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            Chapter One

          

          Friday, January 5

        

      

    

    
      Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic's black hair was wet with snow, and his bare cheeks stung from the cold. The hem of his leather coat was covered with clumps of ice. Large, heavy snowflakes landed on the swirling creek in front of him. He shivered while looking at the boy lying in a bed of branches directly above the water. Spotlights showed a thick layer of snow covering his body, though the wind had blown off a few patches to reveal his green down coat. Blue veins stuck out from his polar-white face, and a fishing line was wrapped several times around his thin neck. A faint smell of smoke rose from his singed hair and clothes and the countless small burn marks on his hands.

      

      Trokic walked over to the red-and-white barrier tape. Captain Agersund had just arrived but was already holding a steaming hot cup of coffee from the techs' vehicle. They were about a half kilometer from Mårslet, a small town on Giber Creek. Fields spread out on all sides; a bare landscape marked only by small clumps of trees with naked branches sticking up in the air like giant brooms. Trokic peered down the creek, but it was too dark to see very far. They stood for a moment in silence and watched the techs and forensic pathologist work.

      "It's an eight-year-old boy from Mårslet," Trokic finally said. "His name is Lukas. He's been missing since three-thirty yesterday; he was on his way home from his after-school club. A few teams have been searching for him since yesterday evening around six; a dog found him an hour ago. Kornelius and Taurup just left to inform the parents."

      "Damn," Agersund mumbled. He shook his head as if that could erase the gruesome sight in front of them. "What's that around his neck?"

      Trokic turned to face his boss. He licked a snowflake off his lips, and immediately it melted in his mouth. "Fishing line. Bach says he's been strangled."

      "Looks like the killer might have tried to get rid of the body as quickly as possible. When he could've hidden him, or driven him away."

      "Maybe. Whatever happened, nothing about this looks simple to me."

      Trokic zipped up his black leather coat the last few centimeters to shut out the bitterly cold wind. After coming home from a quiet day at work, he’d opened a bottle of wine and begun skimming the paper when the call came. And now he was staring at a scene where everything looked too small in the spotlights. He noticed something blue, a knitted mitten hanging halfway out of the boy's coat pocket. And farther down, a white sneaker.

      "When did it happen?" Agersund said.

      "Bach says he's probably been here since yesterday. Rigor mortis, livor mortis, small signs from his skin of being in water. But he can't give us a precise time of death. The boy is as cold as everything else around here; body temperature can't tell us anything."

      Torben Bach, the forensic pathologist, stood awkwardly halfway in the water beside the boy. Because of his experience, more often than not he was called in on homicide cases. His white coveralls blended in with the snowy surroundings. When he noticed Agersund, he raised his hand.

      "We can't see what happened because of the snow," Trokic said. "It's making everything difficult; all the tracks are covered. And, of course, several of our vehicles got stuck; they haven't arrived yet."

      The storm had moved in late that afternoon. The temperature had been dipping the past several days, and first, a blanket of large flakes fell peacefully before the wind began whipping small pellets of snow. That evening, a full-blown blizzard had hit and quickly paralyzed traffic as snow began drifting.

      "Any local witnesses?" Agersund said.

      "Not yet, nobody lives right around here. But there are several houses spread out along the road. We need to get some officers knocking on doors soon as possible."

      "Goddamn horrible weather." Agersund was notoriously anti-winter. He nodded at a group of people speaking quietly and stomping their feet to keep warm. "The media’s on their toes today."

      Trokic shrugged. "We don't have anything for them."

      "I'd like to hold a press conference first thing tomorrow morning. Tell them that if they keep asking. If we’re lucky, they won't make up anything too crazy before then."

      Fifteen months had gone by since they'd had any kind of unusual homicide. Back then a young woman had been found in Marselisborg Forest with her throat cut, a case that had the media chattering about various theories of ritual murder. But now they’d love to keep the media from stirring things up. Trokic had only driven through Mårslet a few times. It was an idyllic, fairy-tale-like town close to Århus. Nothing bad ever happened there. Zero crime. Even thieves didn't bother to venture into the area, and the local constable hardly ever had to call them in on a case. In other words, the town was a model of virtue in the district. Which would make the font size of the headlines that much larger, he imagined.

      "For God’s sake, Daniel, he looks like my boy at that age," Agersund mumbled. He tapped Trokic's shoulder with his short, rough index finger as if he were holding Trokic personally responsible. "Take care of this out here. We’re having a briefing, eight this evening."

      He handed Trokic his coffee mug and trudged into the snowy darkness.

      

      Trokic hesitated a moment before returning to the creek. The techs had removed most of the snow covering the boy and dumped it into a large green container. The snow would be melted and examined in the lab. The boy's chestnut-brown hair framed his stiffened face. A purple streak from a felt tip pen ran down his cheek, and his mouth was slightly open as if he were gasping to stay alive. A few gaps separated baby teeth from several permanent teeth. Trokic was relieved that someone had closed his eyes, which earlier had been staring blankly up at the sky. He glanced at the fishing line that had left deep, red cuts in several places on the boy's neck. Somebody had put some extra effort into it, he decided. Anger?

      Bach walked up beside him. The pathologist's gray hair was tucked under his hood, and only a small part of his face was visible.

      "Was he killed here?" Trokic said.

      "Mmmm, well…" Bach looked reluctant to commit himself. "I think he was thrown in the creek closer to the village, the current carried him here, and he got tangled up in the branches. I doubt he floated very far. It doesn’t look like his down coat is waterproof, and if it had absorbed a lot of water, he'd probably have sunk to the bottom."

      He gestured at the snow. "We've got to get him in; these conditions are hurting us. I've checked for tiny hemorrhages on his eyelids and face, mucous membranes, but it's really difficult to see in this light. It looks like he has scratches on his throat, too."

      Trokic nodded and walked the final five steps over to the boy. Again, he smelled the terrible stink the cold couldn't stifle. The tops of the boy's hands were covered with horrible, reddish-yellow burn marks, and his small fingers were like flattened boils. As if he had reached for something and gotten burned. An avalanche of memories from a war-torn country flooded his thoughts. Thick, asphyxiating smoke. Burning buildings, screams, heat, and fire consuming everything. A destructive, definitive force.

      The boy had fought against the fire. It had been part of the final moments of his life. But where? The fields and trees lay under an enormous white blanket, and there was nothing else nearby.
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      Daniel Trokic threw his wet black leather coat on a hook, stuck a Rammstein CD in his small stereo on the table, and plopped down in his office chair. A few moments later, Morgenstern and a series of heavy metal riffs pulsated throughout the room; as always, the massive sound restored a sense of order to his thoughts.

      He'd returned from Christmas vacation in Croatia two days earlier, and in a way, he was happy to be back home in Denmark. Or at least back in his hometown, even during the ugliest time of year. Brown and gray snow on the road, filthy buses, hungry screaming seagulls hunting for crumbs of pizza. Århus in January wasn't without its charms, though. The holiday season was over, for instance. All they needed to do was take down the garlands from the walking street and haul the Christmas tree away from the Town Hall Square, and things like the stress level on people's faces would be back to normal. Trokic had lived in the city almost his entire life, close to forty years, and he knew it better than anywhere else in the world. He preferred its everyday appearance. Evening traffic crept outside his window. He'd been lucky on his way home; several of the larger streets and expressways were still closed because of a car accident and no snowplow.

      A message from Agersund lay on top a stack of papers on the table: "Read before briefing." The sheet underneath described a competition for making flødeboller–whipped egg whites covered with chocolate. Not a part of the required reading, he assumed, but someone must have thought it was important.

      He tossed the paper aside and began reading the report from the first officer on the scene, reports from the search written by the town constable in an abbreviated, formal style of writing, and the first statements taken by officers. In one report, Lukas Mørk was eight years old, while in another he was eight and a half. Were the ages of kids that old still expressed in terms of half years? He'd been one hundred-thirty centimeters tall. Trokic held up a photo that showed a happy boy with chestnut hair and light green eyes. Thin, finely-shaped nose with a sprinkle of freckles. His smile was crooked and a bit mischievous. A school photo, he noticed when he glanced at the back side. He stared at it a second too long. The boy's eyes smiled too, and Trokic sensed the happiness of the moment. He attached the photo to his board with a magnet. The techs were still working where they'd found the boy, and he also lacked a postmortem report from Bach. He expected the autopsy would be delayed until the next morning.

      

      The briefing room was quiet as the twenty or so officers from Department A at Århus Police Headquarters waited for Agersund to find a marker that worked. Many of their faces revealed a simmering anger and energy.

      "To hell with it," Agersund mumbled as he tossed away a worthless marker. He straightened up. "We'll be staying with the same teams, and I hardly need to say we’ll be working evenings and weekends. Right now, there isn't a single parent in Mårslet, or Århus for that matter, who isn't nervous as hell."

      He looked over his motley crew and scratched his nose. He was in his late 50s, the father of two teenagers. Since his divorce three years ago, his wardrobe had suffered, and today he’d apparently run out of any clothes that matched. His verdigris polo shirt had lost all shape, like something that at best had been dried on a radiator.

      "Daniel Trokic will be in charge of the investigation. He will be given a copy of every report on a daily basis. Trokic, why don't you go over what we have at the moment."

      Trokic slid off the table and stood beside his boss. He made eye contact with Detective Lisa Kornelius and nodded. He had special plans for her, and she wasn't going to be happy to hear them. At all.

      "Lukas Mørk disappeared on his way home from the after-school club yesterday afternoon. He was in second grade, and every day he was at the club until about three-thirty, when one of the workers sent him home. It took him about fifteen minutes. According to his mother, he usually came right home, but once in a while he'd make a detour and be a bit late. Which is why she wasn't seriously worried until around four-thirty when she called the club and was told he'd been sent home at the usual time."

      Trokic taped an enlarged map of Mårslet to the board. Someone behind him gulped down part of a soda – a can, judging from the short metallic screech – and half-muffled a belch.

      "The green line is the route he normally took. As you can see, it's not all that long. From the school, he usually walked past the church, down Tandervej, then he turned off into the residential area where they live."

      He pointed at the map. "According to the people working at the club, the boy was alone when he left yesterday. We know he reached the church; this afternoon, some of you spoke with three parents who saw him while they were picking up their kids. Right now, that’s about all we have. His mother told us she went looking for him. And his father drove around the neighborhood when he got home from work about five-thirty. His mother says she wondered if he'd crossed the street to buy candy at the supermarket. Presumably, he had twenty crowns his grandmother gave him the day before, and he'd done that a few times, but she says it wouldn't have delayed him very long. But anyway that's why it was one of the first places she looked. None of the checkout girls remembered him, though they'd been busy then."

