn’t fly with Ejvind in charge, and he took special pride in hauling his huge, sweaty body out of the tractor and cussing them up one side and down the other.

Like what had happened a few minutes ago, for example, when a woman appeared with twenty black bags filled with mineral wool. After he’d told her that the mineral wool had to be put in transparent bags, she’d tried to get off the hook by flattering him. But when she realized she would have to go home and repack all the itchy mineral wool, she practically yelled at him. She even threatened to call the municipality. She wouldn't get far. Rules were rules. Such episodes could make his day.

And now another idiot was about to make a fatal mistake. He had driven a trailer into the household appliances area and was unloading an old claw-foot bathtub. Ejvind immediately steered the tractor in his direction and jumped out so fast that he almost knocked over an old lady carrying her yard waste. It didn’t occur to him to apologize, because if you weren't quick enough to get out of the way when he had business to attend to, you shouldn't have shown up in the first place.

”Hold on there, does that bathtub look like a washing machine to you?” he yelled.

The man was about thirty, with a square face and a short crewcut. At first he seemed slight, but his muscles were visible under the dark blue shirt. His eyes were black and piercing, and for a moment Ejvind felt uncomfortable and weak. Then he pulled himself together.

”Where do you want it, then?” the guy said, with an undercurrent of anger.

Ejvind pointed with a dirty finger in the opposite direction. ”Over there, pal. And get it in gear, your bathtub is holding up the line.”

The man shrugged, opened the back of the trailer, pulled out a ramp, and hauled the bathtub back up. Then he drove down another twenty meters, where Ejvind watched him dump the big hunk of junk again. As he drove away, he gave Ejvind the finger. Annoyed that he had no opportunity to put the man in his place, he jumped back onto the tractor, turned on the music, took his notebook out of his pocket, and wrote down the license plate number. A moment later he’d forgotten all about the man when a new opportunity to demonstrate his dominion popped up.

It wasn't until closing time, when he made his final rounds, that he had a chance to examine the old bathtub in detail. It had rounded legs and a gold rim at the top. It looked a bit pompous, like something from a rich man’s house in the twenties. Not that Ejvind knew much about such things, but he thought he might have seen something like this in an old movie. Now he wondered if there might be a market for shitty old stuff like this. If you were into antique-like things, it was probably pretty nice.

He stuck his big paw under the edge and turned it over to check for cracks. There was nothing to see, so he started dragging the bathtub toward his own private stash of things he might be able to resell. By now he had quite a clientele. A substantial addition to his modest salary from the cheapskate municipality.

He maneuvered the bathtub into the green shed, into the sharp neon light, and turned it all the way over. That's when he noticed the huge brown stains on the bottom. He found a cloth, moistened it with a cleaner, and wiped the stains off. The cloth immediately took on a stark reddish-brown color. It looked like blood. But why would there be blood on a bathtub? Maybe it didn't mean anything, but he glimpsed an opportunity to return the rude gesture, the bird he'd been flipped, when the man left.

He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and found the local police among his contacts. It often came about that he had need of a representative of the law when someone on the premises lost control or he found signs of criminal activity. People thought they could just dump their stuff anywhere and get away with it. He found the man’s license plate number and made the call.
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Chapter Forty-Eight

”Shouldn't you be at home changing dirty diapers?” Morten Lind yelled at Lisa as she walked down the hallway. Someone had thrown paper from McDonald's into a waste bin, and the whole hallway stank.

”Shut up, asshole,” she yelled back, then knocked on Jasper's half-open door. Strains of Oasis floated out towards her. He turned the music down when he noticed her. She had always had an easy relationship with Jasper. Not fraught with misunderstandings, awkward situations, and heated discussions, as was the case with Trokic. Six years now, and she still understood very little about her boss. Or why the hottie, Christiane, was still with him.

”What have you done to your hair?” Jasper asked.

”My hair? Nothing. It just got longer. I don't have time to go to the hairdresser anymore. But fuck it - Jacob loves it.”

”Jacob has great taste. Want some coffee?”

”Yeah, why not. Look what I brought you.”

She pulled out a plastic container of his favorite candy mix and placed it on the table in front of him.

He laughed, poured the coffee, and handed her the cup. ”That’s nice of you, Lisa. Thanks.”

”I don't want you to run out of supplies. I’ve noticed you get grumpy when that happens.”

He grabbed the sugar bowl and poured a good portion of its contents into the cup. ”Looks like we have to start over. Now that Gunnar Helbo has ended his miserable life in such a nasty way, we're short a killer. I've been thinking. What if there are more missing women out there?”

He peeled the tape off the round candy box and began to pick out his favorites. Then he pushed the box across the table to her. ”It's possible our killer is responsible for missing persons in other parts of the country. He could have moved.”

”Of course,” Lisa said. ”Right now I'm wondering about the writing on the wall. ‘Traitor.’ Doesn't that sound a little mafia-like?”

”Trokic mentioned something like that. Our murderer felt betrayed by Gunnar. Maybe a circle of people, all sharing the same sick perversion about women in blood. And Gunnar was part of it.”

”But how would this person know we talked to Gunnar? Did the photographer tell him?”

Jasper groaned. ”I don't know.”

”No. Neither do I.”

There was a knock at the door. Anne-Marie poked her head into the room. ”Sorry to interrupt, but we just got a call from a recycling center. Some grumpy old manager found a bathtub with blood under it. Do you want a tech to go get some samples?”

For a moment, Jasper looked torn. DNA tests weren't as expensive as they used to be, Lisa knew, but there was a limit to how many they could keep sending to the Genetic Forensics Institute without breaking the budget.

Then he nodded. ”I think one man can handle it. The lab can compare it to the clothing from the forest.”

”The manager also said he took down the license plate number of the guy who dumped the bathtub.”

”Excellent, that’s great if it turns out to be a lead. Follow it up.”

”I will,” Anne-Marie said, closing the door behind her.

”Sometimes,” Jasper said, looking at Lisa, ”I don't know if we're just grasping at straws or if we're doing the right thing. But I guess in a case like this, we just have to grab everything that comes our way. What are your thoughts, now that you’ve turned into our profiler?”

Lisa scratched at the orange nail polish on her thumb and folded her legs up under her on the chair. ”Relatively young man, I'd say under thirty-five, average or above average intelligence. I think he's local. Both because the women were, and because he placed the suitcases in the area. He probably wanted them to be easily accessible in case he wanted to return.”

”But why would he do that?”

”For some of these people, the killing is only the first part, many of them relive it by returning to the body. It arouses them sexually and gives them a sense of power.”

”How charming. Do you think he lives alone?”

”Often they prefer their own company,” she said, ”and in this case, a lot of work is involved, which is hard to hide from a wife or girlfriend. He probably stalked the victim, then looked for the perfect opportunity to kidnap her, take her back to his place, and do what he did to her. Then he left her somewhere. First the coalfield. For some reason, he gave it up. A lot of things can go wrong, and yet we don't have that many leads.”

”We don't, that's true.”

”Yeah, and that means he has some control over the situation. That makes everything harder for us.”

”Until the last victim.”

”Exactly. Until Signe.”

Lisa's phone rang, and by reflex she checked the display. She recognized the number, she’d called it herself a few days ago. It was Annika's boyfriend. ”Andreas?” she said.

The voice on the other end of the line was almost unrecognizable. It had become rough and growling, something she didn't associate with the pleasant psychology student she had spoken to in a café a few days before. ”Stay away from my girlfriend,” he said. ”She's mine now. Finally she's mine. After that sick fuck Gunnar died.”

Lisa stared into space, stunned. ”But ... but Andreas,” she stammered. ”Annika is dead.”

He laughed. ”Annika? That was a long, long time ago.”
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Chapter Forty-Nine

Camilla Hayden slammed the car door shut, unlocked the front door, and walked inside. Her thoughts kept circling around a deal involving a friend of hers. It was a bad idea to mix money and friendship. Things could go so wrong.

She threw her bag on the floor in the hall and went into the kitchen. A supplier from Johannesburg had sent her photos of eight beautiful stones. But they were expensive. Now she wondered if they were worth the trip. It was time to find people she could trust, so she wouldn't have to go every time.

She grabbed a Coke from the refrigerator and went into the living room. Just as she turned on the light in the late-afternoon dimness, she saw a face in the window. She screamed and put her hand over her mouth. The tall figure was moving quickly now, from the living room window, past the long, narrow window on the side of the house, then past the kitchen window. Camilla was paralyzed as thoughts raced through her mind. He was the one who had stood outside her door a few days before.

Then her fear turned to anger. How long would she have to put up with this crazy fuck stalking her? She could call the police, but he would be gone before they arrived. And could they protect her if someone believed she had diamonds hidden in her house? Hardly. It wasn't their problem. It had to end. She would get an advanced alarm system to ensure that a security guard would be at the house within minutes. Or maybe even an alarm that she would wear? She went to her bedroom, where she could see the street from out the window. He was trotting away.

She hesitated. Now was her chance to find out who he was. Her anger trumped her fear. She grabbed the car keys on the wall in the entrance, pulled a cap over her long hair, and ran out the door in time to see the man get into his Fiat Punto a hundred meters down the street.

Camilla hopped into her Toyota Aygo and backed out of the driveway. The Punto pulled away from the curb and drove off at a normal speed. She turned on the heater to defog the windshield and followed him cautiously. The car stuttered, frustrated with her mistreatment of the clutch.

Camilla turned onto the ring road that surrounded the city and headed north. Following him. Out of the city. Where was he going? She stayed in the opposite lane, a few cars behind him. The evening traffic was heavy. It would be very easy to lose him, and then she would be back to living in a state of vague anxiety.

Now she wanted to find out where he lived. Of course it was still possible that he was someone from the tax office who had gone too far in an attempt to discover her tenant and unreported income. Or he was using these visits to spy on women. She shuddered at the thought of the blank stare he had given her. The slightly square face and the numb gaze.

He didn't seem to be going anywhere in town. A few kilometers down the road, he turned onto the southbound freeway. He was driving fast now. She had to step on the gas to keep up with him. Had he noticed that the little black Aygo in front of her house was now following him? And could he see her behind the wheel? She began to fear they were going on a longer drive. The fuel gauge was disturbingly low in the red zone.

Then he exited the freeway south of town. She made the exit just in time; a truck behind her honked furiously. They ended up on a highway in the country. Camilla didn't recognize the area. A tractor was tilling a field, and the houses were few and far between.

She increased the distance between them now that there were no other cars on the road. This is crazy, she thought, shaking her head. She could feel her blouse clinging to her with sweat. Go back and call a security company, she told herself. Maybe she could get them to come over right away.

A little farther on he turned left and drove down a smaller road. She slowed. It led to an area with a grove of pine trees. Then she saw the sign. Put & Take. A fishing lake. Unsure of what to do, she watched the car disappear between the trees. It was getting dark and hard to see clearly. Was he going fishing? She couldn't drive down there. Call the security company, she told herself.

She drove a half kilometer down the road, looking for a place to turn around, when she noticed another road that seemed to lead to the lake. He wouldn't be able to see her if she went that way and turned around. The Aygo rolled slowly down the gravel road that ended in a small parking lot. It was empty. She hesitated. Now that she had come this far, she might as well get out and look around. Her hands were shaking on the wheel, and she needed a breath of fresh air.

She turned off the engine and got out. The air hit her like a cold wall. It smelled different. Not like the forest around Aarhus. She didn't like the smell, and suddenly she had a strange, suffocating feeling. The smell probably came from all the pine needles that covered the ground beneath her feet. A narrow path led from the small parking lot to the lake. There were three benches, plus a large trash can at the far end. A picnic area. A place where a family could spend a day with their children, trying to catch their dinner.

She saw him before she reached the water. Her heartbeat immediately went wild. The sight was shocking, terrifying. He was much closer than she had imagined. Much, much too close. He stood ten meters out in the water, fully clothed, screaming. On the other side of the lake, far away, she could barely make out the outline of a big, red house, almost hidden by the darkness.
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Chapter Fifty

Camilla was shaking. Everything was hellishly wrong; suddenly it felt as if she’d walked into a parallel world full of magic and evil. The lake in front of her frightened her more than anything she’d ever experienced, and her throat tightened, a drowning feeling so strong that she gasped for air and started coughing. As if she had water in her lungs. What was it about this place?

The scream of the man in the lake had a strange hollow sound. Almost like a long, monotonous howl from a boat at sea or a wounded animal. He was rocking back and forth, and she saw a faint reflection of his huge body in the moonlight in the black water. Was he mad, or was he performing some kind of strange ritual? Her first impulse was to turn and run back to her Aygo as fast as she could.

Instead she froze in horror, unable to tear herself away from the bizarre sight. Sweat poured down her back and face. Madness scared her. People living in their own world with their own agenda, not listening to reason. Someone who could turn against her. And she was afraid of the house across the lake. It looked abandoned, dark, and gloomy. She felt nauseous, her stomach ached.

But there was something else even more frightening about this man. It was as if he were trying to raise evil from the water beneath him. For a moment she again wasn't sure of her own reality. Was there something hidden beneath the rippling water? Some unknown organism that would suddenly appear and come after her? A cloud passed across the moon, turning everything so dark that she started to panic. Moments later the cloud disappeared, and she was still standing in the same place. She heard herself breathing heavily, her teeth chattering loudly.

Several minutes went by before the sound stopped abruptly, and he turned and looked in her direction. She couldn't see his face clearly and wasn't sure if he had seen her. She was standing among the trees, hidden by the darkness. Not moving at all, like a small prey.

Then he began striding in toward the shore, causing a wake at his sides. He was soaked and had a vacant expression on his face. As if a death mask had been pulled over his head. Finally he stood on the bank again, looking indecisive. Somewhere nearby a branch snapped, and the sound made her scream.

”What are you doing here?”

The voice blasted into her eardrum far too hard. For a long moment she thought it was him, that his voice was that big, and that he had somehow managed to appear in front of her like a troll that could teleport himself from place to place. Then she realized the voice was coming from behind her, and she turned around, ready to fight.

But the man in front of her was in his seventies, carrying a fishing rod and a tackle box. She could make out his scruffy brown corduroy pants, thick shirt with some sort of green pattern, and an open jacket. His ears stuck out from a green hat, and his eyes looked friendly. Her relief was so intense that she almost started to cry. He reminded her of her grandfather.

”I ... I think I lost my scarf here the other day. I was looking for it,” she murmured, embarrassed by her lie, thinking it could be seen.

”This time of day, when it's almost dark?”

”The darkness surprised me.”

”You won't find anything now, young lady. You'd better go home before you freeze to death. You don't have near enough clothes on.”

Then she realized she was standing there in a thin sweater, and the temperature had dropped below 10° Centigrade. She probably looked like a stupid, silly child who'd run away after a fight with her parents.

She turned to see what her pursuer was doing. He was gone. She looked around, but he was nowhere in sight. For some reason that scared her even more. Had he noticed her when the old man spoke to her? She was certain of it. ”Yes, how silly of me,” she said. ”I'm going home now.”

”Did you bring your car? It's too dark to walk or bike now.”

”Yes, my car is at the end of the path.”

”Have a safe trip home, my friend.”

”Thank you. And good luck fishing,” she added.

He gave her a friendly nod, blew his nose, and headed for a bench twenty meters down the shore.

She started back up the trail, her heart pounding, the car keys between her fingers as a potential weapon. When she reached the car, she unlocked it, glanced over her shoulder to make sure he wasn't following her, and then climbed in. Even though it had been locked, she checked the back seat to make sure she was alone.

Then she locked the car doors, started the engine, and turned around in the parking lot. She couldn't wait to get away from this place and the terror that had gripped her. She had just put the car into first gear when she saw him. ”Oh God,” she muttered.

He was standing behind the tall, long pines, and she did not doubt that he had seen her. She swallowed and floored it. The Aygo got a grip, the gravel exploded up against the car’s underbody, and soon she was far down the road. But her heart was still hammering. A glance in the rear view mirror revealed a version of herself with windblown, unruly hair and an extraordinarily pale, terrified face. She had escaped him now, but was she safe?
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Chapter Fifty-One

When her mother stopped by the next day, things got even worse. The evening before, Camilla had called a security company as soon as she got home. A technician would come later that day and install an advanced alarm system. Yet she couldn't control her nerves and had stayed home from work to wait. She’d spent the morning painting the lake and the house from the evening before. The house was hiding something from her. Perhaps it reminded her of another house. She had to get the distress out of her system. Even knowing she might have finally found the right stone for the owner of the restaurant chain couldn't ease her mind.

Usually the soft strokes of a paintbrush helped her relax, but this time it didn't work. She spent a long time mixing the red paint for the outside of the house. She wanted it to look pleasant. A nice wooden house. But the painting took on a gloomy look. The sky turned black, and the color of the house was somehow too red. Almost blood red. The trees in front of the house were skeletal, the lake in the foreground gray and lifeless. She shuddered. Finally nausea overtook her, and she turned away from the painting. She would paint over it, forget it, find another subject. Maybe the chestnut tree outside. It was the same color as her hair.

Just then the doorbell rang. Uneasy, she got up and looked out the peephole. Her mother was standing outside with a box of vegetables under her arm. Of course. She came by every week with fruit and vegetables after she went to the market. She was a health nurse, but she was working part-time now. ”Summer's definitely over,” she grumbled, as she walked into the hall and kicked off her long boots. ”But you've got the heat going. Take care that you don't get a nasty bill.”

”Yeah,” she sighed.

Camilla had always had a strained relationship with her mother. She had always felt her mother saw her as some kind of orphan. A mother was supposed to love a daughter, but there was something wrong with her. She was sixty-five, had short copper-gray hair, and wore heavy makeup. It didn't suit her. Every time Camilla looked at her, her eyes had to get used to the composition, and as soon as she looked away, the image dissolved behind her eyes.

”They had a lot of root vegetables this time,” her mother was happy to report.

”Great. Thank you.”

”You're welcome. What about a cup of tea?”

”Sure,” Camilla muttered. ”Have a seat in the living room, I'll take the box into the kitchen and make some tea.”

She’d just put the box down and was sorting bananas and beets when her mother shrieked her name, the tone of voice she’d used when Camilla was little and walking too near the edge of the sidewalk.

”What’s this?” her mother shouted.

”What?” she shouted back.

”The painting.”

Camilla tensed up. What now? She walked into the living room and set two cups on the coffee table. The mood changed at once, as if she’d entered another world. ”It's just a house I saw. It looked familiar.”

Her mother looked deathly pale. Camilla felt nauseous again, and her throat tightened. Suddenly she had the feeling that her mother knew something about the house.

”It was by a lake I happened to pass by the other day,” she continued.

”What lake?”

”I don't know. Somewhere out of town.”

”Brandrup Lake.”

Camilla swallowed. ”Is that what it's called?”

”Maybe,” her mother said. ”But what were you doing there?”

Camilla decided to tell a little white lie so her mother wouldn't worry. And hopefully it would be a couple of hours before the security company showed up, so her mother wouldn't have a fit. ”I'm seeing this guy. We were taking a walk along the lake. It was just coincidence.”

Her mother looked at her, confused. ”And then you felt the urge to paint this very house?”

”Yes. I don't see anything wrong with that.”

”But why this house?”

Her mother sounded the way she had many years ago when Camilla had decided to deal in diamonds from Africa. ”But why Africa?” her mother had said, as if it were some sort of betrayal.

”I don't know. What does it matter?” She was tired.

Neither of them spoke while her mother wrestled with her thoughts. Finally she came to some sort of a decision.

”It doesn’t. I was just curious. Looks like an interesting house.”

They stared at each other across the table, trying to figure out what the other was hiding.

”You were making tea,” her mother reminded her. She still looked uneasy.

When Camilla returned a few minutes later with the tea and a small plate of cookies, her mother was still studying the painting. But she said nothing. At that moment Camilla was convinced that her mother had a secret.
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Chapter Fifty-Two

Lisa had plotted all the data into the geographic profiling tool and was now standing in a parking lot in a small square about three hundred meters from the police station, close to her apartment. In her hand she held a printout of the city map with annotations. The city hummed around her, it was early evening, and she was getting hungry.

According to the software, the killer did not live within a kilometer of where she was standing. This area was the killer's playground, and she was sure they would find him on the outskirts of town, or maybe even further away. She spun around 360 degrees in the parking lot. It wasn't deserted at night, but there weren't many cars or people walking around either. They still didn't know exactly where the women had been taken, but they assumed it would be close to their homes in deserted places. Could this be it?

A small passageway led from the square to a pedestrian street. Had one of the girls walked through it? Lisa didn't like the alley herself, especially not late in the evening or at night. It was too dark. It would be easy to ambush someone. There was also an inner courtyard at the end that led to tall buildings with apartments. But in either case, the killer could easily be seen at the crucial moment when he had to overpower his victim. She could scream and be heard.

Lisa moved away from a large truck that had stopped to unload boxes at a nearby bar. The driver stared at her in curiosity, and she admitted that she probably looked strange standing there, twirling around as she tried to figure it out. She ignored him, and he began lifting crates of beer onto a dolly.

”How the hell does he know where the women are going?” she muttered to herself. Was he some kind of psychic, or did he follow them all the time? But if so, how could he have a trap set for them? Or did he just sit there waiting for them to show up? There was something wrong with the software and either the data she entered or the way she used it. Unless she wasn't interpreting it correctly. She took out the paper and looked at it again. No, everything looked right. Their killer didn’t live downtown.

A tall man with a square head suddenly appeared in her field of vision. His lower lip protruded slightly, his eyes were close together, and he wore a heavy thermal jacket. ”You're from the police, aren't you?” he said.

”Yes,” she said hesitantly, ”do I know you?”

He held out a large hand. ”Svend Graulund, constable. I'm the one who gave your team the information about the coalfield. I recognized you from the station.”

It wasn't mutual, Lisa didn't remember seeing him, so why could he remember her? Had he checked her out? She didn't like the thought, but she remembered his name from one of Jasper's reports. ”Of course,” she said, her smile strained. ”What brings you to town?”

”Nothing special. I just wanted to see the cathedral. How's the investigation going?”

”I'm not sure. I'm trying to use a geographic profiling tool,” she said, feeling a bit provoked. ”It claims that the killer doesn't live here in the center, which otherwise seems to be a good bet. It indicates he might live outside of town.”

”Really?

”Yes.”

He grinned. ”Interesting. So that's why such a beautiful young woman is wandering around the side streets in the middle of the evening.”

Lisa suddenly felt uneasy. Like a fifteen-year-old girl approached by a much older man. ”Yeah, but I'm heading home now.”

”I can follow along with you.”

”That won't be necessary. I live right over there.” She pointed to her apartment’s building.

”Well then, I'll just head on up to the cathedral.”

They parted, and Lisa felt a shiver creep up her spine. What was he doing here? So close? Someone had to take a good look at him. She changed her mind about going home and walked back to the station. Trokic would probably still be there, and she wanted to show him why the killer didn't live in the middle of Aarhus, but a ways away. Maybe even as far out as where this Svend lived.
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Chapter Fifty-Three

The next morning Svend Graulund was standing with his head sunk under the hood of an old Chevy when Trokic and Jasper pulled into his house out in the country. He had oil stains on his face and a beer planted on the roof of the car. He looked angry when they told him why they were there.

”I don't get why you're checking me out. I drove in to Aarhus to give you lists of people who know about the coalfield. Lists you said are useless. And yesterday I was in Aarhus just to do a little sightseeing. How the hell does that make me a suspect in this case?”

Trokic looked at him and understood what had made Lisa react. There was a disturbing arrogance about him, and it wasn't hard to imagine that she’d found him aggressive. Trokic gazed around the small garage. Tools hung from a row of nails on a concrete wall, and smoke wafted from a cigarette in an ashtray on a small table. It smelled of oil and sweat. Was it possible to hide a body here? The place used to be a small farm, and Svend lived there alone. Far from any neighbors.

”We checked with your colleagues,” Trokic said. ”It turns out that you were absent on all the days the victims disappeared. You know your way around the coalfield. And we can see from your credit card transactions that you were in Aarhus on at least one of the days in question, and on August 28, when Annika Dinesen was abducted.”

A fragile smile appeared on Svend's face. ”Damn, you’ve been on the go since I talked to your colleague yesterday. Are you going to arrest me?”

”No, not if you come with us voluntarily and give us your statement.”

”But I'm pretty sure I have an alibi for some of those nights. I ... I play sixes almost every night I'm off.”

”Sixes? That's an illegal dice game, I believe,” Trokic said.

”Less illegal than killing someone,” said Graulund. ”You can ask Søren Stenderup. He keeps a secret list of who’s playing and when. And when I'm not there, I'm usually at the gym watching the handball girls practice. Afterward I go to the canteen for a beer. You can check it out.”

”We will. But right now we want you to come back to the station with us.”

”So what were you doing in Aarhus on August 28th?” Trokic asked when they were all in the police car and back on the highway. Jasper was driving, and Trokic was able to turn around a bit so he could see their suspect.

Svend's voice was hesitant and indignant. His eyes were small and piercing. ”I can't believe you're accusing me of this. I was visiting a girl's grave in the cemetery. My first girlfriend's grave, to be exact. I left some flowers and went home.”

”Your ex-girlfriend? I see. How long has she been dead?”

”A little over twenty years. Not that I knew Elizabeth that well in the end, I didn't talk to her the last few years she was alive. But there was just something about her. I went to the grave a few years ago, and it looked neglected. I started going there now and then to take care of it.”

The fields flew by the windows on both sides, and Trokic suddenly wondered if they were wasting their time with the constable. ”Why didn't you two keep in touch?” he asked.

”Elizabeth went crazy. She met this German scientist, I didn't like the guy. And okay, she broke up with me because of him, but it was more than that. The guy gave me the creeps right away. Anyway, they were stationed in Africa for a couple of years, and then—”

”What did you say?” Jasper said, without taking his eyes off the road. ”Africa?”

”Yeah, I'm not sure exactly where,” Svend said, staring at the gray landscape outside. ”I'm not so hot at geography. Somewhere in the western part. It was like something happened down there. I met her a few times when she was back in town to visit her parents. She’d turned cynical, she talked a lot about what was wrong with people, how some of them should never have been born. It shocked the hell out of me, I hardly recognized her, and I was thinking he’d changed her, and that she would be herself again if she got away from him.”

Svend sighed heavily. ”So of course I tried to get her away from him.”

He suddenly looked much older, Trokic thought. There was sadness in his voice, tears in his eyes, and his shoulders were slumped. If he was putting on an act, it was one of the best Trokic had seen in a long time. No matter what, his story would be easy to verify.

”It was pretty naive on my part,” Svend continued. ”Of course she didn't want to leave him, she told me to butt out. When she got tired of listening to me, she broke off all contact, and I never spoke to her again. But I heard they got divorced, and that she had moved to an apartment in Aarhus. And that she’d lost her mind.”

”But you still visit her grave?” Jasper interrupted, glancing in the rear view mirror.

”Yeah. I forgave her. I guess that's what love is. She didn't deserve to die like that.”

Trokic stared at the big constable. ”What do you mean, ‘like that’?”

”She took her own life.”

”How?”

”I'm not sure. I guess she slit her wrists. She was found in a bathtub, they said. All full of blood. I felt so sorry for the kids.”
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Chapter Fifty-Four

Trokic was in what used to be a warehouse on a street parallel to the coast road and port. The building had three floors, all painted yellow and black, and housed a company that sold office supplies. Trokic loved the old center of Aarhus. In some places, time had stopped, and he felt as if he could be back in the Viking Age, in the eighth century when the city was founded. Back when Harold Bluetooth had built the city's defenses and it had become one of the country's most important trading centers. Archaeologists had found coins, glass beads, spear points, and a plethora of other interesting items in the area, and they were ready with their sifting tools the moment a building collapsed.

”We don't rent the apartment anymore,” said Anton Jensen, the manager of Office Zupplies. He held out his hand. His red-cheeked face had looked uncomfortable when Trokic mentioned Elizabeth Fischer, his gray hair had nearly stood on end. Still, he himself had suggested taking a tour of the place. He didn't want any suspicion to fall on his company.