      "Don't they have surveillance cameras?" a young female officer asked. Anne Marie twirled a lock of red hair around her ear.

      "They do, and I've assigned someone to get ahold of the recordings."

      She frowned. "But what about Lukas, didn't he have a cell phone?"

      "The parents say he didn't have one."

      "How the hell can someone not have a cell phone?" a young officer in back mumbled.

      "Maybe because he's only eight years old," someone suggested.

      "Really, though," Anne Marie said. "Late afternoon, one of the busiest times of the day, surely people saw him."

      "We don't know how far he got before the killer entered the picture," Trokic said. "So okay. Eight o'clock last night, the parents called the local constable, David Olesen. He judged the situation to be serious because of the boy’s age, and because it was dark and snowing hard. Also, the boy had broken his normal routine. Olesen immediately got ahold of several neighbors and volunteers and put together a search party. They combed the entire town but came up empty." Obviously, he thought.

      "A few hours later, Olesen called us for assistance, also to bring as many dogs as we could spare. He rounded up every volunteer he could find. One of the dogs followed the boy’s scent from the school to Hørretvej, just past the church, then he lost the trail."

      He paused for a moment and looked out at his fellow officers. Their faces were stony, determined; his rundown of events represented the deepest of injustices, the very heart of what had inspired many of them to become cops. For once, it looked like no one would be griping about working overtime.

      "They divided the surrounding area into sections and took the dogs out. The boy was found today at approximately 3:40 p.m. outside Mårslet, tangled up in branches on Giber Creek."

      "It might have snowed too much, maybe that’s why the dog lost the scent," suggested a blonde female officer. Trokic couldn't remember her name.

      The K-9 officer who had been out with the dogs spoke up. "Kashmir finds everything; that goes for snow too. The boy was picked up by a car on Hørretvej. That's the only explanation."

      Trokic's old partner, Detective Jasper Taurup, was tapping a pen on his desk. "But they must have searched for him in the creek? It's the logical place to look for kids."

      "Yeah, obviously," Trokic said. "But he was found outside town, and their first priority was the creek in town and other places there he could've been hiding. We're also searching for the crime scene. We suspect he was killed then thrown into the creek. Any more questions?"

      Anne Marie spoke up. "Yeah. How many years would someone get if they find the bastard and blow his brains out?"

      "Let's be careful here; we don't want a lynch mob on our hands," Agersund said. He looked pale and shaken. "We're all worked up about this, especially those of you with kids around his age. But we have to keep our heads clear."

      "Has there been an autopsy yet?" Lisa Kornelius said.

      "No, it's set for early tomorrow," Trokic said. "Of course, we hope something will come out of it, but he's been in water. Which destroys evidence."

      "Is there any sign of sexual abuse?" she said.

      "That's something the autopsy will have to help us with. But it does look like he's been burned to some extent. Torben Bach thought he must have been close to an open fire. We’ll search for the crime scene tomorrow. Several things are missing, including his schoolbag. So be on the alert for any trace of fire, and also ask around if anyone has seen fires in the area. It's doubtful he was taken very far from Mårslet."

      Agersund took over. "Like I said, you'll be working in your usual teams. If we don't make progress very soon, the chief has promised he'll assign other departments to help us. I'll be holding a press conference tomorrow morning at eleven; that's when we'll reveal the details of his disappearance. There's still a small chance of finding witnesses who saw him after he left school, other than the parents we've already talked to."

      The hint of a tired smile appeared on his narrow lips. "I bet you're all hungry. Sandwiches are over on the table in the corner. And we'll meet here again tomorrow at two o'clock."

      The door opened, and a man in his early 60s walked in. The officers who had stood up to grab a sandwich sat down, and all eyes were on the chief forensic technician, Kurt Tønnies.

      Agersund raised an eyebrow. "I thought you guys got stuck in the snow out there since you didn't show up. Anything new?"

      Tønnies waved a green plastic sack with something printed on it. "Not really. It just took us a long time. But I stopped by the stores in Mårslet on the way here, and I got recordings from three surveillance cameras. It's possible one of them might have caught Lukas on his way home from school yesterday. Soooo…there's some late-night films here if anyone's interested."

      "It won't do any good," the K-9 officer mumbled. "Kashmir lost him at Hørretvej. Someone picked him up in a car."

      Trokic spoke diplomatically. "Let's check it out anyway."

      

      Lisa stayed seated after the others walked over to the sandwich table and ate, some more enthusiastically than others. She stared at the map and photo of Lukas. "Why him?"

      Trokic gathered up his papers. He was skipping the evening meal; the horrible smell from the creek still lingered in his mind. "That might be the most relevant question of the evening. You win the honor of accompanying me to the autopsy tomorrow to help find out."
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      Lisa polished off the egg and shrimp sandwich, leaving behind a gigantic glob of mayonnaise. "God, that's gross," she mumbled. She stood up and followed Trokic to his office at the end of the hall. She and Jasper Taurup had volunteered to go through the surveillance camera videos, which meant they were kissing goodbye a good night's sleep.

      Rammstein, the German group Trokic listened to constantly, was still growling in the office. She shuddered at the crude music; what he got out of listening to them was a total mystery to her.

      Trokic's dark blue eyes showed no sign of outrage at the horrible murder they'd discovered that day. She laid two sheets of paper on the desk. "Here's a few lists of sexual offenders Agersund asked me to pull out of our records."

      Trokic sat down in his chair and poured a cup of coffee. To Lisa's relief, he shut the music off. Christmas vacation had just ended, but his desk was already filled with papers, cups, CD covers, and pens. As if he functioned best within a certain degree of chaos. She smiled to herself; the mess made her feel at home.

      Lisa had been a detective in Department A for almost eighteen months. After a rocky start, she'd begun to feel a certain admiration for her boss. True, she still felt some of Trokic's stubborn opinions were outrageous. He was also a mystery. About all anyone knew was that he was in his late thirties and lived with his cat in a house in the south part of town. And because he kept his work and personal life separate, he was the subject of much speculation in the department. But that wasn't a problem for Lisa, as long as she was in Department A. She had him to thank for that. Earlier she'd been with the Copenhagen police for three years, in the IT crime division, and Trokic was aware that she'd had more than her fill of unraveling pedophile networks.

      Agersund valued Trokic highly too, though at times the Lieutenant Detective played the lone wolf. Which was unacceptable to Agersund, who considered teamwork to be essential in his department. But Trokic had a gift for identifying patterns in behavior, which made him an exceptional investigator.

      So despite their differences, they had gradually formed a mutual respect. She'd even caught herself watering the plant in his office when he wasn't around. The peace lily was a birthday present from a hopeful female office worker. Even hardy flowers needed a minimum of attention, and without her, it would have passed away long ago.

      Trokic glanced at the two sheets of paper, ran a hand through his hair, and patted down his cowlick. She'd seen him do that a million times. Vacation had done him good, she noticed; he looked better than he had in a long time. A bit more meat on his long, lanky frame. And his tufts of hair lay more or less in place. His skin even glowed a bit. But a demanding investigation could quickly change all that. In a few months, he would turn forty, and she doubted there would be a party.

      "Cup of coffee?" Trokic asked.

      "No, thanks."

      She sat down in front of the desk and tapped her finger on the papers she'd given him. "Agersund thinks we should check them out. That first list is top priority; they all live within ten kilometers of Mårslet."

      "Good to see you're on the ball with this. How many of these guys are there?"

      "Four. But I think we can eliminate two of them; they're no spring chickens. I doubt they'd have the strength to pull this off."

      "How old are they?"

      "Ninety-one and eighty-two."

      "Yeah, I see what you mean." He flashed her one of his rare smiles that lit up his face. "Cross them out. Let's hold off on this until after the autopsy; right now, there's nothing pointing to sexual assault. I see that you and Taurup went out to inform the parents this afternoon. Your impression was of a normal, well-functioning family, right?"

      "Right, nothing unusual. They seem like your average decent family. The mother works thirty hours a week as a dental assistant in town; the father handles cargo down at the harbor. They have another boy, two years old."

      Trokic scratched his beard stubble. "Tough news to break to them."

      "It's the hardest thing I've had to do so far."

      Lisa could still see the devastated parents. Still hear the mother's scream on hearing that Lukas had been found. She'd grabbed the wax tablecloth and ripped it off the table; cups of scalding hot coffee and a sugar bowl flew halfway across the room. Then with surprising strength, she pushed Lisa and Taurup out of the apartment and slammed the door. Lisa had stood stiffly outside, looking at the house as the animal-like wailing penetrated the walls. Finally, she’d hurried away with a burning knot in her stomach and an almost unbearable feeling of inadequacy.

      She looked up and met Trokic's eyes. "But I don't think it surprised them all that much. Not after he'd been missing so long. They'd had all night to imagine the worst, even though you always hope."

      "When are you going to Amsterdam, by the way? Let me make a note of that, so I don't forget when you're gone."

      She slumped. In all the sudden rush, she had completely forgotten the much-debated seminar in profiling she was supposed to attend. "Monday. But surely I can't go now." She raised her voice. "I’ll have to cancel!"

      "You have to talk to Agersund about that. It's his decision."

      Lisa was about to say something, but he was right. It was Agersund's call.

      "We'll drop by and see the parents tomorrow," Trokic said. "Meanwhile, we need to check with social services and hear if they know anything about the family, and we need to talk to everyone working at the after-school club. I'll check the boy’s medical records."

      "But I don't think…I mean, if you had seen their reaction…"

      "Most likely you're right, and it’s sad, but you know what statistics tell us; we have to check the parents and eliminate them. Hopefully, they’ve had nothing to do with it, but all we have is their word that he didn't make it home. And their house is only a few hundred meters from Giber Creek. And remember, I want you at that autopsy tomorrow morning. It's going to be rough, but I want someone else's input. I'll pick you up on the way. No cop car. In the Civitch. You can't pass that up."

      She managed to disguise her misgivings about the autopsy as well as not roll her eyes at the mention of his car. Just before Christmas, Trokic had bought a Honda Civic with i-Shift. Trokic! A man who’d never shown the slightest interest in cars before, who his entire life had driven an old wreck, the most expensive part of which was the car's stereo system. Until one day last fall he'd had to move a splinter-new impounded Honda Civic. Suddenly, he was reading car magazines at lunch, and a few colleagues told him quite a bit about the car’s performance. His purchase hadn't gone unnoticed, either. At a morning briefing, Jasper had asked him if it was called a Honda Civitch in Croatia. The name stuck.

      "Gee, thanks. Can I drive?"

      He laughed. "No, you can't drive. How's Jacob?"

      "He's fine." For a moment, all the misery of dealing with Lukas’s death faded as she pictured the blond-haired, handsome officer. Her boyfriend for the past eighteen months.

      "We're going to need help from MCI. If it's possible, I'll bring him in."

      "I'd appreciate that." Lisa smiled. "I'd better go in and help Jasper look through the recordings."

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      There's a cold spot inside everyone, tucked away in corners of the soul. At least that’s what fifteen-year-old Stefan Jørgensen sensed as he pushed his late dinner of lasagna around his plate and glanced at his parents across the table. Something had been gnawing at his stomach since he'd heard the news about Lukas late that afternoon. He tried to tell himself he was wrong. That the murder had nothing to do with the horrible thing he and his classmate Tobias had done. But the thought kept nagging at him. His stone-faced parents had watched the report about Lukas on the evening news. The journalist had frowned, the corner of his mouth had quivered as he explained that the police had very little information at the present time.

      During that evening's snowball fight on the street, the kids had also talked about Lukas, with a growing panic behind their voices. Who had murdered Lukas? And would they kill someone else in town? There were lots of theories, though the favorite one seemed to be that it was a child molester; they all feared this monstrous but vague figure–what exactly does a child molester look like? Several of them had ideas about that. Most of them thought it had to be a man. An old one. Some of the younger ones thought he had a mustache, wore black overalls, and had hair growing out of his ears.

      Stefan was, of course, too old to believe that, even though the vivid descriptions sent shivers down his spine. And the growing mass hysteria was affecting him, too. But that wasn't why his stomach hurt.

      "Is something wrong?" his mother said. Her face was pale, and she rubbed her tired eyes. She was a nurse, and she looked more exhausted after every shift, whether it was day, evening, or night; she constantly complained about the allocation of resources and working conditions at Skejby Hospital. He called his mother Radar because, despite her stress and exhaustion, she always noticed when something was bothering him or when his mood changed, even slightly. It was like she was one of those weird machines at the hospital. She reached across the table and gently swept a lock of hair out of his eyes, then she stared at him. Inspected him. He tried to avoid her eyes. He knew a glance was enough for her to see right through his pupils and optic nerves and into his brain, his innermost thoughts. And there she would find winter. It felt like the kitchen's white walls were closing in on him as if they could collapse any time and suffocate him. Mostly, he just wanted to sit in his bedroom and think.

      "It's this math assignment I have to hand in tomorrow," he said. A lie. "It's way too hard."

      He popped a light red cherry tomato into his mouth and crushed it with his tongue. It was sour but sweet; the taste was a little bit like summer.

      "I'm sure it won't be so bad once you get started," she said. "And you can always say if you get stuck. I'm sure your father would love to help you."

      "Sure," his dad growled. He didn't bother to look up from his food.

      Stefan nodded. His lie felt like a larva swelling up in his stomach. If there actually had been a math assignment, his dad couldn't have helped; even fourth-grade math had been beyond him, a secret the two of them shared.

      

      He cleaned up the last of his lasagna, ate another piece of cucumber for the sake of appearance, thanked his mother for the meal, and left the table. All the way from the kitchen to his room, his mother's eyes bored into his back.

      Would he go to jail if he told about what happened? He threw himself on the bed. What he and Tobias had done on the deserted soccer field last fall was horrible, vicious even, he realized that now. They’d egged each other on, had gone a lot farther than what they'd meant to. And though Tobias had seemed much less affected afterward, even he looked all wrong the one time they talked about it. When Stefan closed his eyes at night, he could still see the jumble of fallen leaves and torn mushrooms, smell the wet, moldy earth, hear the girl's screams. That loud, piercing voice.

      But they weren't the only ones. He'd found that out later. Others somewhere else in the small town had the same kind of secrets. More evil secrets. Revealing that, though, would mean he’d have to tell someone about what he’d done. And if he was going to do that, he had to know there was a connection. But was there? How could he be absolutely sure?

      When Stefan compared himself to his friends and classmates, he understood he had it made. Even for here in Mårslet. He’d been given the largest bedroom in the house after his confirmation two years earlier, so he had lots of space for his desk and laptop. His mother felt that a teenager needed room to spread out, and she'd helped him decorate the room and had given him that fantastic Eragon poster and the small TV hanging from the ceiling. He knew he was treated well at home. His parents had never hit him, and they spoke respectfully to him. It's just that they weren't really there. Even when they were there physically, even when they were worried about him. It was as if their thoughts were somewhere else. But what would they say if they knew what he had done? His stomach cramped up at the thought.

      And the evidence. What he had done. It was out there, in circulation. Living its own life, like a silent digital fragment of evil. It was only a matter of time before it came back to town and somebody talked about it.
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      The night hung like a dark blanket on the small red house. Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic had lived there since returning from a longer stay in Croatia twelve years ago. It was located in Højbjerg, a section of southern Århus, only seven minutes’ drive from headquarters. Away from the crowds, yet a close neighbor to the center of the city. He'd been incredibly lucky on the price, and even though it was only a single-bedroom house, a very modest seventy square meters, he couldn't imagine living anywhere else. The house had witnessed so much of his life.

      A brown plate lay on the kitchen floor beside a piece of plastic wrap. The plate had held two exquisite chunks of chorizo the evening before; apparently, he’d forgotten to stick it in the refrigerator. Pjuske sat on the kitchen counter, casually washing his long black-and-white fur.

      "What’s this?" Trokic stared at his cat and pointed at the empty plate. Pjuske hopped down and strolled into the living room. If he knew that cat, it was about to seize control of Trokic's favorite chair and settle in for a nap. And as usual, Trokic would have to make do with the couch. The cat hated winter or any inclement weather for that matter, and as a result, it stayed in the house unless the conditions outside were to its liking. Though Trokic sometimes pushed it out the terrace door, where it sat and sniffed the air a few minutes, offended at this grossly abusive treatment, after which it strolled around to the back door and restored its sovereign right to the house by waltzing through the cat flap.

      He picked the plate up off the floor and sighed. The loss of the sausage was regrettable but not all that important, due to his lack of appetite. He opened a bottle of Zubrówka vodka, a gift from a recently-released Polish narcotics baron who had seen the light while behind bars. He poured out a third of a glass and diluted it with apple juice from the refrigerator.

      Usually, when he opened his front door and stepped inside, he expected that what he considered to be normal life would take over. Working on a case at home was voluntary, a choice he made. And as a rule, he didn't bring work home, at least not mentally. No doubt it was a natural defense he had built up during his years as a policeman and his time in Croatia. It was how he sorted things out.

      But though they were seldom, there were exceptions to the rule. The images from the creek where they'd found the boy were glued to his retina and his subconscious was working overtime. What was he like, this ruthless killer? What exactly would it take to tighten the fishing line around Lukas's throat and hold it, a death grip? Uncontrollable anger? An absolute cold-bloodedness? And how did it fit in with the flames that Lukas was obviously marked by?

      He tasted the vodka. The strength was fine, but it wasn't cold enough. It was a Polish bison vodka; its taste and color came from a single blade of bison grass in the bottle. The grass grew only in the Bialoweiźa forest of northeastern Poland and Belarus, where European bison roamed and left their dung. The taste had a hint of vanilla, and in his younger days in Croatia, together with his brother and cousin, he’d drunk it with apple juice–szarlotka. Nowadays, he mostly drank red wine.

      Trokic took the bottle and his glass into the living room along with a stack of reports he’d already read. He meant to go over them again, but now his thoughts began to wander. He leaned back and looked at the small vibrant landscapes hanging on the grayish-green walls as the vodka began to work on him. His house wasn't an icon of home decoration. It was filled with old books he'd never read and unremarkable furniture of no discernible style. Too many electrical outlets. Then there were the small paintings his cousin Sinka had done.

      His thoughts wound around to his last trip to Croatia. He had a decision to make on an important family matter concerning Sinka's disappearance. New information to consider. But he couldn't think about that now; it would have to wait.

      He couldn't stop his mind from churning. For the first time in ages, he turned on his TV and put on a DVD of a Rammstein concert in Nimes. His stereo equipment had cost a fortune, not even counting the wireless headphones he used not to disturb his neighbors. His TV, though, was close to being a museum piece. He didn't own a remote, either, since a woman whose name he’d forgotten spilled a glass of beer on it. Fortunately, his TV had a headphones output. He sank back on his couch and got his head together again as the German band blasted out a sound as heavy as a freight train, in a show with flames, smoke, orgies of lights, fireworks, and black fingernails.

      

      He woke up on the couch when his phone rang. He sat up, pushed the headphones aside, fumbled around for the phone, and answered.

      "Jasper here," the voice said. "Is it okay to call so late?"

      "That depends on why you're calling."

      "Lisa and I have been going through the surveillance camera videos from all the shops."

      Trokic checked the clock. It was one-thirty, and he was feeling a bit nauseous. Vodka on an empty stomach. "So, what did you find?"

      "We had to call to tell you. We're almost sure. We'll need to enlarge it and sharpen the image; Lisa plans on doing that in the morning. But it looks like it’s Lukas, also because of the schoolbag. It has a gigantic ladybug on the back, which his schoolbag has if I remember right. He's walking past the bakery window."

      Suddenly, Trokic was wide awake. He reached automatically for his cigarettes on the coffee table and shook his lighter to bring it to life. After taking a drag, he said, "Is he with someone?"

      "No, not exactly. But there's someone on the other side of the street."

      "A man?"

      "I can't be 100% sure, but I think so. It looks like he's just standing there. Like he's looking at Lukas. And waiting."
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            Chapter Six

          

          Saturday, January 6

        

      

    

    
      Sidsel banged her skull against the bed's headboard as she struggled to wake up from the dream. It was still murky outside. Seven-thirty, she guessed without checking her watch on the nightstand. She lay looking up at the stucco ceiling a moment, trying not to think about the nightmare. First, she had dreamt that her suit tore while diving in the Plura Grotto in Norway, which meant a certain and quick death from hypothermia. Then she’d dreamt that her alarm was ringing. Long beeps in five-second intervals. Angry. Insistent. And so lifelike that she kept hearing it long after she woke up. Sidsel moistened her dry, chapped lips. Her heart was still hammering, and she tried to breathe deeply, the way she had taught herself. All the way into her lungs.