”We only rented it out for a short time in the late eighties, when we started the business. We didn't have much money, and the extra income came in handy. But when Elizabeth died … well, we didn't want anyone else to have it. The business was doing okay by then. So it's been empty ever since, or at least only used for our own stuff.”

He waved the key around for a moment, then put it in the lock. ”It's been several years, so of course we’ve cleaned it and fixed it up. Like I said, it's used for storage. Our business has really taken off, and now we have three other offices. We've talked about moving to a bigger locale, but it's hard to let go of a place we love. You say her ex-boyfriend Svend told you she lived here?”

Trokic nodded.

”I got to know her a bit,” Anton continued, ”even though she didn't stay here all that long. Not more than a month. To be honest, I didn't like her very much. But she was very charming when I showed her the apartment. And yeah … a beautiful woman.”

He looked down a little embarrassed. ”She went on and on about herself. Said she lived in Africa for many years with her husband.”

”Did the apartment look like this back then?” Trokic wanted to know.

”Yes, it's basically the same. The walls were white then too. She stayed here most of the time. I think she was going downhill. Sometimes she came into the office drunk with these weird obsessive thoughts about evil powers. She could come up with some very detailed stuff. Spirits with names.”

Anton shuddered. ”Maybe she was trying to drink them away. I remember some of us talking about her needing professional help. But none of us wanted to interfere, and we had to think of the kids, too.”

Maybe that's who they really should have been thinking about, the kids, Trokic thought.

Anton looked apprehensive. ”We tried to treat her as well as we could. If she came to the office drunk, we helped her back to the apartment. But really, that charm of hers was superficial, she was an awful person. Somewhat frightening, in fact.”

Trokic's eyes took in the room. It was a dark, low-ceilinged apartment with two bedrooms, a living room, and an open kitchen. As Anton had said, it was now a storage area filled with shelves of boxes. There was a faint odor in the room, unpleasant. The place might be unlived in, but there was still an aura of human decay. Could odors penetrate brick and woodwork and bear witness to the past? What had happened in here?

”Yes, it smells a little stuffy in here,” Anton said.

”How exactly did she die?” Trokic asked, though he knew the answer.

”She killed herself in a bathtub. Cut herself open. The police wouldn't let me see the bathroom, but I heard it was gruesome.”

Trokic felt a slight sense of dread. A woman in a bathtub. Blood. Maybe it was all about this woman.

”It's this way,” Anton said, his voice filled with regret.

They crossed the room, past a row of boxes and through the doorway into a white, narrow bathroom, dimly lit by a small frosted window. Anton had to turn the light on to see. A white tub sat on the floor in the middle of the room. Aesthetically it was a horror, like a box on four legs. Trokic thought of the tub at the recycling center. It had somehow seemed too elegant, the twisted legs and gilded edges had given it a touch of luxury. The tub in front of him was trashy. The victims had been meant to have deaths as degrading as the one he was standing in front of, with no hint of beauty.

”We never threw it away. It's insanely heavy, you'd need a crane to get it out through a window. It might also have been that we just didn't want anything to do with it. We just closed the door and forgot about it.”

Anton looked pale. ”I heard the cops say she had a very high blood alcohol level when they found her. She probably didn't feel a thing. Just put an end to her misery.”

”And the kids?”

”They were young. Seven and four.”

”And what happened to them?”

”As I understand it, it was the girl who found her mother. Her father was originally from Germany, and he was in town to visit the kids when it happened. He was the one who called the police and told them that the girl had found her mother dead in the bathtub. A few days later we got a call from him. He wanted to cancel the lease, of course. He also asked me to send all the kids' things to Germany, that they were going to live with him.”

Anton closed the bathroom door and locked it. His mouth was set in a straight line. ”I have to admit, it was a big relief to put an end to this matter.”

Trokic was writing down his observations in his office when someone knocked on his door.

”You have a moment?” Jasper asked.

”Sure.”

”We had to release Svend Graulund. One of his buddies confirmed that he gambled at his place most nights all year, with very few exceptions. We also saw that he filled up his car at a gas station near the cemetery on August 28, and the grave is well-kept. Looks like there's nothing there.”

Trokic got up, walked over to the window, and looked out at the bus station and the crowd of people waiting for their bus. ”Another dead end.”

”Yeah. But we got the result of the DNA sample from the blood on the edge of the bathtub. It’s Annika.”

Trokic turned and glared at him. ”What? Why didn't you say so in the first place? Great, we have the license plate number of the car that dumped it, right?”

Jasper cringed a bit. ”Yeah, but there's a problem.”

”What? I don't want to hear about any goddamn problems.”

”I'm afraid the guy who dumped the bathtub had nothing to do with it. He said he found the bathtub at the end of a cul-de-sac in Hasle, where he lives. Right in front of his house.”

”You're telling me it's possible to get rid of a bathtub without anyone noticing? Just dump it on a residential street?”

Jasper stared down at the ground as if he were personally responsible for the disaster. ”Yeah, it looks like it. In the middle of the night, I’d guess.”

”I just saw the original bathtub, and I think our killer went out to buy a new one. The one that ended up at the recycling station was all wrong.”

”I think it all stinks,” Jasper groaned. ”I was really disappointed. We have a bathtub we can't even use. It's still at the recycling station, locked up.”

”Let's get the bathtub photographed thoroughly and ask the manager or whatever the hell he is to hold it for a while.”

”It's already been done.”

They stood in silence for a few moments.

”Anyway, now we know that Elizabeth Fischer died in a bathtub, at least that's a lead,” Trokic said. ”Even if we don't have the slightest idea why.”

”I'll find the case in the archives,” Jasper said. ”Let's see what kind of person she was underneath the surface.”
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Chapter Fifty-Five

The archive was silent. A cleaning woman mopping the floors was the only one there. Jasper pulled a box from a shelf. He had a bad headache, probably because he hadn't eaten anything but candy all day. Now he had to suck it up, he didn't have time to find some painkillers.

The police had investigated the case thoroughly. It was standard procedure and required by law for the police to be called in on a suicide. Jasper had investigated a few cases himself, and each time he had felt helpless.

That was one of his superior's strengths. Even though Trokic didn't seem to be much affected by people whose world had collapsed, maybe that was why he was able to stay calm and say the right things. When he thought about it, it was interesting that a man whose most uncomplicated close relationship was with an old grumpy cat could have an extremely calming effect on people in despair.

He went through two boxes before finding the report. It was dated August 1988. He quickly flipped through it and noticed a series of photographs used as documentation and an autopsy report, also with photos. He glanced at the first one and went pale.

Even though the pictures were old and a bit faded, they were a horrifying sight. The woman was lying in a bathtub of deep red water. Part of her body was above the water, from the chest down. Both arms were floating on the surface, the wrists slashed. The camera had caught her blank stare, her gaping mouth, and her colorless face. Her chestnut hair lay in a cascade around her, some of the ends under the water. She had been beautiful even in death. He could see that much. The older he got, the less beauty meant to him. He couldn't say why he felt that way. Maybe other things had become more important.

Jasper shuddered, then he walked over to a table, pulled out a chair, placed the report in front of him, and tried to ignore the cleaning woman who was swiping around his feet at a frantic pace. The report was short and written by a male officer whose name Jasper had never seen before. The text was almost uncomfortably matter-of-fact. The woman was twenty-eight years old. Her ex-husband, Markus, who had arrived at the scene after receiving a call from his son, had found her. Markus had just returned from Africa and was staying at a hotel in the city to spend some time with his children. The children's names were not given, and they were repeatedly referred to as a son and a daughter. Markus hadn't seemed surprised by his ex-wife's death and had talked about the life she had led and that she had been a ”difficult person.” Neither the son nor the daughter had been interviewed, probably because the officer felt uncomfortable doing so.

The ex-husband had been told to stay in the country until the case was resolved. He had agreed but didn't seem affected by the situation. His relationship with the woman had ended some time ago, he had explained.

In contrast to the lack of emotional description, the cop had been very thorough with the other technical details. The estimated temperature of the water had been 20°C, the light in the bathroom had been on, the woman hadn't left any clothes on the floor, and a window had been open. He had described the position of the body and there were no signs of a struggle or blood or water on the floor.

The officer thought the cause of death was obvious. The woman had slashed her wrists in the most effective manner. Although it seemed obvious, an autopsy was performed because there were no hesitation cuts on the wrists. Hesitation or tentative wounds were small self-inflicted incisions, usually followed by the final fatal cuts to the wrists. They were typical of suicides and indicated attempts to work up the nerve. Jasper pulled out the autopsy report and read it. They had taken a blood sample which had shown a high blood alcohol level. There were no defensive wounds, so it didn't seem likely that another person had made the fatal cuts.

He suddenly stopped in the middle of the report. The uterus had been distended by a pregnancy. Jasper sat back and speculated. But the children had been seven and four. He got up, went back to his office with the reports, and poured himself a cup of coffee. Then he found the paperwork from Social Services and scanned the meager medical records. There was nothing about recent pregnancies. That couldn’t be right. He picked up his cell phone and called Torben Bach. The pathologist answered after what seemed like an eternity.

”Jasper Taurup? You’ve caught me with my hands buried in a corpse.”

Always so damn direct, Jasper thought. ”Can we talk for a moment?”

”Is it important?”

Jasper was glad the phone had been invented so he didn't have to go all the way to the morgue and be confronted with whatever Bach was up to. ”It's always important,” he said. ”I have one question.”

”Then make it quick.”

”Okay. Why would a woman have an enlarged uterus?” he asked without further explanation.

”Pregnancy,” Bach said abruptly, with a hint of ‘what else’ in his voice.

And yes, Jasper would freely admit that he didn't know much about that part of the female anatomy. He’d had limited opportunities to be let in on that type of detail. ”So there couldn't be any other reasons?” he asked.

”No. Was that it?”

”Are you sure?”

”I suppose I can't rule out some weird exotic disease I've never heard of, but generally speaking, yes.”

”I'm sitting here with a twenty-four-year-old autopsy report on a woman with an enlarged uterus.”

”Then she was pregnant. Is that all you wanted to know?”

”No. How long does it take for a uterus to return to normal size after giving birth?”

”Six to eight weeks under normal circumstances.”

”And if the uterus has been the size of a handball?”

”Then it's been a while since she gave birth.”

”But how long?”

Bach laughed briefly. It sounded like a gull chattering.

”It's impossible to say. It depends.”

”How about a rough estimate?”

”You know I don't like doing that.”

”But you must have an idea.”

The pathologist sighed. ”About a month, I would say.”

”Okay, thanks for your help,” Jasper said.

”No problem. But don't blame me if it’s wrong.”

”I won't.”

Jasper ended the call and stared at the papers in front of him. So. She’d had a baby. Without anyone knowing, apparently, but why the mystery? She already had children. And what the hell had happened to it?

He took out the pictures and looked at them carefully. There were other signs. He could see that now. The skin on her breasts looked a little loose. He held the picture closer to compensate for the quality. Then he noticed something that made his flesh crawl. He set his cup down, sloshing coffee onto the table. About three inches from her armpit was a mark. It was tiny. Not like the ones he had seen before. But it was unmistakably a small circle with the letter Y.
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Chapter Fifty-Six

Lieut. Detective Daniel Trokic had just carried two pillows into an empty room and was leaning against the wall when Jasper walked in. For some reason the room made Trokic think about being present, yes, he could be present in this tiny room where the world was limited to twelve square meters. The lack of furniture, a computer, and a phone made the place feel undisturbed and gave room for more thoughts than would normally come up during a hectic day.

There should be more peaceful places like this in a police station. And everywhere, for that matter. He pulled himself out of his deep thoughts and made a sweeping gesture. ”Come in, sit down. Let's see if we can find something that makes sense of all this. I'm sitting here philosophizing myself into a new life.”

Jasper sat cross-legged beside him and handed him a stack of papers. There was a look of excitement in his gray eyes. ”I went to the archives. You were right. It has something to do with her, I'm sure of it.” He pointed to the report. ”Guess what I found?”

”I wouldn't know,” Trokic said.

”There were leeches.”

”You're kidding me.”

”No. At least one leech. A small one.”

Trokic stared at him. ”That can't be.”

”Why not?” Jasper asked.

”Because it's too far-fetched. You think she was killed, and a killer was already active back then? Or what are you getting at?”

Jasper thought it over. ”At first glance, it doesn't seem that way. The autopsy report is a little unclear. Maybe she was killed in a way that we can't see right now.”

”This case is turning into something for archaeologists.” Trokic groaned in frustration. ”We can't do much with it now. Maybe it's more important to stick to the new material.”

”But maybe her ex-husband killed her to get the kids,” Jasper said excitedly. ”Or he killed his kids. Who knows if they ever made it to Germany? I think he's the one, and he's out there again. Maybe he never got over her.”

”But can we find him again?”

”There was an address in the archives. I checked it out, and his name is still on the address. Cross your fingers that he hasn't moved, because I'm going there tomorrow.”
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Chapter Fifty-Seven

He circled the apartment, muttering to himself in outrage. Cleared his throat again and again. The mess had increased. He hadn't had the energy to do any cleaning lately. He felt intimidated, angry, depressed. He was no longer able to do his work. Sometimes he would go down to the church crypt under Vor Frue Kirke and sit in the dark room and hug himself, but nothing helped.

There was a huge mound of dirty clothes in the living room, and he’d started wearing them again a long time ago because he wasn’t up to washing them. Old dirty plates were piling up on the desk next to his computer, where he chatted with Bernard night after night. A spider had spun a huge web up on the living room ceiling to catch the last mosquitoes of the year or any other flying insects passing that way. And in one corner he had vomited after drinking too much beer. Instead of wiping it up, he’d thrown a dirty sheet over it. It stunk up the living room, but he hardly noticed it anymore. It was as if his depressive state had numbed all sensory impulses. And only she could put an end to his torment. When she gained peace of mind, all was well.