      She sat up and looked out the window with her hands cupping her cool breasts, and the comforter pulled up to her chin. In all the years she'd been diving, she'd had very few nightmares about water, even though she dreamt about it often and in many ways. Maybe the creek had set off the nightmare, her awareness of the tragedy there. Giber Creek was visible from several windows in the house, and now in the dawning light, she noticed the crooked trees standing like teams of guards along the creek. The red-and-white barrier tape was still visible. When she'd arrived in town yesterday, something felt all wrong. Her old hometown seemed gripped in fear. People huddled on the street in small groups with anxiety etched on their faces. When she got to the house, she noticed the plainclothes officers at the creek and asked what had happened. The horrible news about the boy tied her stomach in knots, and she hadn't been able to shake the feeling all day. Was it some sort of hellish coincidence that a child had been killed right before she returned home? Lukas, his name was, according to one of the officers. She hadn't caught his last name, and she wondered if she knew his parents.

      She swung her stiff legs over the edge of the bed and studied them a moment. They needed shaving. She glanced at the pile of clothes on the wood floor, picked out a Nike tracksuit, got dressed, and went downstairs into the kitchen. Her old friends, Mette and Søren, had needed someone to housesit while they crisscrossed New Zealand in a rented car, and Sidsel had jumped at the chance; she was about to start her dissertation in marine archaeology, and here she could work on it in peace and quiet.

      The light tan house was from the 1920s and had been given a name: Muspelheim. Søren and Mette had bought it from an estate; they’d been given no guarantees for its condition, but it had an elegant form and small, six-pane windows. And it was a large house, especially for back then. Three stories, approximately three hundred square meters. She hadn't even been in the basement yet, and most of the rooms were dark and closed off to save on heating. There were still a lot of repairs and renovation to do; the old stove looked like an electricity guzzler, the kitchen counter was low and covered with scratches and marks, and the yellow-green linoleum was torn in several places and curled at the edges. The kitchen led to three connected rooms that shared a wood floor. The light, spacious rooms with beautiful stucco ceilings were the best features of the house. An old wood stove stood in one of the rooms, but she hadn't used it yet.

      Armed with a cup of coffee, she entered the winter room facing west, away from the creek and with a view of the yard. After arriving the day before, Sidsel stacked all the books she'd need for her dissertation in that room. So far, she hadn't touched them. She gazed around the dark yard a bit, then she rose halfway up from her chair. The snow was tramped down; someone had been walking around the house. Or an animal–a deer? That was it, surely. No other animal could tromp it down that way. Odd, though. A deer roaming so far from the forest.

      She rocked back and forth in the armchair. Was it a mistake coming here? She felt isolated, fragile, and the strange ringing–or was it more a beeping?–from her dream still echoed in her head. Before she finished her coffee, though, her gloomy thoughts had melted away. She began to feel comfortable, at home. Time for a shower; her long brown hair felt tangled up and stringy.

      A knock on the door startled her, and immediately she frowned and glanced at her watch. It was only eight. The thought of an early visitor flustered her, and she tried in vain to tame her hair as she walked out to open the door.

      Two male plainclothes policemen dusted in snowflakes flashed their badges. Suddenly, she remembered parking her car in the wrong direction out on the street. But surely that wasn't why they were there?

      "Police. I'm Jasper Taurup; this is Morten Lind. May we ask you a few questions?"

      "Uh, okay…?"

      "You probably noticed all the activity down by the creek yesterday. We found the body of a boy; he's been killed."

      "I saw you when I got in yesterday; I talked with one of your colleagues. It's so horrible. But I didn't get here until late, and I'm only housesitting for a few weeks, so I doubt if I can help you."

      The policeman doing the talking lifted his chin and looked around the entryway behind her. Sniffed the air, even, as if smell could reveal the secrets of the house. He didn't look much older than she was, late 20s, something like that. His mouth was small, and his face was pale and marked by acne from his younger days.

      "Where's the owners of the house?"

      "They're in New Zealand for a few weeks, on vacation."

      "How long have they been gone?"

      "Since Christmas."

      He sent her a slightly suspicious smile. "So, you're saying the house has been empty since Christmas?"

      "It's only been a few weeks," Sidsel mumbled.

      The two policemen exchanged glances. "We're searching the houses on the street. Would you mind us coming in and looking around?" Taurup wiped his face off with his thin hand.

      She bit her lip. She did mind, actually; if she remembered right, her dirty underwear lay on the bathroom floor, the kitchen was a catastrophe because she hadn't cleaned up after dinner last night, and she'd emptied her suitcase right onto the bedroom floor. But did it really matter? If they had to come in, they had to come in. She opened the door wide. "Not if you wipe your feet."

      "No use beating around the bush," the dark-blond, pale policemen said, as he stomped his boots free of snow on the mat. "We haven't found where the boy was killed yet, so we're out looking around. We need to find it quickly, as soon as possible. Have you been in the basement or the attic, out in the garage, places like that since you arrived?"

      "No. But there's no sign of a break-in or…" She shivered as images of crime scenes from horror movies raced through her head. But one of the officers the day before had told her the boy had been strangled. Which meant there wasn't any blood, surely?

      "A break-in isn't necessarily all that obvious, but there could be signs of a struggle. And the boy's school bag is missing. You haven't picked up around the house, have you?"

      "No, the whole house was neat and clean when I came."

      "Have you seen any signs of a fire around?"

      "No."

      "All right. If it's okay with you, I'll take a look around, and Morten will stay out here with you."

      "Fine. Yes, of course." She shut the front door. "Would you like a cup of coffee?"

      "No, thanks. We have a lot of houses to check along the creek here, so we need to keep moving. I'll start upstairs and work my way down."

      

      Sidsel sat on one of the chairs at the kitchen table and poured a cup of coffee. As she waited, she glanced at the stony-looking policeman who had yet to say a word.

      "If I may ask, what's the boy's last name? I grew up here, and I'm just thinking I might know the parents."

      "Mørk, Lukas Mørk," Lind said.

      Sidsel thought for a moment as she visualized a gallery of people from her childhood. "Was he Karsten Mørk's son? I know who that is, though I don't know the family personally."

      "That's him."

      Karsten Mørk had to be at least ten years her senior. She knew him only by sight, and only because he was the older brother of one of her classmates. A large, stocky man who avoided eye contact and seldom spoke.

      She heard the other officer crawling around in the attic. The kitchen faucet was dripping; she listened to each drop of water against the steel sink for a few minutes before standing up and shutting the faucet off. From the kitchen window, she could just make out two adults and a child down by the creek, close to where the boy was found. One of them put their arm around the child while the other knelt down and placed a bouquet in the snow. Sidsel felt a lump in her throat.

      The officer searching the house came in and opened the door to the basement. He walked down and rustled around for a few seconds before returning.

      "Nice wine collection your friends have down there. Other than that, there's nothing to see. We'll check out the shed before we move on."

      

      Three minutes later, they were back at the door. "Nothing out in the shed either," Taurup said. "Thanks for your help; have a good day."

      "You're welcome."

      Just before she closed the door, he said, "Oh, by the way."

      "Yes?"

      "Your car is parked in the wrong direction outside." He winked at her.
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      Taurup and Lind walked back to the road and headed for the next house. A red brick home with a black roof from the 50s, about seventy-five meters away.

      "I could have got nice and warm back there with a little help from her," Lind said. He grinned and stuck his notepad back in his breast pocket. "Maybe we ought to go back and do a body search, what do you think?"

      "Just cut that crap out, okay?" Taurup wished for the umpteenth time that Trokic was still his partner. Or at least for someone other than Lind, who had yet to utter a sentence that didn’t reveal a profound lack of social intelligence. Luckily, he usually didn't say much.

      "How many more houses to go?" Lind asked.

      "Three, I think. And that's it."

      

      A few moments later, they knocked on a nice door with a heavy knocker. "Annie Wolters" was written on the nameplate on the wall. After a few seconds of silence, a lady in her early 80s wearing a brown dress with yellow flowers opened the door. Her gray hair had a bluish sheen, and her eyes moved a bit involuntarily behind a pair of thick, green glasses. A slight smile revealed her square false teeth. She reminded Jasper of his own grandma, still alive and quite well and tyrannizing the entire family. How did this entire generation of women manage to end up with the same bluish-gray hair, he wondered.

      He repeated almost word for word what he'd told the lady's neighbor to explain why they were there.

      "It's terrible what happened, just terrible," she said. Her eyes held the same expression as the rest of the town–fear.

      "It's a very sad case, you're right, Fru Wolters. So, we’re looking for people who might be able to tell us something useful. Someone who might know something they're not even aware of. Have you been home the past few days? We're especially interested in the day before yesterday, the afternoon and evening."

      He glanced behind her. The entryway was elegant with a royal blue carpet and a small, dark wooden secretary. A wool coat, a long red umbrella, and a cane hung from a dumbwaiter. It even smelled like his grandma’s house. A faint odor of soap mixed with coffee and baking.

      "I was home all day the day before yesterday, and yesterday too. The only ones here are the cat and I. Would you care to come in for a cup of coffee and a cookie?"

      "Thank you, but we'll have to pass. If you've been home both days, all day long, there's no reason for us to look through your house. Besides, we’re busy. What about your shed, though? Is it locked?"

      "Oh, yes, I have a lock on it. But you're welcome to look inside. The lock is brand new; my son bought it for me. I have the key right here."

      She pulled out the drawer of the secretary and handed them the key.

      Lind grabbed it. "I'll check it out."

      When he was out of sight, Taurup asked, "Did you know Lukas?"

      Suddenly, the elderly lady's expression turned guarded as she nervously fingered a gold chain around her wrinkled neck. "Well, yes. I knew who he was. He was Karsten Mørk's son, and Karsten is the same age as my son. And it so happens I still give piano lessons. Lukas came here several times last spring, but then he lost interest in the piano. That happens with many of my students nowadays. He had no trouble reading the notes, but he had no sense of timing. He seemed more interested in insects, to tell the truth, so at least he had something. But he was a very nice boy."

      Morten stepped back in and shook his head. "Nothing in the shed." He handed the key back to her.

      "So, you haven't seen him around here lately?" Taurup said.

      She hesitated. Lind shuffled his feet impatiently with a blank look on his face. He sighed almost inaudibly through his teeth.

      "Not that I recall," Fru Wolters said.

      She adjusted her heavy glasses and stared down at a point close to Jasper's feet. For a split second, he sensed the woman wavering. She’s lying, he thought. But then he shrugged it off; she was a slightly overweight eighty-year-old woman who used a cane. And there were limits to how paranoid they should be.

      "In fact, I haven't seen him since the last piano lesson he took. And as I said, that was quite some time ago."

      "If you do happen to think of anything that could be related to this case, call us, Fru Wolters. This is a very serious homicide we're investigating."

      He handed her his card, and she gripped it hard in her hand without looking at it, as if he'd just given her a ticket to someplace far from the maniac terrorizing the town.

      "Of course. Please, please catch this killer. All of us close by are so frightened. Well, the whole town is, of course."

      The two policemen said goodbye and walked on to the next house. There was only one place Taurup would rather be less–where Trokic was at this very moment.
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      At precisely eight-thirty, Trokic walked into the Department of Forensic Medicine and greeted everyone there. He'd lain awake the night before, thinking about the surveillance camera video. Lisa would have to take a closer look and try to do something with it. But the autopsy had first priority.

      It wasn't his favorite place. Mostly what bothered him was the smell. The sickly sweetness tended to activate his memory and images from the war would scroll by. But now, standing in the autopsy room, he realized he hadn't thought about his aversion one single time that day. Late last evening, Lukas's parents had identified his body, and Trokic was glad they weren't there to see this.

      Two others from the police were there: Lisa and Kurt Tønnies, a tech who would be photographing the proceedings. Also in the room were Torben Bach, the forensic pathologist; Bach's assistant; and two students, a male and female, in their 20s. Trokic caught Lisa's eye. Somewhere behind her calm expression, he sensed her horror when they rolled Lukas Mørk's body in. The vein in her neck was throbbing; her jaw muscles were taut.

      

      The boy was still clothed in a pair of blue jeans, white Kawasaki sneakers, a light blue sweater with the emblem of a turtle, and a hoodless green down coat. The fishing line was also still wound around his throat. He caught a whiff of something burnt in the air. Trokic had never watched an autopsy of a child, and the unnaturalness of it affected him. He had the feeling it would be like going through his first autopsy.

      

      All the clothes were photographed, examined, then carried off and laid in marked paper bags. The police would hold onto the clothes; they might be used as evidence in a trial.

      Bach began the examination of the body. "As we earlier concluded, he was strangled with fishing line." He put two pieces of tape around the line and cut between them. Trokic had seen him do this before; it would preserve the knots and other things on the line and allow them to measure its circumference later. Bach laid it carefully in a bag and handed it to Trokic. "It's been wound several times around his neck, which shut off his veins and in part his arteries. Which in turn restricted the oxygen to his brain. Ischemia. There's significant hemorrhaging associated with the strangulation, also in the mucous membrane of the nose."

      "What's that on his cheek?" the male student asked. His voice was a bit shaky, but he seemed unruffled. They all stared at the splotch on the boy's cheek that looked like dirt.

      "Soot," Bach said. "Obviously, he's been close to a fire. There's soot several other places on his body. It's possible he was exposed to smoke inhalation, but we'll see that in the respiratory tracts when we open him up."

      He continued speaking into the recorder. "There are distinct scratches on the upper neck under the jawbone, probably from the boy's fingernails as he tried to rip away the fishing line. It seems he put up a struggle. There are also two older bruises on his shoulder; I would say four to five days old. Possibly someone grabbed him hard. His hands are covered with second-degree burns; there is blistering and disruption of the epidermis. The extent and appearance of the burns indicate contact with open fire."

      He examined the rest of the front of the boy's body without further comments of any significance, then the body was turned.

      "There’s extensive livor mortis on the back of the body. Livor mortis is the red discolorations, right here," he explained to the students. "Gravity causes the blood to sink to the part of the body lying lowest; it's visible through the skin. There's no discoloration where the skin was in direct contact with whatever the body was laying on. Livor mortis appears thirty minutes to an hour after death, and it gradually becomes more pronounced until ten to twelve hours after death. The discolorations may shift a bit between the fourth and twelfth hours if, for example, the body is turned. In this case, the livor mortis is more diffuse, but you can see where in some places he was hanging with his weight on several branches underwater, while other places he was simply hanging in the water. In fact, the discolorations are also visible where the line contacted his neck."

      Trokic thought about the clothes they'd just removed from the boy's body, the dirt on his coat. In all likelihood, he'd been dragged over the ground and thrown into the creek, where he floated until getting tangled up in the branches where he'd been found. In the meantime, though, all evidence of what had taken place was covered with snow.

      Bach's experienced hands now began the part of the examination that Trokic dreaded the most.

      "There are no visible abrasions in the mouth, anus, or genitals indicative of sexual abuse," Bach confided to his recorder.

      Trokic felt a hint of relief, of hope. That Lukas had been spared that atrocity.

      "That surprises me," Lisa mumbled. "Even though he had all his clothes on. I expected something. Some sign. Sperm on his body or clothes."

      "Did you?" Bach said. "That’s probably because you don't see the cases of child abuse I examine. But I'm not finished here yet. Some sexual assaults don't leave visible signs, and that includes assaults on boys. I'll be taking samples for the microscope; we'll check them for sperm and DNA."

      "Even if we don't find anything, that doesn't mean the motive isn't sexual," Trokic said. "Maybe he didn't have time to go through with it, or maybe his sexual satisfaction came from inflicting pain on the boy. We've seen examples of sadistic pedophilia, and anyway, we can't rule out any possibility. But let's wait for the results before we start theorizing so much."

      The male student pointed at the boy. "There's something yellow in his hair, up by the neck."

      Bach picked up a pair of tweezers and plucked out a bit of something almost too tiny to see. "This is for you, too. It slipped by us yesterday."

      Trokic stepped over for a closer look. "What is it?"

      "Yarn, possibly several different fibers."

      "From a rug, or clothes?"

      "Who knows?" Bach did his best to scratch under his chin with a plastic glove on his hand. "That's for your fiber expert to say."

      

      Bach concentrated for an hour on examining the victim's inner parts. Trokic stared stiffly at the pathologist's hands while trying not to let the sounds get to him. Bach always seemed calm. How many child autopsies had he done over the years? He was one of the few pathologists in the country qualified to perform forensic examinations on homicides, and therefore a child murdered in this part of the country would end up on his table. And Bach had been doing this for a long, long time. At least twenty years, Trokic calculated. His father had also been a professor in forensic medicine and had written several textbooks on the subject, and recently his twenty-four-year-old daughter, Christiane, who was studying medicine, had announced she would follow in their footsteps.

      "There's soot in the lower respiratory passage," Bach said. "I'm collecting a sample to determine the carboxyhemoglobin levels in the blood. That will tell us just how serious the smoke inhalation was. But together with the burns…well, at least for the moment, we know it was serious."

      "When do we get the results on that?" Trokic asked.

      "I'll send the sample to Forensics right now; we’ll know later on today."

      Trokic mulled that over. If the smoke inhalation really was so bad, why didn't he die from it? Why did he also have to be strangled? It didn't add up.

      

      Trokic waited for Tønnies to take the last photos, then he packed everything up to take to the technical center. He was exhausted, and his eyes were tired from the bright lights that left spots in his eyes. Bach removed his plastic gloves and washed his hands.

      "I'm expecting an oral report from our radiologist at any moment."

      "Radiologist?" Lisa said.

      "We did a CAT scan before the autopsy. I'll call you as soon as I've spoken to him. I understand you haven't spoken to the family's physician. But I think you should compare the results of the scanning with information from his physician to get a picture of his medical history."

      "We will," Trokic said.

      "And about the bruises I spotted. They're old. Someone grabbed hold of him, hard. If I were you, I’d check out the parents."

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Trokic and Lisa drove past the wintry fields to Mårslet on the small, winding roads the snowplow had yet to clear while listening to a CD of Mute Math playing "Chaos" at a tolerably low volume. He'd chosen them for Lisa, who apparently hated everything else he listened to. But she'd said something almost nice about the New Orleans band, who played a breakneck, energetic style of rock. Had almost admitted that she liked them. "They're not unbearable," she'd said, after sighing.

      The land outside the car windows stood in sharp contrast to the bustling city Trokic lived in. They had just passed a barrow, Jelshøj, the highest point in Århus. It also marked the city limits. He thought about how different Mårslet was from the ghetto he'd grown up in. The people living within the small town's postal code had the highest average income in the entire district. Not because of any concentration of great wealth, but because there was a complete lack of social housing. An air of idyllic charm still prevailed over the town.

      Not that he would trade houses with any of the four thousand residents. True, the center of Århus was only twenty minutes away by the little orange local train, Oddergrisen, but he needed the chaos, noise, the ethnic, social, and cultural diversity. Out here, there were no contrasts.

      Now the town was in a temporary state of panic. Extreme panic. Residents in emotional states ranging from uneasy to terrified had been tying up Agersund's phone that morning, wanting news of what was happening in the case. Parents refused to let their children out of the house before the killer was caught, and an elderly self-appointed spokesman for the town had blamed the mayor for all the "bands of hoodlums running around the country."

      

      It was a short drive to Lukas's parents. Lisa had been going through the surveillance videos all night, and he noticed her dozing off in spite of the music. Her long, sleek legs were curled up on the seat. She looked peaceful. Her strong features, ever-changing hairstyles (currently blonde with light purple stripes), height, and lack of female curves had never attracted him, but for a moment, he thought she was almost beautiful. Lisa was very sensitive, and Trokic couldn't understand why such a person would end up in the police, not to mention in a unit like her previous one, which dealt with child pornography and pedophiles. Had she been searching for the limits of human degeneration and evil? To him, that was like looking for a foothold in quicksand. Maybe she'd seen something she just couldn't handle, and that's why she left the National Police. Or maybe she’d realized that the boundaries of evil were continually being pushed further out.

      He parked in front of the parents' house. "Rise and shine, Kornelius."

      As he reached to open the car door, his phone buzzed in his jeans pocket. Bach.

      "I'll send a preliminary autopsy report to you in a bit. I just spoke with the radiologist and looked at the scans. At some point in the past, he suffered a transverse fracture of his right arm."

      "Which means?"

      "Apart from the fact it was broken, it's exactly the type of fracture that results from a blow to the arm. It should be looked into. I also spoke with Forensics; they say the carboxyhemoglobin level was around twenty-seven percent."