The chestnut-haired girl had followed him to the lake. His lake. So close to the old house. How she had managed to leave her house and follow him was a mystery. That she had dared to do so was even more of a mystery. Somehow it made her more special, as if they had something in common. Something that only she would understand. And he knew by now that she was extremely intelligent. Far above average. He liked that. Her blue eyes were dark, and even the lashes around them had the same brown glow as her hair. Perhaps she would be the last. The thought made his heart beat faster. He imagined them having a future together. Eating together. Watching television. Taking walks by the sea or whatever a normal family would do.

But it was unrealistic. It would never happen. It would end in a completely different way. He knew that. It was the plan. What he had to do.

He was often at the lake. Back at the house. He didn't understand why the place drew him in so strongly. It was counter-intuitive, considering what had happened, and the thoughts of the shadows in the water still frightened him. He was always alone. His sister had gone back there sometimes, after they moved. That was where it had happened. Where everything had started. It could have ended there, too. If it hadn't been for him.

Now only the babies were dead. He had saved his sister and himself from their mother's crazy hands. And the babies were hidden somewhere. Only the bones remained. He could still remember them screaming across the lake. His mother's blank face as she held the two struggling babies underwater at the same time. The sound had been unbearable, his whole body had trembled, and finally he’d just wanted it to end. But it had gone on a long time. He could never have imagined it would take so long.

Or so he thought now, because back then he hadn't been old enough to understand exactly what was happening. Only that it was wrong and that the twins wouldn't be going back with them. He had stood paralyzed on the shore and watched the terrible drama in the moonlight.

Then everything had fallen silent, and the sound of the wind playing with the trees took over again. Only a faint ripple on the surface of the lake and a shadow somewhere under the water remained.

And then she walked back to the pine trees to grab his little sister. The little girl's ponytail bobbed up and down as she walked along the shore., led to the lake by her smiling mother like an ignorant little lamb. Her mother flattered and lured his little sister closer and closer to the water. ”But where are the babies, Mama?” ”They're lying on a blanket by the trees.” ”But I can't see them, Mama.”

He watched her drag his sister into the freezing water. She screamed; the sound was so much louder than the babies. Then he jumped into the water to save her. But their mother grabbed them by the hair. She was amazingly strong. Held their heads under water and pushed, so that he could feel her long nails on his scalp. The murky, brown water rushed into his mouth and lungs, and everything quickly began to turn black.

Then suddenly she let go and screamed. Screamed like a lunatic, and then he had seen it. Her arms were covered with slimy creatures clinging to her. He didn't know what they were at the time. They looked like black, squirming forest snails.

No one spoke all the way home. Not a single word. The moon illuminated his mother's frozen, distorted face in brief glimpses, reminding him of the eerie African masks that had always frightened him when they lived in Africa. His sister cried silently, her ponytail now a long, dripping tuft of hair, and she sucked on her wet T-shirt like a tiny kitten. Then she finally stopped, and she had the same numb expression on her face as her mother. Somehow they suddenly became one, and that thought frightened him more than anything else. It was a look that hadn't changed much over the years. In and out of psychiatric wards, long conversations with experts, and it was still the same. A bad seed had been planted in her that day.

When they returned home, he realized that her mother had to be stopped. He didn't know how, only that it was absolutely necessary. Somehow their mother had become possessed, a bit like one of the evil people in the fairy tales. Or like a person became in Africa. And the only man who could help them had gone back to the big, hot continent. They were alone, the two of them.

He found them an hour later in the bed he shared with his now apathetic little sister, when he took off his long, wet pants. They had sucked on his calf, and when they let go, he bled profusely. He wasn't afraid of them. These strange creatures had saved his life at the last minute.

Carefully he picked them off, found a bowl in the kitchen, poured some water into it, and hid them under his bed. In the meantime his blood had turned his sheets red. A beautiful, bright red that gave him a strange satisfaction. It meant he was alive. For the longest time he just sat there, staring at the color and listening to his breathing, which had become slow and deep. Then his sister awoke from her restless sleep, turned to him, and said in a voice he barely recognized, ”Mother must die. You have to kill her. You have to do it for me.”

The next day he had gone to the library and borrowed a book on leeches. That was the beginning of a long period of selecting of the biggest ones. Always the biggest. The smaller ones he’d regretfully flushed down the toilet. He hadn't understood at the time that there was a genetic aspect to it, that he was in fact interfering with nature. He’d never heard of Mendel and his pea experiments in Brno in the mid-1800s, of DNA and genes.

He stopped pacing the floor and grabbed a beer from the refrigerator. He hoped he would never have to shout into the lake again. Scream and feel powerless over what had happened, with an impossible wish to make it all go away. That the babies would come back out of the water and all the terrible years would be erased.
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Chapter Fifty-Eight

The street was deserted when Camilla stepped out of the house. The moon was shining, and gravel crunched with every step she took down the path in front of the house. The dew accentuated all the smells, and at that moment everything made sense. She was going to meet Søren again. Thoughts raced through her head, and suddenly she felt almost happy as she turned and headed down the sidewalk. She shivered in the early evening and cursed him under her breath. Why did he want to meet her for a walk in the evening? Why all the secrecy? He’d sounded nervous on the phone. Was he having second thoughts, or was it just an upcoming interview in the newspaper that worried him?

The temperature was near freezing, and she was wearing only a dress with thin tights and her fall jacket. The cold wind kept slipping under her dress, giving her goosebumps. She was freezing her ass off, just because she'd simply had to look sharp.

She had just rounded the hedge when she saw a large van on the street, its engine running. The rear door was open, and the lights were on. A huge package was sticking out over the edge. The driver was nowhere in sight, and she couldn't help but stare at the package as she walked by, which was when she noticed the large letters printed on top.

She stopped and looked; it was her name on the package. Camilla Hayden. No one else in the country had that name, that much she knew. She hadn't ordered anything. Had Søren sent her a gift? But it was so big. And where was the driver? He couldn't just leave a package for her out in the open without keeping an eye on it. And what would he do with it now that she wasn't home?

She looked back at the house. Miranda was watching her from the second floor. Her hat was gone, and her long auburn hair hung down her back. She shivered. She would have to call Søren and tell him she might be a little late. She walked over to the package with the big capital letters and reached for her cell phone in her pocket. A sharp odor and a movement of air hit her nose, and her instinct was to whirl around. She never got that far.
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Chapter Fifty-Nine

”Under normal circumstances, I would never go so far as to call the police,” said Johanne Hayden. ”But Camilla's boyfriend, or whatever he is - you know him, the politician Søren Nisbjerg – he called me and asked if I’d seen her. He was supposed to meet her in town about four hours ago, and I see that the lights are still out and she's not answering her phone. Maybe I'm overreacting, but I can't help but notice that she looks a lot like the girls who were killed.”

”You did the right thing,” Trokic said. ”Can we see the house?”

She nodded, her lower lip quivering. ”Of course. I had a lot of trouble getting in. She's hired a security company, but thank god she apparently included me in the contract as some sort of contact person. I've already been inside to look, but I didn't see anything unusual. Except it looks like she just left.”

She walked to the end of the hallway, unlocked a door, and held it open. Jasper and Trokic entered a feminine-looking room in beige with dried flowers hanging from the ceiling, lace cloths on the tables, and lots of candles. There were rows of neat orchids on the window sills, and a vase on the table was filled with salmon-colored roses. The scent of a potpourri of lavender hung in the air, along with a faint smell of sewage.

”She's had some trouble with her drain,” her mother apologized. ”I think there's a dead rat down there somewhere.”

”When was the last time you saw her?”

Johanne wrung her hands. ”Yesterday afternoon. I stopped by but didn't stay long.”

On an easel by the window sat a painting that contrasted sharply with the art on the walls. The painting was of a bleak, depressing house.

”We'll just have a quick look around,” Trokic said, trying to keep his voice calm. ”Maybe she'll show up here in a minute, but we'll check the house just in case. We can't get in upstairs.”

”A tenant lives up there. She's probably not home.”

Johanne had to sit down on one of the heavy cream-colored couches. She pulled a cigarette out of her coat pocket and lit it with trembling hands. Then she took a long drag and stared at the table. ”It's him. I know it's him. It can't be anyone else.”

”Who?” Trokic snapped.

”Markus.”

He sat down beside her. ”Are you telling me that you know Markus Fischer?”

Camilla's mother bit her lip, trying to hold back tears. Trokic was losing his patience. He leaned forward on the couch to get closer to the upset woman and spoke firmly: ”It's time you tell us what you know.”

”Markus Fischer. I knew him and Elizabeth when they lived at the lake. I was a health nurse, I visited the house regularly. Things went on. I don't want to talk about it.”

Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she hid her face in her hands.

”You’ll have to,” Trokic said. ”If this has anything to do with our case, we need to know, or we won't be able to find Camilla. Do you have any idea where she might be?”

Her mother lifted her tearful face and looked at the painting. Then she pointed. ”I think she's there. I knew as soon as she painted it that something was wrong, but I didn't know what to do. The house belongs to Markus. Maybe he came back.”

”And where is this house?”

”By a lake. A fishing lake near Brandrup. It's been so many years. Oh God, don't let it happen.”

”Think. This is your daughter we're talking about. We need an address, and we need it now.”

”I don't have an address. I don't remember it.”

”Then tell us how to get there.”
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Chapter Sixty

It was dark around the big red house, and a stiff wind bent the bushes along the walls halfway down. Between the trees in the small back yard, he could make out ripples on the lake. Nothing indicated that anyone had lived there for years.

”I don't think there's anyone in there,” Jasper said, looking up at the house.

The red paint was peeling, the roof was covered with moss, most of the windows were broken or cracked, and the mailbox had fallen over. The postal service and advertising companies seemed to have given up on the house, since there was no mail sticking out. Silence loomed over the place as if time had stopped, and for a moment he thought of all the bullet-riddled houses still empty in the middle of Croatia, where no one wanted to live. Few people seemed to want to live in places that had been struck by evil forces. But had something like that happened in this house? Trokic had the feeling that someone had been there recently. There were footprints in the dirt on the steps leading to the front door. And the grass down to a boathouse by the lake had been trampled.

”Wait here by the car and keep an eye on the road,” Trokic said. ”I'll find a way in.”

”No, I'm going with you,” Jasper said. ”If Markus is in there and hears you, he might kill Camilla. It has to be two of us. And I'm the expert on doors.”

”And what if he shows up and sees the car on the road?”

”We'll cover each other.”

Two minutes later the door to the old house swung open, and Trokic shivered slightly. It smelled stuffy and musty, and it was freezing cold. They walked into a hall with wide floorboards and a dark wooden sideboard with a mirror above it. Trokic jumped when he saw his reflection.

”Jesus,” he muttered.

”What?”

”Nothing. Let's take the living room first.”

They entered an immaculately-kept room with beautiful old leather furniture, a large heavy mahogany bookcase, and a matte glass dining table. On one wall hung photographs of four children in magnificent gold frames. Two of them were twins and quite small. Almost newborn. All the pictures looked as if they had been taken by a professional photographer in a studio.

”There's no one here,” he said.

They walked around the house, checking room after room, but everything seemed untouched and in good shape, except for a heavy layer of dust and a lot of cobwebs. It was obvious that the owner had plenty of money. Everything was of good quality, but nothing that could be turned into quick cash if you were a thief.

”It's been a long time since he was here, and no one's been here since,” Trokic said.

They went into the kitchen. It was white, 80s style, with steel handles and a wooden countertop. A modern chrome coffee maker sat in one corner, and there was a row of empty glass jars for spaghetti, flour, and sugar. In the middle of the room stood a small round table with four chairs. On the table stood a Coke can.

Jasper picked it up and read. ”The expiration date was about half a year ago.”

”So someone's been here.”

”Someone used the kitchen, anyway.”

”Let's take a look at the boathouse,” Trokic said. ”I have a really bad feeling about this.”

They went outside and followed a small path behind the house and across the yard, down to the boathouse. The moon, almost full, was shining down on the lake, and the leaves on the trees sparkled like tiny pieces of silver. An icy wind blew in off the water, and a bird screeched above the trees. Did anyone ever just happen to come by here, for no reason? Probably not. Plants from the lake reached up to the yard, which likely ruled out fishing. There was a faint rotten smell in the area, and it was impossible to tell if it was stagnant water or something dead.

The boathouse was very small, and the wood showed numerous cracks. The window panes on either side were still unbroken, and the door looked heavy and sturdy.

”Padlock,” Jasper sighed. ”Damn. I hate them.”

”You can't force it open?”

”Maybe. I'll go get some equipment from the car.”

Jasper disappeared, and Trokic looked around. The grass around the tiny building had been trampled. Perhaps there was an entrance on the other side? He walked toward the corner on his right and felt the grass turn into a swamp. His sneakers sank deeper and deeper. When he reached the corner, he noticed a door. So there was a second entrance. He walked over and grabbed the doorknob. The hinges squeaked as he pulled it open. He could see into the boathouse. He took a step back and yelled. ”Hey Jasper, forget it. We can get in from—”

He felt a sharp pain on his shoulder blade, a few fingers scratching him, someone shoving him off balance. He staggered backwards, his shoes lost their grip, and he yelled in surprise as he fell onto the marshy ground. For a moment he saw her long hair blowing in the twilight. Her eyes were angry and dark. It had to be Camilla. Scared and confused.

”Wait,” he called.

But she was already headed for the trees, running along the shore as he got to his feet.

”Camilla,” he called, but there was no answer. He felt a sticky liquid pulsing from his shoulder, and the pain sharpened. ”Damn it,” he muttered.

”What's going on, what happened?” Jasper yelled, when he reached Trokic with a bag in his hand. ”Are you hurt?”

”I think it was Camilla. She must have been locked up in the shed here, and when I opened it she attacked me and took off.”

”Jesus Christ, she must have gone crazy. You didn't identify yourself?”

”I didn't have time, it happened so fast.”

”You're bleeding from your shoulder and chin. What the hell happened?”

”She stabbed me with something. Possibly a knife. Like I said, it all went so fast. And then she scratched my face. She must have thought I’m the killer, that I came back for her. It's just weird. The door wasn't locked. Maybe he forgot and she didn't know. My God. Poor girl. I almost wish I was the killer and she’d hit harder.”

”I can't go after her now,” Jasper said. ”We need to get this bleeding under control. Sit down over here by the shed.” He took off his jacket and shirt and tore the shirt into strips, then he tied one around Trokic's shoulder. ”I'll call for backup. We need to find her. She could be in shock, she could hurt herself.”

”Yeah, get some patrols in the area. Let's drive around and see if we can find her because she—”

”No!” Jasper said. ”The others will find her. You're going to the hospital to get patched up, right now.” Jasper pulled him up and helped him to the car.

”We need to go through the boathouse right away,” Trokic said when they got there. ”Get the techs out here and tell them it's urgent.”

”I'll call them and get back here as soon as I get you to the ER.”
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Chapter Sixty-One

Jasper was back at the boathouse shortly after the techs cordoned off the area. Sia’s dark skin had a pale sheen when Jasper walked up to him. Somewhere an owl was hooting.

”There's something wrong here.” Sia handed Jasper coveralls, shoe covers, mask, and hairnet to give him access to the boathouse.

”What do you mean?” Jasper asked.

The place was lit by a spotlight that illuminated small clouds of their breath hanging around them. Even though there were three people in the boathouse and an officer standing guard on the road, it didn't feel safe. A row of rusty tools hung from nails on the wall, and an old bicycle with crooked wheels stood parked in the corner. Was this where the girls had been killed, one after the other? If so, a bathtub was missing. But this could be the place where at least one of them had decomposed until she could be transported to her final resting place. The techs would soon have that cleared up. In any case, the place was undisturbed, with very few visitors to the area.

”There's no sign of anyone being held captive in here,” Sia said. ”You said Trokic was attacked by a woman captured by the killer? In that case, it wasn't a lock that kept her inside.”

”But maybe he was threatening her,” Jasper said.

”Could be, but she probably wasn't abused. All the tools look untouched. So far we can't even see that she's been here. There's something fishy about this.”

”But she was here,” Jasper said. ”And the place was only unguarded from the time I drove Trokic to the hospital until you got here. No more than half an hour. I can't imagine anyone having enough time to clean the place up and remove anything, especially a bathtub. That would require a trailer and would be very risky.”

A cry came from the corner of the boathouse under a window, where Jane was examining the floor. ”It looks like someone has been digging here,” she said. ”The ground is loose. Almost as if something was being dug up. Here's a tiny bone.” And then, with disgust, ”No, it's a skull.”

”What?” Jasper asked.

She dug quickly through the soil with her gloved hands. ”Oh God, it's so small. It's an infant.”

Jasper and Sia stared in disbelief as she uncovered the earth beneath her. Small bones appeared one by one, and then another skull. Jasper felt weak. What was this? The children Markus had killed?

Jane turned toward them, her eyes black, her face drained of all color. ”Jesus. Someone buried their children here.”
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Chapter Sixty-Two

Trokic pounded on the desk. Sometimes it had an effect on people.

”You’re going to tell me the whole truth about all this,” he spat. ”Otherwise I will arrest you and charge you with obstruction of justice. I was in the hospital last night and got stitched up and I am not, repeat, not in a good mood. Your daughter may have been in the clutches of a psychopath. A serial killer, goddamn it. And now she's running around somewhere, all confused.”

Johanne Hayden gasped and swallowed, tears rolling down her cheeks. She pulled a cigarette from a pack in her jacket. When she saw Trokic shaking his head, she put it back. It took a few more minutes for her to collect herself, and Trokic drummed his fingers on the table. Her voice was weak as she began.

”I knew Elizabeth Fischer in high school. We were close friends back then. But we went our separate ways. She studied to be an accountant, and I went to nursing school, but we kept in touch and saw each other regularly. Until the day she met him.”

”Markus, I assume?”

”Yes. He was a very handsome man, very captivating, and I understand why she was so infatuated with him. But he was a mean bastard and a jerk, I can tell you that much. I distinctly remember him mentioning the drinking problems of one of our mutual friends over dinner. The kind of guy who liked to talk about other people and usually exaggerated. By then Elizabeth had become more withdrawn and didn't talk about much of anything except him. I don't think he liked that she and I got together, because she started making excuses not to see me.”

She took a deep breath, and her eyes grew distant. ”It was like she got infected by his personality. Little by little. His opinions became hers. In the end, I could hardly recognize her.”

Trokic nodded and thought about what Svend Grauland had said about Elizabeth. It all made sense.

”Then one day she told me they were moving to Africa,” Johanne said. ”Markus had worked there before, and he was going back. They lived there for years.”

”Did you see her during that time?” Trokic asked.

”No. Not even once. I got a postcard the first month. Then nothing. It was very strange, and I didn't even have an address to write to. I was sad, of course. On the other hand, our friendship was a bit strained because of Markus. But about seven years later they came back to Denmark”.

”How did you get in touch with her?”

”By coincidence. I’d become a health nurse, and I was working in that area. She had two children by then and was carrying twins. There were some complications in her pregnancy, and I was sent there to talk to her about how best to care for the twins when they were born. Markus was home temporarily, and I sensed that their love had died. It was the way he looked at her with disgust because she’d started drinking. Even though she was pregnant.”

She paused a moment as tears filled her eyes again. ”Then the twins were born, but it was like she had no connection with them. I was very worried about them, especially because she had changed so much. She’d become a nasty person, and when I stopped by I only stayed as long as I had to. I felt bad every time I left. She kept saying that Markus should have been killed at birth, that he was some kind of monster. It was for the best, she said. You have to understand that listening to her provoked me, but at the same time, it was my job. Then at some point she started getting paranoid. She was afraid of everything, kept talking about evil spirits, that the children might have inherited the evil, whatever that was. She kept talking about a disease I'd never heard of.”

Trokic found a pack of Kleenex in his drawer and let her sob for a while.

”Then one day,” Johanne continued, ”when I went to visit her, she was sitting on the floor with the bodies of two babies next to her. The twins. It was horrible. They almost looked as if they’d been dissolved in water. As if she’d drowned them and brought them out of the water several days later. She just sat on the floor looking at them, said she’d had to because they had inherited their father's disease. It was how they did it in Africa. A strong ancient culture.”

”But what kind of sickness was it?” Trokic asked.

”She never answered my questions about it. I thought she’d gone mad.”

”Where were the other children?”

”In their rooms. She didn't respond until I started talking about calling someone. Then she pleaded with me, begged me to help her bury them in the boathouse, and if I didn't help her, she would make sure I lost my job because of neglect. And then we did it. She said they would have gotten sick anyway, and there was no cure.” She herself was pleading now, almost desperately. ”But the other children. They were too big.”

She took a sip of water. ”Suddenly Elizabeth hated everything connected to him. Including her children. She left him, moved away. And she wouldn't talk to me anymore. I saw her once in the city shortly after, and later I heard that she’d committed suicide. God, do you think Markus could be involved? Maybe he’s back and is killing women who look like Elizabeth. Just like my Camilla. There must be some link to the house.”

Trokic poured a cup of coffee and pushed it across the table. ”Two of our men are on their way to Germany to talk to Markus. If he still lives at the address we have for him.”

The telephone on Trokic's desk rang.

”Just a moment,” he said to Johanne.

”Maybe it's Camilla,” she said, hopeful now. ”I just want my daughter back.”

”Lieutenant Daniel Trokic,” he said.

A young officer spoke up. ”I'm standing guard outside Camilla Hayden's house. Camilla hasn't come back. I was told she got away and that she would come back, but she's not here yet.”

Trokic’s gut wrenched. Where had she gone when she ran from the boathouse? Or, he thought. Could it be another young woman who had been taken prisoner? Someone not yet reported as missing? But if it wasn't Camilla, who was it? And where was Camilla?
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Chapter Sixty-Three

Jasper and Lisa arrived in Eckernförde at a quarter past ten. It was surrounded by lakes and fields, and a large marina dominated the cityscape. The boats had not yet been pulled out for the winter, and there were few people around. Rain was pouring down, beating against the water in the bay. Jasper parked in front of a Chinese restaurant, grabbed his GPS, and navigated on foot with Lisa at his side.

The white stucco, red-roofed house with an outer walkway was set back from the road. Its lawn featured two red bushes. Lisa rang the doorbell.

”How's your German?” she asked Jasper.

”It sucks big time. We're talking ninth grade school German.”

”Same here. It'll be okay.”

A very short woman opened the door. She was in her sixties, with red, short, curly hair and a green dress that looked two sizes too big. Jasper pulled himself together. ”We're looking for a Markus Fischer. Does he live here?”

She looked apologetic as she pulled the collar of her dress up to her neck to keep out the biting morning cold. ”He used to. But he's dead now.”

”Dead?” Jasper repeated, thinking of the highway with the busy, hot-tempered morning drivers – a major inconvenience they’d survived for what now looked like no reason.

”It happened about two years ago. I was his housekeeper.”

They probably had the whole trip painted on their faces, because she gestured at the living room behind her, furnished with brown chairs and plants that looked artificial even from a distance. ”Why don’t you come in, I’ll make us a cup of tea?”

”That’s very kind of you.”

She returned a few minutes later with sweet lemon tea in brown cups so tiny they looked like they came from a dollhouse. ”My name is Margit Kleemann, by the way. It's been a long time since anyone asked about him,” she began, while trying to straighten up her hair a bit. ”The last ten years, the only one to take an interest was his son from Denmark.”

”His son?” Lisa asked. “From Denmark? But didn't the children live here when they were little?”

”No, Miranda and Peter only lived here a short time. He couldn't handle them, they were wild and mean-spirited, so they were sent back to their grandparents in Denmark. I drove them myself. To somewhere near those brown coal mines.”

Jasper stared at her. The son. Could he be the one instead?

”Peter visited us later on,” the woman continued. ”They had common interests. Africa and genetics. Peter often traveled to where his father had been.”

She looked troubled. ”They were both deeply connected to those places. I think it made Markus a bit strange, it distorted his thinking. And his poor wife Elizabeth, she went insane and took her own life.”

”But what about Markus, how did he die?” Lisa wanted to know.

”Van Leth's syndrome.”

”I've never heard of it.”

”No. Neither had I.” She sighed. ”I was with him until the end. To tell the truth, he was not a pleasant person. A great manipulator. Still, it was my job to look after his house, that’s what I was paid to do. There was no one else around to do it anyway.”

Clouds were gathering in the sky outside, and the living room was growing darker.

”What happened?” Jasper asked.

Frau Kleemann frowned. ”He became ill four years ago. It was a nasty disease, but he wasn't surprised. He said he’d known about it for many years. Since he was very young. There had been signs. His brain started to deteriorate, and it was happening very fast. Every day a little less of him was left. Nobody should die like that, but fortunately it's a very rare disease.”

”But how did he get it?” Jasper asked, sipping at the horrible lemon tea.

”It's a genetic disease. He tried to explain it to me, but I don't know much about it except that it's hereditary. The fact that the children might have inherited the disease worried him a lot.”

”Genetic diseases are a vast field,” Jasper said.

”It was the Y chromosome,” the housekeeper said, after a short pause.

Jasper stared at her in surprise. So the Y might have a meaning. One he would never have thought of. They had considered religion, letters, and shapes, but not this. ”So his son could be sick?”

”I have no idea.”

”Maybe it will start later,” Jasper suggested. ”Like it did with him.”

She nodded. ”He found out it started with these strange visions. He was only fifty at the time. It went downhill fast for him. In four years he was gone. Terrible disease.”

”Did he receive any treatment?”

”No. He said it was useless. In the end, he died, and as far as I know, the children inherited everything he owned. It was a fortune. I was allowed to stay here.”

”Like you said, his ex-wife committed suicide,” Lisa said. ”Do you know anything about that?”

Frau Kleemann turned pale and looked away. She picked a withered leaf off the plant on the table. Not artificial.

”Do you know anything?” Jasper repeated, a bit more sharply this time.

”I know she died.”

”Could he have had anything to do with it?”

New silence.

”We're investigating the murders of several women,” he said. ”Somehow there's a connection to Fischer. His ex-wife was found in a bathtub, with her wrists slashed. There are similarities to the women who have been killed.”

”He didn't kill them,” she whispered. ”But I know who did.”

”Who?”

”The boy. His son. I could never tell anyone, and I thought it must be some kind of accident when Markus told me. Or that he was blaming the boy for her suicide. We talked about it just before he died. That was what he said.”

”Said what, exactly?”

”The boy did it, he said.”
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Chapter Sixty-Four

He removed the tape from her mouth. She was still in a chemical sleep and breathing heavily. She didn't react to his touch. He carefully placed her in the tub. There was no chance she would wake up. Not now. The water would do that later. He undressed her slowly, enjoying his power. Each piece of clothing revealed a new part of her skin. When he removed her bra, he could barely breathe, and hatred raged inside him. He caressed the skin of her belly. It was thin, he noticed with satisfaction. Her auburn hair lay in soft curves around her face, and for a moment he thought of the autumn forest.

He kept coming back to the apartment where his mother had died. On the surface, it had looked ordinary. There had been an old black sewing machine with blue thread. She had decorated the room with framed pressed flowers and a lot of painted, colorful ceramics, all signed with his sister's initials. Along another wall was a small bookshelf filled with romantic literature. He doubted she had ever read any of it. At least he’d never seen her with a book, and no one had ever read anything to him. And in the midst of it all, she had become more and more withdrawn.

In a way, he’d been relieved when he stood next to the tub and watched her blood run down it like a little red stream. She was unconscious from drinking, and it had been so easy. Maybe he’d even smiled a little. He’d thought it would be enough. As if his smile was a ticket to his innocence or being forgiven.

He opened the cooler and took out the two glasses. They were swarming around in there, but first he wanted to enjoy the moment. He plucked out a beer, opened it, drank, then wiped the foam off his mouth with his sleeve and began. He had decided to show Bernard the result. It would be a great moment that would bring them closer together.

He turned to the sleeping figure in the tub. His fingers trembled as he ran them up her legs with the little blond hairs. So soft. Like velvet. For a moment he remembered how her dress had blown in the late summer wind, revealing her long, slightly downy legs. How her thin lips had curled into a smile that only she knew the reason for.