      "And that means?"

      "It indicates symptoms of smoke inhalation. Anything much higher would mean loss of consciousness. We've also had a look at the first results from the samples; there's no sign of sperm. We're waiting for the final results from Genetics."

      Trokic thought for a moment. Everything so far still pointed to the boy not being sexually assaulted.

      "Christiane says hello, too," Bach said with a hint of disapproval.

      Several years earlier, the pathologist had brought his teenage daughter along to police headquarters, and for some unknown reason, she'd fallen for Trokic, who hadn't taken the thin, much-too-young girl seriously. He'd been firm with her when she kept saying she loved him, and he returned her many letters. Now, he wasn't sure how to take her sending him a hello. He hoped–prayed–that she'd moved on.

      

      Finally, they got out of the car, and Trokic got his first look at Skellegården. The air was cold and crisp; thousands of ice-glazed twigs tinkled in the trees. The place looked like an old farm from the early 1900s, and Trokic guessed that the surrounding land had been broken up into plots. All that was left was the farmhouse and an old stable. It was divided into four separate residences, three of them in the farmhouse, the fourth in the stable. The grounds were spacious, around two thousand square meters.

      The house was a splotchy dark yellow with large lavender windows, and the paint was peeling in several places, especially around the black foundation. Strips of lacquer hung from the wood front door. The fiber-cement tile roof needed replacing.

      Lukas had lived with his parents and little brother on the second floor. Why did they live in this dump instead of buying their own house? The parents may not have been in the top income bracket, but anyway it was odd–as if they’d moved here after they were married and somehow got stuck.

      

      Trokic had trouble imagining a grief-stricken Jytte Mørk throwing out the two officers who'd given them the horrible news. The woman sitting across from him was slim, ant-like. She was in her mid-40s, with a sharply-chiseled face swollen from hours of crying. Her graying reddish-brown hair, a bit darker than Lukas's, hadn't been anywhere near a brush in the past few days. Her pale eyes showed traces of makeup, and they continually locked onto some object in the room and glazed over, as if she were playing something over and over in her mind. She moved slowly, stiffly. Trokic felt something stirring in his stomach, and for a moment, he sensed their intense pain.

      Karsten Mørk sat beside her in silence with crossed arms. Was he afraid of collapsing emotionally, or did the police make him uncomfortable? Trokic felt uneasy himself, more so all the time, about suspecting the parents. They might have lain awake all night with numberless scenarios of what had happened running through their heads. Their son put on his coat, waved goodbye to the aide working in the club, walked down the trail by the school and out onto the street–that much was known. But then what? And how many monstrous acts had they imagined in the past few days with the same grisly ending?

      Trokic began by explaining in layman's terms the results of the autopsy. He emphasized that there was no sign of sexual assault. Jytte Mørk began crying again, sobbing noiselessly, gasping for breath as she clutched her jogging pants. She squeezed her eyes shut as if she wanted the world to disappear. Lisa reached into her pocket for a tissue and handed it to her.

      "Tell us about Lukas," Trokic began. "Could he have gone along with someone voluntarily?"

      The parents stared at each other, searching each other's eyes for an answer.

      "He wouldn't have gone with a stranger," the father said. "I'm sure of that. He was a little…well, not easy to get to know. That's what the people at the daycare center said when he started there. It took a little time for him to open up to people. I just can't imagine him going along with someone voluntarily. He must've been kidnapped, in a car. And drugged. Just like that girl in Belgium–"

      He realized his mistake, but it was too late; his wife's hand flew up and covered her mouth at the reference to the tragedy. His eyes darted around the room before resting a few moments first on the wall, then the heavy oak bookcase filled with books from the 70s, then the glass coffee table, and finally on a point beside Trokic's chest.

      Trokic made a note and reminded himself that they should ask around, that maybe someone had noticed a suspicious car shortly after Lukas left the after-school club.

      "You say he was reserved by nature. Did he usually keep to himself?"

      "No, he wasn't that way," Mørk said. "It was more that he sized people up before letting them in. He wasn't at all anti-social if that's what you mean. He was very happy. Very interested in things. We always talked about him being a lot smarter than us. Sometimes wise beyond his years, you could say."

      "And the day he disappeared, when was the last time you saw him?"

      "About eight that morning, right before he went to school. I mean, Jytte saw him, she sent him off. I'd already left for work."

      "Isn't it dark then?"

      "No, it's getting light, and anyway there are lights along the paths around here. He wasn't afraid; it's only a little way to school, and honestly, we felt it was safe enough to let him walk by himself. But now…"

      His voice broke, and he stared blankly out the window.

      After a few moments, Trokic asked, "Why didn't he bike to school?"

      Jytte Mørk took over. "Normally he biked around other times of the day, but I didn't like him biking on Obstrupvej in the mornings. Some people don't drive very carefully."

      "We're still looking for the place where he could have been…burned." Trokic could barely say the word. "You told the constable he didn't have a cell phone, but he had a school bag with a ladybug on the back. We haven’t found it or the blue cap he was wearing. He did have it on that morning, right?"

      "Yes."

      "And that's all he was carrying around? You know, like, did he have a Game Boy, for instance? His coat pockets were empty when we found him, except for a few rocks and paper clips."

      The parents shook their heads.

      Trokic hated to bring up the rest of the information from the forensic pathologist, but he had no choice. "The autopsy showed that Lukas had bruises on his arm, presumably several days old. Do you know how he got them?"

      Again the parents looked at each other, and for a moment they were silent. Trokic heard a train; the local must run close to the house.

      Beads of sweat appeared high up on Karsten Mørk's bald head. "I don't know. Maybe it was from playing soccer; maybe the other kids grabbed him. He had bruises once in a while."

      Trokic frowned. He waited a few moments before saying, "It was more than some kids pulling on his arm. We're certain an adult was involved, someone who grabbed him very hard."

      Mørk shrugged and raised his meaty arms in innocence. "We don’t do that sort of thing."

      "We also noted he'd broken his arm. About two years ago. The medical records say he fell. Where?"

      "On the steps outside the house. They're stone, and they were slippery from snow, and he slipped and fell in the wrong place. But why are you asking all these questions?"

      He buried his face in his large hands and began sobbing. His wife looked white as a sheet as she laid a hand on his thigh; her light green eyes darted around, and her small lips trembled.

      "It’s part of the investigation to get a clear picture of everything concerning Lukas," Trokic said. "Which means we have to ask questions like this. I hope you understand; it's important you answer them as truthfully as possible."

      Mørk almost snapped at him, but he held back at the last moment.

      "We found some yellow fibers on Lukas's neck," Lisa said. "It's mohair, wool, and polyamide. He wasn't wearing anything that color when we found him. Do you remember him wearing anything yellow that morning?"

      "No," Mørk said. "He doesn't even have anything yellow; he didn't like that color. He only wore blue."

      Trokic thought that over for a second, then he turned the page in his notepad. "Okay. We need a list of everyone Lukas knew; we need to talk to them. Family members, teachers and club employees, parents of his friends. We also need to talk to your neighbors. Are you friends with any of them?"

      "Not really."

      Trokic noticed that Mørk was avoiding his eyes. Even if he didn't kill his son, he could very well be lying about clutching his arm. Trokic caught Lisa's eye, but he couldn’t at all read her expression. She was usually good at talking to people. Better than he was, he admitted that. Certainly, they had enough bad listeners on the force. Officers who right off the bat could barely hide their hostile, suspicious attitudes, which of course irked the persons being questioned and caused them to clam up. Or the officers who daydreamed while they should be taking notes and noticing body language and thinking about what was being said. But even when he was doing the questioning, people seemed to feel more comfortable when Lisa was along.

      "What do you mean, 'not really'? Do you talk to them or not?"

      "We say hi and talk a little once in a while," Jytte said, "but other than that we don't have much to do with them. Jonna and her kids over in…we still call it the stable, but anyway, they keep to themselves mostly. Except for Julie, she played a little with Lukas. Then there's the couple beside us, but they're up in Norway a few months working, filling in for people on leave. And Poker Johnny lives below. He's on disability; he doesn't talk very much. But he has some odd people drop by."

      "What do you mean, odd?" Lisa said.

      "They play cards. And it's just all kinds of people."

      Trokic stifled a sigh at the thought of having to question a flock of poker-playing suspects.

      "What about Lukas?" Lisa continued. "Did he ever visit your neighbors?"

      "Like I said, he played with Julie over in the stable. That started about six months ago. She's nine years old. Really, I think he liked playing with the boys more. Especially Frederick, the youngest. Yeah, he liked that a lot more."

      "Did he have other playmates he visited?"

      "A few. I'll write down their names."

      "Good. We're looking at everything right now," Lisa said.

      Trokic glanced around the room while Lukas's mother went to find a pen and paper. Everything was neat and clean, but something was missing. Suddenly, he realized there were no plants inside, not one single plant. Not that you had to have plants. In fact, he understood completely. He had no idea how much water green things needed, and before Lisa started taking care of his peace lily, it had survived only because of its proximity to splashes of cola and coffee.

      "Could we take a look at his room?" Trokic said.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      "This way."

      Jytte trudged through the kitchen and showed them into the smallest room of the apartment. Lisa had earlier stressed that pedophiles often gave presents to their chosen ones, even written declarations of affection on birthday cards and such. If the boy had known the person who killed him, and if the motive was sexual, there could be some clue in the room. Everything would have to be meticulously examined. In the meantime, it was also important to Trokic to know Lukas's world. It might help in finding out how the boy and his murderer crossed paths, and indirectly lead them to the man.

      Jytte walked back to the kitchen. Trokic heard her turn on the stove fan and light a cigarette. He looked around at the mint-green walls.

      "He must have really liked insects," Lisa said.

      More than liked, Trokic thought. He'd been more on the level of devoted fan. A large poster of a yellow-green grasshopper hung over his bed: "The African Migratory Locust (locusta migratoria migratorioides) is a member of the family Acrididæ. Usually, the insects exhibit a solitary lifestyle, but when food resources are scarce, they also gather in swarms as large as 100 sq. kilometers. They fly at a speed of 15 to 20 km per hour." A collection of colored rubber insects stood on his dresser, mostly spiders. Trokic grabbed a few books from the shelf and read their front covers as he began to imagine the life of this little boy. Gyldendals Guide to Danish Insects and the World of Small Animals. It wasn't the time of year for insects, so this somewhat peculiar hobby likely had no bearing on the case.

      He replaced the books and studied a Lego police station on the floor. It looked untouched, with everything perfectly in place, as if an adult had put it together after which the boy ignored it. Trokic hadn't had many Lego blocks when he was young. His mother couldn't afford them, but he hadn't really been interested anyway. Though that police station might have captured his attention.

      "Look at this," Lisa said.

      She showed him a small box she'd found on the windowsill. A single shiny twenty-crown coin. "Maybe it's the coin his grandmother gave him the day before?"

      "If it is, then he wasn't at the bakery on a pastry run," Trokic reasoned.

      Finally, he walked over and sat on the bed for a look from the other side of the room. Newly-washed clothes were piled on the dresser. Jeans and sweatshirts. Three pairs of socks on top. Socks too small for someone dead. Beside the clothes stood a photo of Lukas and a late middle-aged woman. Grandmother? It looked like a Christmas Eve photo because he was wearing an elf hat. His eyes were beaming. A smile revealed a gap in his front teeth. Trokic sighed and picked up the stuffed animal on the bed. A big soft ladybug, wrapped in a blue scarf.

      "Ladybugs were his favorite." Jytte was back; a cigarette dangled from her fingers. "He always smuggled them in, inside matchboxes and the like. He knew I didn't want all these creatures crawling around in the room."

      Her cheeks were wet again, and she wiped them with the back of her hand.

      "Then he hid them in a jelly glass and let them out the next day. He could give a lecture about how useful the little things are. Did you know there are about fifty different species of ladybugs in Denmark? He told me that several months ago. I've got nothing against a single ladybug or two, but twenty of them crawling around is too much."

      Trokic didn't know what to say. "We're doing all we can. If either of you thinks of anything that might help us with the case, call me."

      He brought out a card and tapped on it before handing it to her. "The number's right there. Call me anytime, day or night."
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      The renovated stable was fifty meters or so from the farmhouse, at one end of the property. It was painted the same way as the farmhouse, but large fir trees out front made the colors look darker. A few of the small windows were broken.

      Jonna Riise opened the door at once. Lisa had the feeling she was expecting them. The woman was in her early 40s with a full head of blonde hair that hung halfway down her back, and a pair of wide-set reserved brown eyes that sized up the two detectives. Office worker, Lisa thought. She wore a brown blouse with black buttons, pinstriped pants. Slim figure. According to the report Lisa was carrying, Jonna lived alone with her three children. She seemed a bit stiff and chilly. As if they were about to offend her simply by stepping into her apartment.

      "Police," Trokic said. They showed her their badges, and she studied them. Then she opened her door wide. The shadowy reservation in her face gave way to a faint smile. "You're here in connection with Lukas, of course," she said. Lisa was surprised; the woman’s voice was just cheery enough to seem inappropriate, given the reason for their visit. "Come inside."

      They followed her into the large, sparsely furnished apartment. It revealed very little about who lived there. The walls were white and empty, with the exception of a few shelves holding decorative bowls, a jade plant, and a few textbooks. The light-brown furniture was simple and practical. It was almost as if she hadn't really moved in. Lisa glimpsed a messy office with a computer, stacks of paper, and a router before the woman shut the door.

      "Frederick and Julie, go to your room, now."

      A boy and a slightly smaller girl were sitting on the sofa, playing a war game on PlayStation. At first, Lisa thought they might be twins, at least they had the same blond curls and broad faces, but a closer look showed that the girl was four or five years younger. Lisa wondered what they were thinking. A boy very close to them had been killed. How much did they know? And did they think about how it just as well could have been them? Everything seemed normal on the surface, but when they turned to her and Trokic, the boy's eyes shone with terror. As if their presence made the horrifying event real. Then the fear disappeared, and they turned their attention back to the game.

      "Not now, Mom," Julie said, staring at the screen.

      But big brother Frederick laid down the joystick and walked into his room.

      "All right, Julie, let's go," her mother said.

      The girl sighed deeply, threw the joystick on the wood floor, and pouted as she left the room. She scowled at Lisa on the way, as if she held this stranger responsible for interrupting her game.

      "We'd like to have a few words with you about the day Lukas disappeared," Trokic said when the children were gone.

      "Of course. Please excuse the children's behavior, but all this with Lukas has upset them."

      After offering them a seat on the sofa, she sat in a brown leather chair on the other side of the coffee table. She crossed her legs and stretched her arms out on the armrests. "We all went out to look for him." She spoke sadly, with a slight shake of her head.

      "You mean you and your children?" Lisa asked.

      "Yes. Julie played with him quite a bit, but Frederick and Mathias went along on the search too. Frederick is the one you just saw."

      "We're trying to find out who Lukas knew, and also who might have some knowledge of where he went that day he disappeared on the way home from school. Do you think Julie knows anything?"

      "She would've said something about it when we were searching for him. Usually, they played in the evenings. They built small hideaways in the yard, that sort of thing."

      "He didn't play with the boys?" Trokic said. He had trouble understanding why a boy would want to play with a girl.

      "No, their age difference was too big. Frederick's thirteen, and Mathias is fifteen. Lukas was very interested in them, especially Frederick, but the feeling wasn’t mutual."

      "And what were you doing before the search that afternoon?"

      Her face twitched. "I was in Århus, buying invitations for Frederick's confirmation, and a few things for school. I'm a teacher at Malling School, and I didn't have classes that afternoon. The children were with their friends."

      "Do other adults who knew Lukas visit you?" Once again Lisa saw in her mind Lukas's body on the autopsy table. The images had been dancing around inside her like evil dolls. She wished someone would offer her a drink. Or at least a cup of coffee.

      Jonna leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. "What do you mean?"

      "We need to know all the people who played some part in his life," Trokic said. "It's just routine procedure. We'd like to eliminate as many people as possible."

      "I don't have anyone special at the moment if that's what you mean. The children's father lives on Sealand, over close to Køge, we never see him. But he sends money now and then. Fortunately, because these kids aren't getting any cheaper. Mathias spends money on his computer, Frederick just lost his phone again, and Julie wants new clothes all the time."

      "How does everyone here at Skellegården get along?"

      Lisa expected her to snap back, to ask what it had to do with this case. But she only smiled. "Fine. We say hello, talk some once in a while. It's not like we're really close. I do think Jytte is a bit of a mother hen. And Lukas was obsessed with insects, that was a bit strange. But Julie took care of him like he was a little brother. He was also very well behaved. At least when he was here."

      Trokic scooted a bit forward on the sofa. "Do you have any idea about how he got along at home?"

      She stared straight at him for a moment, then she lowered her eyes. "I really don't like to say this, but I think they were a bit hard on him. I could hear them yelling at him. Especially his father. It's an old house, you know, and I heard them all the way over here in the summer when the windows were open."

      "What were they yelling about?" Lisa said.

      "Oh, things like, 'Lukas, stop it, dammit,' or 'I can't take this anymore,' and then the boy would scream like crazy. Or his little brother Teis would start screaming. Sometimes, it sounded like things got broken, too."

      Trokic stood and zipped up his coat. "Thank you for your help. We might be back with more questions."

      "Of course. If you can’t catch me here, you're welcome to call the school and leave a message, and I'll get back to you."

      

      As they were about to leave, Lisa noticed a grandfather clock at the end of the room. Grayish-blue, outlined in gold. She stiffened and studied it a moment before moving on. The clock reminded her of something she'd seen long ago; she just couldn't put a finger on what it was.

      "Something wrong?" Trokic said when they were outside in the fresh air.

      "No, I just had a déjà vu feeling about that clock in the room. I can't quite say why. Like it's lurking way back in my memory."

      "That happens to me a lot. I can never remember where I've seen something before."

      They looked around the yard. The snow-covered hedge, taller than a grown man, blocked out the rest of the world. The lawn was also covered with snow; because of all the apple trees, it probably was plagued with moss. A small red playhouse was splotched with algae and bird shit. A loose gutter on the main farmhouse dangled threateningly, along with a row of icicles. Someone had put up a birdhouse on the porch, and three finches and two sparrows were sharing half an apple.

      "Shall we see if the poker guy is up?" Lisa said.

      "Okay, but Jasper is taking over now. He'll be here in a minute. I want you to start work on the surveillance recordings."
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      Back at the station, Lisa tossed her brown leather bag on the desk and headed for the bathroom to find a towel. The snowflakes falling outside were big but delicate, like anemone leaves, and the traffic was nearly at a standstill. While drying her hair, she thought about all the light the snow reflected into the office, and that cheered her for a moment before tears finally welled up in her eyes. The autopsy had been too much to handle. But now she was alone, and she was glad to have something to work on. Dry facts, without all the emotional baggage.

      She found the bakery’s surveillance video on her desk and turned on her computer. While the machine whirred and crackled its way into consciousness, she tried to get a grip on her emotions. If only Jacob were there! He'd think it was okay for her to have a good cry, get it all out after the autopsy. And he was even in town; he'd come over from Copenhagen to see her. But Detective Jacob Hviid was probably still lying in her bed asleep.

      Lisa pulled a chair over to the computer and logged in. They'd gotten lucky yesterday. The recording was digital, which meant they could easily pinpoint the relevant time frame. They'd copied it onto a CD, and now it was possible to zoom in on individual frames. The resolution was fine. The camera had been focused on the inside of the bakery, not outside the window, which was why they hadn’t been certain it was Lukas. And twilight had been falling. Fortunately, a few bright streetlights nearby had shone on the boy; otherwise, it would have been impossible to pick anything out.

      Once in a while, Lisa cursed the day she'd knocked on her former boss's door and said she wanted to work in IT. She'd turned out to be a natural; they signed her up for courses in and outside Denmark, and she ended up working with police in several countries. She had to fight to be put on other assignments. The problem was the growing number of cases involving child pornography. Granted, IT was interesting, and she had a psychologist at her disposal, but in the end, she couldn't handle all the photos. Horrible images, in color, full of silent pain that crept inside her, and no one wanted to hear about it. A world out of sight, out of mind.

      A few years earlier, she'd been sent over to Århus to help on a hacker case. Agersund had liked the idea of having his own IT specialist, so she had negotiated a position with a minimum of child pornography cases involved.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Lisa had isolated all the frames in which the boy was visible. She chose one of them and opened it in Photoshop. For the first time, she studied it carefully. In the foreground was a cherry wood counter with the debit card machine, a bowl of candy, and a gumball dispenser. A customer stood on the right, counting money in her pocketbook. The young girl behind the counter was folding a cardboard box for a cake. Lukas was visible through the window about a third of the way from the left edge of the frame. She was absolutely certain now. Even over two shelves of cream cakes and various pastries, and through the plate glass window, his chestnut hair was unmistakable. Also, his boxy blue schoolbag with the ladybug on the flap hung from his back. It was definitely Lukas. Before the snowstorm. Unaware of any danger, alone, probably thinking about what he’d been doing that day. But like everything outside the shop, he was out of focus and therefore blurry.