He had taken a big risk getting rid of the tub in the middle of the night. Someone might have seen his car and trailer. But it had to be right. It had to look like it did back then and convince her that she was finally dead. He began to fill the tub. The water was the right temperature, lukewarm, about 15°C. Then he poured the mineral mixture into the water and let it dissolve slowly, stirring the water with a stick. Then he placed the jars next to the tub.

He could see the excitement of the little creatures as they waited for the big water. What a new world this would reveal to them. He already knew how they would wriggle joyfully in the water. There were about a hundred of them, and they were hungry. It was time. The tub was full. Everything was ready. He lifted his jacket off the chair and looked at her again. He would find peace in the church crypt. He had done his part. This would be the last time he would see her alive. Then he left.
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Chapter Sixty-Five

Out in the hallway people were rushing past on their way to lunch, but Trokic had no appetite, and neither Jasper nor Lisa seemed to be able to find peace of mind until Camilla was found. They compared the information they had gathered in Germany with what Camilla's mother had told them that morning.

”This story is so way out there,” Lisa said, blowing on her coffee. ”Elizabeth must have lost her mind, staying so long with the tribes in Africa. I'm still a little shaken up, I can't believe these things still go on in this world. A whole culture that commonly kills newborns. It's so Stone Age.”

”Hmmm ...” Trokic muttered. ”It happens here too, you know. Hardly a year goes by without someone killing their newborn. There are a lot of disturbed people out there. It's terrible.”

Jasper was removing dead leaves from a small bonsai plant on Trokic's desk. He was paler than usual and seemed exhausted from the car ride. ”But it’s also the way the kids were killed, so violently. On the other hand, my sister can tell some sad things about her goddaughter, Gloria, in Togo. I've always thought she—”

”Wait a sec,” Trokic said. ”What did you say her name was?”

”Gloria.”

Trokic stood up and walked around, scratching his neck furiously. ”Where have I heard that name lately?”

No one spoke as the two of them stared at him.

”Oh yeah, now I remember. This is really odd. The farmer's stable hand had the same name. Not really a common one here in Denmark, is it? I've never met anyone with that name here. What's it supposed to mean?”

”Was she African?” Lisa asked.

”I never saw her. The farmer's wife told me something the girl said, that she thought the pile of stones looked different.”

As soon as Lisa and Jasper left his office, Trokic picked up the phone and dialed the farmer's number.

Jørgen answered after five rings, and after starting with a long, wet cough, he said, ”Gloria? Sure, she was from some place in Africa. I can't remember exactly where. All them African countries are sort of the same to me, and I couldn't talk to her anyhow. The interpreter who was here told her what her job was in the stable. He followed us everywhere and translated what we said to her.”

Moments went by before Trokic could answer. ”The interpreter? Would that be Michael Borring from the refugee center?”

”No, I'm sure he was called something else.”

”And did you all walk out to your field?”

”We did, of course we did.”

”Past the pile of stones.”

”There too, yeah.”

Trokic was about to hang up when Jørgen’s memory came back.

”Oh yeah, now I remember, the name of that interpreter. Peter. Peter Fischer.”

Trokic's thoughts raced through his head. The other interpreter at the refugee center, the man present during his interrogation of Michael Borring, was his name Peter? No one had said, but it had to be him. A man who knew African languages. A man who had seen the pile of stones. Could it actually be Markus Fischer’s son? Really, though, how could it not be?

He called Anne-Marie. ”Find the location of Peter Fischer, the interpreter from the refugee center in Stavtrup. You could try talking to his boss, Michael Borring. He surely knows where he lives. Peter’s our man, I'm sure it's him. And call me back. We have to find him, now.”
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Chapter Sixty-Six

It was almost noon when they pulled up at the large, light green villa with peeling paint and an overgrown yard in Riiskov. Jasper and Trokic knocked on the door. Behind them was a squad of five armor-clad officers, ready to force their way in if necessary. It took forever for the door to open. A slender woman appeared and stared at them. She was wearing jeans, along with a cap that signaled that she was on her way out.

”We're looking for Peter Fischer,” said Trokic.

She was frightfully pale. Almost like one of the colorless lizards he’d seen in a cave deep underground in Croatia. But then she looked him deep in the eyes and bit her lip, and for a moment there was something extremely attractive about her. ”He's not here.”

”We’ve been informed that he lives here. May I ask what your relationship is with Peter?”

”I’m his sister. I take care of the house.”

”So, you’re Miranda Fischer?”

She nodded. Trokic wondered if she looked like her mother. ”Where is he now?” he asked.

She shrugged and bit her lip again.

”We have to search the house,” Trokic said. ”We have a search warrant. And you'll have to come to the station with us.”

She looked down. The squad moved past her into the house, guns raised.

”I’ll need my coat,” she said.

Trokic followed her to the car, where another officer took over, and watched as she got into the back seat. Then he waited while the squad went through the house. Fifteen minutes later they filed out one by one.

”Nothing in there, sir. Nothing.”

Back at the station, Trokic asked her, ”Do you know why you're here?”

”No.”

”We're investigating the murders of three women. And now a fourth woman is missing.” He rattled off the names in chronological order.

Miranda Fischer cocked her head, a faint smile on her lips. ”I know the names. I've seen it on the news. Terrible case.”

”Exactly. And we suspect that your brother is involved.”

She fell silent and looked up at the ceiling. Her pale skin was freckled, and she had downy hair on her earlobes. She looked fragile and listless.

”My brother?” she finally asked.

”Yes. He fits our profile, and certain things link him to the murders.”

She shook her head fiercely. ”It can't be. He would never do such a thing.”

”I'm afraid so,” Trokic said. ”Tell me about him.”

”What can I say? I don't know much about his personal life. He works as an interpreter at the refugee center, and I see him once in a while. Like I said, I take care of his house sometimes. I have no idea what else he's up to. Apart from chatting on the net.”

Trokic stared at her in frustration. She seemed like a small, naive child.

”But you must have some idea where he could be. We were told he lives here. Does he stay other places?”

Silence. She stared into the air at a point behind him. ”I'm not going to tell you,” she finally muttered. ”You'd hurt him.”

She glanced at her wristwatch. Did she have an appointment? ”Maybe he's at work,” she suggested.

”We checked. He wasn't there.”

”He wasn't?”

”No. They told us he hadn't been there the past week. They didn't know where he was either. There must be some place.”

”I have no idea. Stop bothering me and let me go.”

”We're sure he's our man. Another young woman disappeared last night, she’s about your age. You wouldn't want her to get hurt, would you?”

She looked sullen, as if it were none of her business what was going on in the rest of the world. But her eyes burned for a moment. Anger or passion? She was a strange creature. You could pass her on the street, and she’d be invisible. Yet Trokic had the feeling the world around them was disappearing. It was her eyes, intense and incredibly bright blue, and for a moment they swallowed him up.

”Of course not,” she murmured.

”Then tell us where he might be.” Trokic wanted to shake her, but he resisted. He took a deep breath. They sat in silence for a long time. Then tears finally began to fall.

”I don't understand any of this,” she whispered. ”But if you must know, he spends a lot of time in the church crypt under Vor Frue Kirke, when he needs a quiet place. He likes it there.”

She noticed Trokic's puzzled look. ”There's a child's grave down there. He says it reminds him of the past.”

She wiped her wet cheeks, obviously unhappy about ratting on her brother. It was normal for a family member to deny the truth until the very end. But maybe she understood now that it was for the best. That she had a chance to make a difference.

Suddenly she seemed to wake up beside him. ”Am I under arrest?”

”No.”

There was a childlike quality to her voice. ”I'm going to see someone. It's important. Can I go now?”

”I have to ask you to stay for a while. We need to make sure you don't call your brother and warn him.”

Another twenty-five minutes passed before Trokic got the call. He walked out into the hall and closed the door behind him.

”We found him, boss,” Jasper said. ”We're bringing him in now.”

”Great.”

He walked back into the interrogation room. ”You're free to go. I'm sorry about your brother.”

She wiped her eyes and put her bag on the desk. ”I'm leaving now.”
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Chapter Sixty-Seven

He ran his finger along the rough walls. They were made of field stones and had been in place for nearly a thousand years. The crypt under Vor Frue Kirke had been built at the same time as the stone church on the outskirts of the city, near the river. He had seen people tremble as they walked under the low vaulted ceiling. After the stone church had been torn down and the new church built, the crypt had been forgotten.

So had the body of a child found nine hundred years later during a restoration. No one knew who the child was or why she or he had been buried there. Perhaps it had been someone important. Or maybe the church had found an abandoned dead child? Or maybe the child had been killed because something was wrong … some kind of disease? It was one of the few places where he could find peace.

His thoughts moved on to Miranda. Would it be enough now? She was so complicated, and there were only scattered moments when he could catch a glimpse of her reality. Sometimes he thought she had more dimensions than other people. Just like her name, which could mean ”the admired” or ”the one who saw.” He hoped she soon would become the person she had been back then. The funny little carefree girl he could barely remember. He caught a glimpse of her now and then. He wanted her to stay like that forever.

He’d just sat down in front of the old crucifix when a team of black-uniformed cops swarmed around him, pointing their guns at him. The shock was brutal, and thoughts raced through his head. Was it over now? Already? He’d hoped to bring the last one to an end as well. Bring it to a conclusion. Get the bone from her little finger so the chain would be complete. Had they found her? He hoped not.

But how had they found him? Had Miranda betrayed him? He couldn't believe that. His heart sank.

But then pride surged through him. It wasn’t just Miranda he'd wanted to save. His spectacular feats would go down in history. He would be somebody, and the headlines had the potential to cross borders. The cops could shoot him, destroy the whole crypt, and his mission would still be accomplished. He had never felt such power before, and he was ecstatic.

”Get down on the ground,” one of the cops yelled. ”Now.”

He smiled, hoping they would notice. He wished someone could have taken his picture at this moment. It could grace the cover of a book about him. Right here in the historic center.

”Where is she? Where’s Camilla?” one of the policemen shouted.

He laughed to himself against the hard ground. So. They hadn't found her.
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Chapter Sixty-Eight

Lisa watched the funeral procession leave the church. Three women and three men dressed in black carried Annika Dinesen’s white coffin to her grave. More people followed with umbrellas, trying to keep themselves and the pallbearers dry. Rain hammered against the coffin's lid, and the final notes of the church organ lowered the somber mood even further.

Annika Dinesen was to be buried here in Holme Cemetery, close to her childhood home. A light mist hung over the red church, and the gravel was covered with wet, multi-colored leaves. They reminded Lisa that everything perished, and she pulled her hands up into her coat sleeves and shivered. It was time for Annika to find her final resting place. She had been kept in the morgue, the body had only been released three days earlier.

Lisa felt tears welling up as she remembered the day a year earlier when she had buried her mother, who hadn’t lived to see her grandson.

Lisa didn't usually show up for victims' funerals. This was a spur-of-the-moment thing. She wanted to share the news of the arrest, in hopes it would be a ray of light on a sad, dark day.

She stood in the background, rain pouring over her umbrella as the pastor said his last words. After a while Annika's grandmother came over and shook her hand. She was wearing a long black dress under a raincoat. ”Thank you for coming,” she said. She sounded sincere.

Lisa nodded. ”Actually I didn't want to intrude, but I thought you might like to know that we caught the killer this morning. He's in the city jail now.”

”Is it really true?”

”Yes. The evidence is conclusive. We have his hair and his sneakers. We’re as sure as we can be. He's not getting out.”

The old woman heaved a sigh, and there was a hint of a smile on her tearful face. She stared down at the grave, which was being filled with earth. ”It won't bring Annika back, but it feels good to know that justice has been done, and that he won't kill again. Who is he?”

”A man in his thirties. A local.”

”But why did he do it?”

Lisa wished she could think of an answer. Explain how such a thing could ever happen. But that was too much to ask. ”We don't know yet,” she said. ”Apparently he's mentally disturbed.”

”When is his trial?”

”That could take a while. Maybe half a year. The case has to be prepared and all the evidence has to be in place. But he won't get out in the meantime. You can be sure of that.”

More people came over to offer their condolences, and Lisa withdrew from the crowd a bit. It was time to return to the station. There was a lot of paperwork to be done, and these people were going to a wake at a nearby inn.

”Are you with the police?” a woman beside her asked.

Lisa turned. The young woman was plump, with blond, disheveled hair and bad breath that penetrated the damp air. ”Yes.”

”I'm Annika's friend.”

”Louise?”

”Yeah, that’s me.”

”I'm sorry for your loss.”

”Me too. I'm exhausted from the funeral.”

Lisa shuffled her feet. She'd had enough of this place, and despite her umbrella, she was soaked to the skin.

”I thought I didn't have any tears left,” Louise continued, ”but then I came into the church and saw Annika's grandmother.”

Lisa gave her a comforting smile. ”I understand.”

”I couldn't help hearing you tell her that the police had caught the bastard who killed her.”

Lisa's eyes followed a seagull swiftly flying towards the sea. ”That's right.”

”What a relief,” Louise said. ”I'm grateful. It makes it so much easier to move on. And just focus on the good times we had. I can't help but think about the last day we spent together, her and me. I mean, not that night in the city, but a few weeks earlier. Just her and me. Talking all afternoon. I'd like to hold on to that day. Except for her creepy neighbor who came over and interrupted us. Kind of ruined the mood.”

Lisa tried to think clearly. Hadn't Louise told Trokic about the strange neighbor? Something about jealousy? ”Her neighbor came by?”

”Well, only to the door. Annika came back and said her neighbor told her she was an evil spirit, that Annika was. We laughed about it, but it was like the mood changed some after that. Annika seemed a little scared. And like I told the other cop, I think Andreas had something going with the neighbor. But I didn't want to tell Annika because I wasn't sure. Anyway, I'm glad we had that nice day.”

”You didn't tell my colleague about the neighbor coming, if I'm not mistaken?”

Louise found a handkerchief in her jacket, wiped her eyes, and then blew her nose. She looked sad again. ”But it doesn’t matter now about her neighbor,” she said. ”It was just a little jealousy. Something about Andreas. I don't know. She could be jealous of other women in this really obsessive way. Annika mentioned she’d seen her neighbor go to a psychiatrist on Store Torv two days before. She told me this on the phone. She thought it was a little bit strange.”

Lisa suddenly went cold, felt her lips tremble slightly. There was something very wrong with what she’d just heard. Suddenly all the pieces didn't fit anymore. Or they did fit, but in a different pattern. Was it possible that Annika's neighbor had stirred up some terrible fear in her, or just pure jealousy, and that she had hacked the psychiatrist's computer for that reason? Did she want to know what kind of person her neighbor was?

”Did you see the neighbor?” she asked sharply.

Louise nodded. ”Yeah, I was the one who opened the door while Annika was making coffee, and then the woman asked for her.”

”And what did she look like?”

”Yeah, the funny thing is, she looked a little bit like Annika. You know, reddish hair, the same color eyes. They could almost have been sisters. Miranda, her name was.”
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Chapter Sixty-Nine

Lisa’s heart pounded as she drove back as fast as she dared. She left the car on the street and ran up the stairs to her apartment. Miranda wasn't an ordinary name, and it kept popping up. Could it be the same person? The sister of the man they had just arrested?

She rushed inside without taking off her dirty boots and went straight to her laptop. ”Hurry up, damn it,” she yelled at the machine as it booted up. She slammed her fist on the table, knocking over a small plant.

Finally it finished, and she crossed her fingers that the patient journals were still on the Russian server, as Morten Birk had promised. If anyone saw what she was doing, she would lose her job. No doubt about it. She wasn't allowed to hack anyone, especially not confidential patient journals. Of course not. She broke out in a sweat at the mere thought. But something was so very wrong.

The computer was taking its time, and she pounded the table again. Then she got up and found the rest of the wine from the day before, poured it into an ordinary glass, and emptied it in one gulp.

At last she had access to the server and breathed a sigh of relief. They were still there. Her heart began hammering again. It was a large folder with journals. The keys were damp under her fingers, and she took a deep breath to get hold of herself.

There were hundreds of them. She’d never imagined he had so many patients. She panicked; they were listed by name and social security number. Could she find them in this mess? She scrolled down, read the names of numerous people who had suffered and needed to talk to a doctor.

Finally she found her. Miranda Fischer. Thoughts raced through her head far too quickly. The daughter of the German scientist and the alcoholic mother who had died in the bathtub. She clicked on the journal and read entries sporadically. There were a lot of them, covering twelve years. She focused on the last year.

”2/11. She complains of insomnia but says she's stopped dreaming about blood, dead children, and lakes. Have the impression she's lying. Lying to me. Seems tense and incoherent. I prescribe Seroquel, 600 mg. I can't help her.”

”2/24. She’s stopped taking her medication. Won't admit it, but it's obvious. Appears suicidal, talks a lot about death, but denies it. I've begged her to let me help her. For everything I've done for her.”

”2/30. We slept together. She talks about the blood and the lake again. Sees them day and night, she says. Hallucinates. Says the leeches keep her awake. Considering having her committed, but waiting for the medication to kick in.”

”No,” muttered Lisa. And on it went, page after page of the same story, dreams, medication, threats of involuntary commitment, mixed with the psychiatrist's obsession with the woman. Lisa felt certain he‘d had the pictures of the woman taken for Miranda's sake. And she'd killed him when she felt he had betrayed her. Or stood in her way. And they still hadn't found Camilla.

She slammed the laptop shut, then she pushed her chair back, grabbed her jacket, and ran out of the apartment. She’d almost reached the front door of the building when she rammed into a tall young man. For a moment she didn't recognize him. His clothes were a mess, his face was ravaged, and his eyes stared blankly.

”Andreas?” she cried, suddenly feeling weak. She saw herself handing him her contact card across the table. Her cell phone number. It was so easy to find an address.

”You’re trying to stop Miranda,” he hissed. ”She just told me that you arrested Peter, and now she's in danger. You have to make them leave her alone. Stay away from her, all she needs is some space to get well. Then she'll be mine. Don't you understand? It's not her fault, not at all.”

It took a few seconds for Lisa to realize what he was talking about, and suddenly she understood the glimpse of jealousy she’d seen in him at the café. The hatred for Gunnar Helbo. Annika's friend Louise was right. Annika had reason to be jealous. She tried to keep her voice calm.

”I have to stop her. They’re innocent women. And your girl friend was killed. Annika. Don't you remember?”

He grinned hideously. ”Annika? She was just a second-rate substitute. Miranda was the one, ever since I met her on the stairs at Annika's place. Only her. Don't you get it? She didn't want me back then.”

He swallowed a sob. ”She said I couldn't help her.”

Lisa nudged him. ”I have to go now.”

He blocked her way and pulled a knife from his coat. ”I can't let you go.  You have to stop them. You can do something. Throw them off the scent.”

Lisa shook her head. ”It's out of the question.”

He swung the knife at her, and though she jerked away, it grazed her arm. The knife hissed as it ripped open her leather jacket, and she dropped her laptop. The hard plastic screeched against the stone steps. She lost her balance and fell down the stairs, and he was over her again, his blue eyes blank and blurry. She slid to the side just as the knife came down and missed her by a hair, instead ramming the stone step and skittering across it when he lost his grip. She turned and kicked his arms as the knife fell down the stairs behind them.

”You fucking bitch,” he yelled.

She kicked again, this time hard against his chest, and he fell backward down the last few steps, hitting his head on the hard floor. He lay still, unconscious from the fall. Lisa was shaking as she grabbed the phone in her pocket and called the duty officer. ”There's a badly injured man in my building on the stairs. You'd better send two men and an ambulance. I'm coming in now.”

”But you have to stay until—”

”Just do it,” she yelled. She picked up her laptop, opened the door, and took off running to the police station. She hoped the computer’s fall hadn't ruined it.
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Chapter Seventy

Trokic sat in his office with a troubled look on his face. And without music today, Lisa noticed, a sign that he was using every available brain cell to concentrate. That worried her even more. She could make out the form of a bandage under his blue shirt. He’d been lucky in the boathouse, lucky that the knife hadn't hit anything vital. It could happen so fast – she should know, from what she’d just gone through. And she’d been lucky, too.

”Lisa. I guess you know we arrested him? Now we just need to find—”

”Where is she?” Lisa almost yelled. She was panting after her run and scampering up the stairs. Her hair was soaked, rainwater was dripping down her neck and onto the floor.

Trokic frowned even deeper and studied her coolly. Then he stood up and paced, rubbing his arm. ”Camilla? We've got some ideas. We'll find her, I'm sure we will. Most of our people are out there, basically looking everywhere we can think of. At least he can't hurt her anymore. But he refuses to talk. The fucking psycho just sits there with a smirk on his face. It makes me antsy.”

”I'm not talking about Camilla, I'm talking about Peter’s sister.”

”Miranda Fischer? We just talked to her. She was the one who told us where to find Peter. It was tough getting that out of her, she seems disturbed, but in the end we got her to betray her brother. She wasn’t happy, but she did the right thing. She said she had no idea where Camilla Hayden could be.”

He sighed. ”He lives in that house in Riiskov, definitely. But there’s no sign of Camilla. He must have hidden her somewhere.”

”Oh God,” Lisa said, the color draining from her face. ”This is all so wrong.”

”What do you mean?” Trokic asked. ”He's been arrested, he’s in custody. It's only a matter of time before we find Camilla. He says she's still alive. We hope he's telling the truth. The man’s insane, he even smiled at us, like he was happy to be arrested. But we'll find out.”

”This is so wrong,” Lisa repeated. ”It's not just him.”

”What are you talking about? We have everything on him.”

”Peter is just doing the dirty work, she's the one who wants to kill. He's trying to help her out of her psychotic delusions.”

Trokic stared at her. He trusted her, she knew that. Still, he looked skeptical. ”How did you come up with that?”

Lisa squirmed a bit. ”I checked her journal from the psychiatrist. You’ve got to see it, she's sick, I mean sick. She talked for hours about blood and leeches and her mother. Not only all that, she had a relationship with him, too.”

Trokic narrowed his eyes and rolled a pen between his fingers. ”You hacked him?” he asked.

”I guess I did. Sorry. I couldn't stop myself.”

He shrugged and sat back down. ”It doesn't matter, that information stays in this room. If you're right, we'll nail her some other way. Fill me in.”

”Well, basically, it's all about her. I'm sure of that.”

”But why, why is it her?”

”Because she's seriously ill. She's the one who wants to see the women bathing in blood. She wants her mother to die again and again. Elizabeth Fischer killed the twins we found in the boathouse, and she almost killed the other two kids as well. Miranda is totally fucked up in the head.”

”So what’s his role? He practically confessed to killing them.”

”He does the dirty work, like I just said. Where is she? In a cell in the basement? I'll talk to her myself. She knows where Camilla is, we have to get it out of her.”

Her boss fell silent a moment, his face white now. ”Miranda Fischer was just released.”

Lisa shook as she stomped the floor in frustration. ”What do you mean? Don't you dare tell me she's gone.”

”We had nothing on her. We had to let her go.”

”Oh God,” she muttered. ”If Peter’s laughing in his cell, it's probably because he knows Miranda has Camilla. That must be it. Look at this.”

She opened her laptop. The screen was a little loose, but otherwise it looked fine. She sighed quickly in relief and pointed to a journal.

Trokic scanned the lines. His face fell. ”I hope your geographical tool can give us a clue. If you're right, we don't have much time.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Seventy-One

Miranda hummed to herself as she watched the naked woman. She had cut off all her own hair for the occasion and was now completely bald. She didn't know why she had done it, except that there was something symbolic in it because this woman would be the last, now that Peter was gone. It was like being reborn.

Peter had done his part of the work well, as usual. Her brother always listened to her. The leeches were ready, just as she had requested - she just needed a bit more water in the tub. She turned on the tap and watched the water level rise. There was something soothing in the sound. The woman with the auburn hair was unconscious in the tub, and she wouldn't wake up until it was too late.

Miranda knew the woman was possessed by her mother. She’d known since the first time she saw Camilla in the supermarket. There was no doubt in her mind. She had the same long auburn hair, the same pale blue eyes, the same high cheekbones. When Camilla had paid and smiled at the cashier, Miranda had noticed that it was the same smile and the same movement that her mother often made when she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She’d kept her eye on the woman for a long, long time, had seen how the auburn strands of hair shone in the same way they did for her crazy mother. And then Miranda had moved in with Camilla. Became her tenant. So she could keep an eye on her.

Peter had been reluctant to help her the first time, but she’d made him understand that it was necessary. She knew he had it in him. She’d seen it when he got rid of their mother. Peter would do anything for her. She knew that. Why wouldn't he? She was all he had left. Later she would find peace, she hoped. The screaming in her head would stop, the lake would be forgotten, and maybe she could get a life.

The psychiatrist hadn't been much help. A high school teacher had found her diary filled with drawings of dead women, blood, and leeches. When the teacher freaked out, Miranda was committed to a mental institution. All these years she’d been forced to talk to psychiatrists about the drawings, but nothing had helped. The drawings wanted to live. Lovesick Gunnar had been desperate and said they could try with a prostitute, take some photos. But that hadn't helped. It had been easy to finish him off when he somehow revealed himself to the police.

The cops had caught Peter, and he was history now. It hurt that he would take the rap for both of them. On the other hand, now she had a chance to get her life back. Maybe. Besides, Peter had turned out to be a softy at times with these women. He’d gone back to the pile of stones several times and lit candles, and she also had the feeling that it turned him on. The women's clothes had also mysteriously disappeared.

It had been such a close call. The cop at the police station hadn’t been suspicious, and she’d laughed to herself as she left. Now it was just her and her crazy mother.

She reached for the jars of leeches next to the tub and poured them into the water. Peter had wanted to avoid this as well, and she’d had to listen to him complain for hours about having to kill one of the women with a sledgehammer. She watched the leeches in the water. They slithered around quickly, and after a few seconds they started to suck. This was only the first part. It would take some time for them to finish eating, and when they let go, it would really start. Then there would be blood.

Miranda didn't kill them. The lake did. Where her mother should have ended up.

She pushed Camilla's head down gently so she could get the wood cover into place. She picked up the fittings from the floor and fastened them under the edge of the tub. The tub was perfect, she thought, smiling to herself. For a moment she imagined that it was her, that she was in the lake again. The suffocating feeling of holding her breath while her mother held her head underwater.

In a few hours, Camilla would be ready. When Miranda removed the cover, it would be the most fantastic sight. It would be beautiful. Incredibly picturesque. In the meantime she would work on a piece of embroidery. She closed the door behind her. Soon the woman would start screaming, but she wouldn't worry about that.
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Chapter Seventy-Two

Camilla regained consciousness as water sloshed into her mouth. It tasted like iron, and for moments she didn't understand why. It reminded her of a summer house a long time ago with rusty water pipes in the bathroom. That taste. But then a different association came to mind. She remembered cutting her hand and sucking the blood to stop the bleeding. She was cold. The water was cold. And she was in it. Then she screamed. She remembered walking down the street to meet Søren. After that, everything was a blank. Was he keeping her here? She refused to believe it.

She pounded against the wood above her. It was like being buried in a coffin deep underground. She hammered and scratched until her nails began breaking. She felt scratch marks in the wood. From others who had been there before her? The women who were murdered? She didn't want her life to end here. She kicked in the water and pushed with her feet against the tub and up against the wood, but it didn't budge.

Then she felt it. The sensations, like little mouths touching her. She put her hand under the water and felt them. Big wormy creatures moving around. Slimy and fast. Leeches. She screamed again. Thought of the lake and the madman who had screamed. He was the one behind this. Why hadn't she realized that? Been more careful. She’d thought he was after her diamonds. How wrong she had been. She tried to rip them off, but there were too many. She sensed herself weakening.

Suddenly she felt a small crack in the wood where all the women must have scratched the most. It was only a tiny piece. She ripped and flayed the wood and was rewarded with a glimpse of light. Finally she stuck her hand through. Then her arm. Something had to be holding the wood in place. She had to turn and put her head underwater while she searched for it, but she found nothing. She gasped for air, screamed in desperation, felt tears streaming down her cheeks.

Then she turned again and pulled and tugged at the boards. One of them loosened, allowing her to reach further down the tub. At last her hand found something. A piece of metal. She pulled on it and it fell off with a clink. The wood cover still didn’t budge, and she felt herself growing weaker from the hard work. She pressed her arms against where the metal fastener was missing, and finally it gave way. She kept pounding on the boards until a large hole appeared. Light poured in. She peered into the water and her spirits sank. It was red. Much too red. She must have lost about a liter.

”God,” she muttered.

It took every last bit of her strength to pull herself out of the hole. She fell onto the hard concrete floor and screamed again as she looked down at her body. They were everywhere. Big and thick with her blood - at least fifty of them. Again she tried frantically to grab hold of them and rip them off, but they were too slick and disgusting. Some of them let go, but the blood kept pouring out. There were too many. Her eyes darted around the room; it was whitewashed and had no windows, and the bathtub was the only thing in it, except for a few bottles in the corner. A bare light bulb shone from the ceiling.

When would he be back? And why had she been chosen to die such a horrible death? She began to feel dizzy and had to kneel with her head down to keep from fainting. From there she crawled to the door and lifted a hand to open it. It wasn't locked. Whoever was holding her had thought the wood cover would keep her from escaping.

She opened the door and peeked out through the crack. It looked like it led to another room. There was a faint light, and she saw a pair of legs. A woman. Her teeth began chattering. Despite her dazed state, she knew who she was. She was bald, but there was no doubt in Camilla's mind. It was Miranda, her tenant. But what was she doing there? Was she also a prisoner?

Now she heard her humming faintly, and the sound left her limp with fright. There was something ominously sick about it. She could smell she was underground from the pungent stench of mold and bone-chilling cold. Then the door squeaked loudly, and Camilla felt her hope fading. The woman's humming suddenly stopped, and Camilla heard footsteps. The door was flung open, and Miranda entered with madness in her eyes.

”Well, well, well. So you climbed out of the bathtub,  did you? Then we’ll have to get you back in.”

She kicked Camilla hard, then leaned down and grabbed her feet and began to drag her back.

”No, no, don't,” Camilla screamed.

”Oh yes. You're coming with me. She lives in you and shines through your hair and your eyes and your face.”

Camilla broke free with one leg and gathered enough desperate strength to kick her in the chest. Her captor stumbled and lost her grip on Camilla's other leg, then staggered backward and fell. Her neck hit the edge of the bathtub with a thud, and for a moment her big blue eyes stared incomprehensibly at Camilla. Then she blacked out. Was she dead? Was she really dead?

Camilla vomited on the floor. The leeches were still on her, sucking away. She pulled more off, but then she realized it didn't make any difference. With every leech she pulled off, more blood gushed out. Now she was terribly cold. She was going to die right there on the floor. No one knew where she was. Not even she did. She tried to get up, but she nearly passed out from the loss of blood. ”Help,” she cried, but it was only a faint sound.

And next to her, the bald woman's arm moved slightly.
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Chapter Seventy-Three

Lisa's hands shook as she clicked the geographic tool on her laptop. She already knew it wasn't accurate enough. They simply didn't have enough data, and the software couldn't clearly show where the killer and the victim were, just that they weren’t in the city center. Peter Fischer's house had turned out to be in Riiskov, in the forest, where a search team was now gathering evidence.

Trokic leaned over the desk beside her. ”They found the leech aquariums in the house, and a pair of running shoes that matched the footprint from the crime scene. But there’s no sign of Camilla or Miranda.”

”What about the boathouse?” Lisa asked.

”We’ve already had a patrol out there. No luck. It was a good guess, though, because I’m sure it was Miranda who stabbed me when I was there with Jasper.”

Lisa looked up from the screen. ”What in the world was she doing out there?”

”I think she wanted to dig up the bones, to hide the evidence, or maybe she was just grieving in some weird way.”

An officer appeared in the doorway. ”Andreas is still in his cell. What do we do with him?”

”Let him sweat,” Trokic said.

Lisa opened the topological map on the computer. ”Okay, so we ruled out the city center, and so far we’ve been right. He lived on the edge of Riiskov. And he buried the victims out there as well.”

”What I don't understand,” Trokic said, ”is why didn't he hide them in his house? Why haul the leeches somewhere else?”

He studied the map for several long moments. ”He must have another place. A place where he could spend time alone with the victims, watch them. Make sure they didn't escape.”

”Maybe somewhere near his work?” Lisa suggested.

Trokic turned pale beside her. ”The refugee center.”

”But he couldn't have kept them there.”

”No, not in the camp, but in the old buildings. There might be a basement.”

They shot up at once and ran down the stairs.
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Chapter Seventy-Four

Trokic hit the brakes on the gravel road, dust engulfed his Civic. They had left the siren on the back seat; if they were right, they wouldn’t want to alert Miranda and cause her to panic. The center was quiet. An older couple sat on a bench, holding hands.

”This way,” Trokic said, pointing down the street.

Somewhere in the shadows behind a row of tall beech trees, she spotted a red brick house. It looked a little like the photos of the house by the lake she’d seen. Old, abandoned, and undisturbed. No one would hear anyone screaming.

”Jasper checked with the municipality,” Trokic said anxiously. ”It's part of the center’s property, they own it. It's been vacant a year, it's about to be torn down. The center’s manager says they’re the only ones with a key to the place.”

They took off sprinting to the building, both of them panting by the time they reached it. A ”No Trespassing” sign greeted them, but to Lisa’s relief the door was unlocked. They stepped into what had once been a living room but was now just walls and broken window sills, with a stack of newspapers on the floor, a pile of old broken tiles in the corner, and a crooked curtain rod. Large water stains covered much of the ceiling.

Trokic put a finger to his mouth to signal her to be quiet. Her heart went full throttle, her hand felt for her pistol under her jacket. Sweat broke out on her forehead and neck, and she was dizzy from her sense of dread. In a moment it would all go down. Camilla's life depended on them. On her. In the kitchen she spotted a staircase leading to a basement. ”Here,” she half-whispered to Trokic. ”Stairs, over here.”

They descended the stairs cautiously, for a moment they were exposed and vulnerable, and Lisa immediately sensed they weren’t alone. A harsh white light blazed out of a room, but there was no sound. Were they too late? The basement smelled of sweat, vomit, and mold, and she reflexively held her nose. A large gray couch with holes and stains had been shoved into a corner. At once she shifted her attention to the door to the next room.

Trokic slid slowly along the wall, nudged the door open, and quickly looked inside. ”Shit!” he shouted and burst into the room.

Lisa followed. Camilla was lying on the floor, naked and white as a sheet, her eyes blank. Blood was oozing from numerous bites. A swarm of wriggling, gaping leeches surrounded her, some of them still clinging to her. Miranda lay beside them, obviously unconscious. Lisa's stomach turned at the sight, sweat poured down her face. She looked in the bathtub; her heart raced even faster when she saw how bloody the water was. For an instant she thought Camilla was dead, then she noticed her chest rising.

”Oh God,” she muttered, then yelled out, ”Call an ambulance, she's still alive.”

She knelt beside the woman and swiped away the leeches around her so they wouldn't bite. She pulled one leech off the woman, but when she saw the blood still flowing out, she left the rest.

”Shit, there’s no signal here in the basement,” Trokic groaned. ”I'll run outside a second. Try to get the bleeding under control if you can, she might have a chance then.”

He disappeared out the doorway. Lisa whispered, ”Hang in there, Camilla.”

The woman's teeth chattered weakly, and her lips trembled. Lisa stood up and took off her coat and wrapped it around her. ”Just a little longer. There's an ambulance on the way.”

Camilla's lips moved slightly; she was trying to say something.

”You don't have to say anything. I'm here with you.”

Camilla opened her eyes wide, but her voice was faint. ”Look out behind you.”

Lisa felt something move behind her, then Camilla screamed. ”No!” Something hard smacked her head, and glass clinked around her. An old soda bottle was in a thousand pieces at her feet. Her legs buckled, and for an instant everything around her dimmed, but she held on and managed to stay on her feet. She turned around to the sight of a bald woman whose face was gleaming with madness. Lisa could almost see through her glassy, bright blue eyes staring back at her. Lisa realized she’d seen her before, sitting in Gunnar Helbo's waiting room, staring blankly into thin air.

She held another bottle over Camilla's head, ready to strike. ”Back to the lake!” she shouted. ”You're going back where you came from. You don't belong here.”

Lisa drew her gun. ”Put it down. It's all over now.”

But Miranda raved on, suddenly showing some kind of remorse. ”You made me betray my brother, all of you. The one who was always there for me. He did everything for me, and you took him away. Now there's nothing left. You’re coming with me, to hell.”

She slammed the neck of the bottle against the tub and held out the jagged glass. She smiled.

”Put it down,” Lisa growled.

Instantly she threw herself at Lisa like a wild animal. Lisa felt the glass slash her neck, the blood gushing out. She fell to the floor and dropped her gun, her hands on her neck to stop the bleeding. Fear bolted through her – had Miranda hit an artery? If so, she would quickly lose consciousness and it would be over.

”You're going to die here,” Miranda hissed, bending over her with the bottle.

The sudden, thunderous shot made the room reverberate. For a moment Miranda looked at her in astonishment, then she frowned and glanced at Camilla. The young woman was sitting with the gun in her hand. Miranda fell backward, blood pouring from her chest. And this time there was a sickening crack as her neck rammed the edge of the bathtub.
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Chapter Seventy-Five

Trokic and Jasper each opened a beer and looked out over the Kattegat. The sea was calm, the afternoon sunny and unexpectedly warm for the season. Several other boats were out taking advantage of the good weather. Everyone seemed to be enjoying one of the last sails of the year.

”We should have done this sooner,” Jasper said. ”But I had no idea you cared anything about fishing. It’s not like we run into each other all the time.”

Trokic drank half his beer at once. ”I love fish, I'm just not any good at pulling them out of the sea,” he said.

”We'll figure it out. We'll catch something.”

”I didn't know your cousin had a boat. Or that you could sail it.”

”My cousin recently inherited some money,” Jasper said, smiling. ”So I encouraged him to buy this boat. As kind of a family boat.”

Trokic looked at him. There was an unusual, self-satisfied smile on his colleague's face, and he got the feeling that Jasper had more to do with the purchase of the boat than he let on. On the other hand, he wasn't about to pry. He did plenty of that at work. ”Can we make it to Tunø and back?”

”No, not if we’re going to fish.”

”We are. I promised Christiane cod for dinner.”

”What the hell. Trokic the optimist. Guess we’d better hope the sea hasn't been fished out. If I were you, I'd check my wallet, we might have to stop by the fishmonger on the way home. And this is the last outing this year before we pull the boat out for the winter.”

He drug out a large tackle box and began finding the fishing gear. ”Did you talk to Lisa today?”

”Yeah, she's being released tomorrow,” Trokic said. ”That was one hell of a gash she got, it could have gone really bad. Camilla Hayden was released last night, though.”

Jasper nodded. ”I know. She called this morning to say thank you. She said she’d stop by in the next few days. Incredibly sweet girl. It's good to know we put an end to this case, those two wouldn't have stopped with Camilla. They'd picked up a taste for it. By the way ... how do you feel about Frederick Riise being back on the streets soon? I mean ... sure, you feel like shit, you hate the guy, but he's even less fond of you.”

Trokic looked out to sea. ”There's not much we can do about it. We can't keep an eye on him all the time. Besides, one of the inmates in Horsens told us he’s planning to go somewhere in Eastern Europe and start a new life. I hope he doesn't want to waste his time on me. Or take any risks.” He picked up his fishing rod and cast out a line.

”What’s going on in this town?” Jasper asked. ”We've had some gruesome cases the last few years. It used to be so peaceful here, mostly just jealous husbands and fights. It’s more brutal now.”

”Aarhus is still a nice town, still laid-back,” said Trokic. ”I wouldn't want to live anywhere else. Compared to the rest of the world, it's still safe, too.”

They were silent for a while, watching the sea ahead. Suddenly there was a tug on Trokic's line.

”Son of a bitch,” Jasper muttered, picking up his fishing rod. ”Reel it in, for God's sake.”

Moments later a small, thin fish appeared.

”What is it?” Trokic asked.

”A tiny little flounder. Too small. We can't eat it.” Jasper was disappointed. ”I'll throw it back.”

Trokic fiddled with the rod. ”By the way. Would you like to take over my job?”

Jasper looked at him in surprise. ”What? Are you quitting?”

”Not exactly, not quitting. I need to get away for a while. All these budgets and crap, it’s just not me.”

”It’s not me either,” Jasper said.

They didn't talk for a while.

”Then someone else has to take over,” Trokic said.

Jasper nodded. ”Where are you going to go?”

”I don't know. I still have some vacation left. As far away as possible. Until all this is forgotten.”
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Chapter Seventy-Six

For the first time in a year and a half, Frederick Riise breathed fresh air. Not the air outside in the prison yard. Really outside. There was something special about standing on the other side of the fence and breathing in the world of freedom. No one was waiting for him out there. And he was just waiting for the taxi to take him away. Brown, bare fields surrounded him, and he could hear the first birds of the year in the sky. In the distance was the forest and its bare branches. It was about ten kilometers to Horsens, where he could catch the train to Aarhus. Soon he would be home again. In his childhood home with the grandfather clock and all the money. A new life was about to begin.

But where would he start? Inside him the birds stopped singing at the thought of Lieutenant Daniel Trokic. He was responsible for Frederick's appearance. And he was responsible for so much of his younger years being spent behind bars. Time he would never get back. The man had to be punished for it. Frederick had spent days and nights in prison fantasizing about how he would disfigure the lieutenant. He’d considered many options. Fire seemed the most appropriate, of course.

But it was risky. If it went wrong, he wouldn't get a chance to see Eastern Europe. He wouldn't be able to build up his new business from there. And he would be expected. The lieutenant had probably been informed of his release, maybe he’d already taken precautions. Maybe it would be better to wait a few years, enjoy life somewhere else before he came back to take his revenge. By then maybe no one would suspect him, and he could get away with it.

The ambivalent feelings rippled through him. He saw the taxi approaching in the distance. He would wait to make up his mind until he got home and retrieved the money from the back of the clock. When he had it in his hands, he would know what to do.
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