      "Damn," she mumbled. She found a Mars bar in the drawer and munched on it. She could sharpen the image to an extent, but she couldn't do anything with the blurriness of the objects. Yet sharpening it might help make everything outside more recognizable.

      Her phone rang, and she picked it up off the stack of papers beside her. Trokic. Why couldn't he be just the tiniest bit patient?

      "How's it going? Can we identify him?"

      "I've just started on it," she snapped; in addition to being impatient, he was loud. "But I have sharpened the image up some; it's a bit clearer."

      "Great, Lisa. But what about the man Jasper talked about?"

      Lisa peered at her screen. He was at the very top of the frame, farther away from the bakery. It was true, he seemed to be waiting. He faced the boy.

      "It's very blurry," she said. "You can see it's a person, probably a man. If it's not a ghost. That's it. I can work on it a little more, but it's limited what I can do with this equipment. I happen to know this nerd though, his image editing equipment will blow you away. I'm sure he could do more with it."

      Trokic didn't hesitate. "Send it to him right away."

      

      Ten minutes later, Lisa was on the phone with her old neighbor Morten Birk, aka Routeless. It was definitely best that she handle all contact with him. Morten loved conspiracy theories

      and politics, and he had no sense whatsoever of when certain sensitive discussions were inappropriate. If she remembered right, one of his theories was that Croatians were a bunch of extreme nationalists who started the civil war in ex-Yugoslavia because they demanded the borders set by Hitler in World War II be maintained, despite the presence of ethnic groups in places such as Krajina. Similar nationalists in Germany supposedly supplied the Croatians with weapons from depots in the former East Germany, and they manipulated the media to demonize the Serbs. In addition, it was a lie that Serbs had destroyed Dubrovnik and many of its cultural treasures–she could go down and see for herself. Lisa had no idea if any of this was true or not, but she did know that Trokic had lost his father and brother in the war. He wasn't someone Morten should be talking to about his theories. Should the urge strike him.

      "Have you looked at the frame?" Lisa asked.

      He was tapping something on his table in a rapid rhythm. A CD case, maybe. She could see him now, his bleached, unruly hair and face scarred from acne. He was one of the most fidgety persons she'd ever met.

      "What do you think this place is, freaking NASA? That person is a total blur."

      "I know. That's why I sent it to you."

      "Listen, I could have everything the CIA has, and it still wouldn't make a difference. How's it going, anyway?"

      She held back a sigh. A question like that usually led to Morten raving about something new. She waited patiently; he was doing just fine himself, and by the way, he was convinced that Jim Morrison didn't die in Paris, he faked his own death and moved to Africa, he'd been talking about doing that anyway. Morten couldn’t figure out how Jimmy could stay underground on that wild continent for decades, but who could know what was hiding in those rain forests. He’d done it to shake the hordes following him everywhere, so he could find his inner self. And when he discovered the ultimate truth, he'd return and give it to the world.

      This story took almost fifteen minutes. Sometimes, there was a price to pay when you needed help and had to turn to eccentric experts, but she felt she should have at least gotten something out of it.

      "But," Morten said, making a sudden U-turn back to the frame. "I know someone in England; I could send him the photo. You have any problem with that?"

      Lisa glimpsed a ray of hope. In the world of nerds, there was always a way out. She sighed in relief. "Who?"

      "A guy in the British defense ministry."

      "Interesting. Tell me more."

      

      Later, she sat for a moment staring at the screen, trying to imagine what had happened. Suddenly, her heart began pounding. Two sets of digital numbers were visible up in one corner. The first one, the date, was unremarkable: 04.01. January 4. Underneath, though, was the time: 16:28. She gazed at the two angular green numbers and stiffened. The surveillance camera's clock was correct, no doubt about that. That had been the first thing they'd checked. But now she realized it was almost an hour after he’d left the club.

      It didn't take an hour to walk from the club to the bakery, that she was sure of. Ten minutes, twelve minutes tops if he'd been daydreaming or something. The image showed Lukas on the street. But much later than expected. Where the hell had the boy been for an entire hour?
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      Johnny Nielsen, aka Poker Johnny, who lived in the apartment underneath Lukas's parents, was sullen, nearly even rude. He was wearing only a pair of jeans when he opened the door halfway, and his black hair flew out in every direction. When he stepped aside and let them in, Trokic saw at least one reason why they were unwelcome. The whole apartment was filled with modern design far too expensive for someone on disability. If he'd been more on the ball, he'd have hidden it somewhere–surely, he realized a murder investigation in the neighborhood meant the police would be knocking on doors? On the other hand, they weren't there to sniff out illegal activities. Trokic decided to ignore it.

      Nielsen reluctantly showed them into a messy living room with classic leather furniture, the latest equipment from B&O, herringbone mahogany floors, and works of art on beige walls. A sleeping man with a big gut lay on one of the sofas. Nielsen nudged him a few times and pointed to the bedroom door, and after waking up, he set course for the door without a glance at the newcomers. Stacks of a Danish tabloid, Ekstra Bladet, and M, a men's magazine, took up the other sofa. The poker player swept them aside and offered his visitors a seat. He buttoned up his jeans and picked a T-shirt up off the floor.

      "I don't see how I can help you," he mumbled. He sniffed the T-shirt before putting it on.

      "We have to speak to everyone in the area and clarify their movements the day Lukas disappeared," Trokic explained for the umpteenth time.

      Nielsen grabbed a pack of Marlboros off the table and lit one. He took a long drag. "If you're talking about Thursday, I was here all afternoon with some friends."

      "And they can confirm that?"

      "Yeah, 'course they can if they have to."

      "They have to. Names and addresses. Please."

      Nielsen glared, but he gave them the names of two men. Trokic glanced around the room. Such a strange combo: dump and upscale design. As if someone had expensively decorated the place for him, and he couldn't at all live up to it. "The rumor is that people are playing poker here. For money."

      "So? You guys can't figure out if it's a game of chance or a game of skill, so for the time being, I'll play for matches or buttons or…jet fighters, or money if that's what I feel like. That local cop keeps sniffing around here. I wish you'd stop all this bullshit until you get it figured out."

      His nervous laugh revealed a set of crooked teeth. He looked back and forth between them.

      "Someone mentioned something about hashish," Jasper said, his voice oh-so-friendly.

      Now, Nielsen looked sheepish, pale. Like a Russian miner who hadn't seen sunshine in a few decades, Trokic thought.

      "I dunno anything about that. We play poker. You can't do that when you're stoned, now, can you?" His smile was frozen stiff.

      "I'll be straight with you," Jasper said. "Just how big this gambling operation is you got here, and whatever other shady things are going on, we're not all that interested in today. But this is a murder investigation, and we want a list of all the people who show up here."

      "But I can't…I mean, they're not going to be hap…"

      "All right, listen. If you don't cough up a complete list of everyone who frequents this den of iniquity, I’m sure our distinguished colleagues would love to look into this business about the hashish. Colleagues in Narcotics. And when I say a complete list, I mean a complete list. If there's so much as a letter missing in one of the names, you are in big trouble. Got it?"

      Trokic stared at Jasper in amazement; he wasn't playing around this morning. Even after a long night checking surveillance recordings and searching houses. Nielsen stared at the floor. He seemed to have gotten the message, as Trokic sensed a greater eagerness to cooperate.

      "I'll do what I can to get them all on board."

      Jasper smiled. "Thank you."

      "We'd like to hear what you knew about Lukas," Trokic said.

      "Hey, I didn't even know the little guy. I saw him outside playing once in a while, that's all. I never talked to him. Well, actually I talked to him once last summer; it looked like he was going to take a bite out of that golden rain tree, over in the corner of the yard. So, I opened my window and yelled at him that it could kill him if he ate it. That seemed to scare him; anyway, he ran back inside."

      "You don't get out much, is that right?" Jasper said.

      "Not really, I guess. Should I?"

      "How about your neighbors? What do you know about them?"

      "What do you mean? Lukas's parents?"

      "Yes, them for example."

      "I don't really know them."

      "Not really? But you know them a little bit?"

      Nielsen let out a long, drawn-out sigh, like a sidetracked locomotive, and put out his cigarette in the ashtray. "Okay, yeah. Karsten comes down and plays once in a while."

      "What do you mean, once in a while?" Trokic asked.

      Nielsen shrugged. "It's nothing regular."

      "Come on, goddammit," Jasper said. This wasn't one of his easygoing days. "How much does he play down here?"

      "Maybe a few times a week. Sometimes more, sometimes less. He hasn't been around for about a month if I remember right. But it's been Christmas, hasn't it. Family get-togethers and all that."

      "And you don't think you really know him?"

      "For chrissake, we don't sit around sharing our private lives in the middle of a pot, now, do we. He shows up to play; I don't talk to the guy otherwise."

      "Not at all? Not even small talk. After all, you're neighbors."

      "Nope, not at all."

      Jasper leaned back in resignation.

      "What kind of stakes are we talking about here?" Trokic said.

      "It's different from time to time. I got no idea how much he's played for in here. Some of them play for a lot of money, others just for peanuts."

      "Is he a good player?"

      "Not particularly. He only plays Texas Hold'em. Nothing else. And he's like an open book. Plays way too tight."

      Trokic glanced around the room again, then back to Nielsen and the Cartier watch around his wrist. Was poker playing really so profitable nowadays? "What about his wife?"

      "No."

      "No what?"

      "She doesn't come here. I say hi to her on the stairs, that's it. She's sort of a grump. Really, come on, I don't know anything about these people."

      Trokic stood up and once more pulled out his card. "We expect that list tomorrow."

      

      The air felt colder back outside in the yard.

      "Hell of a crummy place, so close to the victim," Jasper mumbled. He zipped his coat up to his nose; all Trokic could see of his face was his eyes. "It wouldn't surprise me if a few perverts hang around in there."

      Trokic swung his car keys as he stared thoughtfully up at the building. "We'll wait for his list. Let's pay a visit to where all this started."

      "And that would be?"

      "The after-school club."
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      The leader of the club, Tina Witt, was younger than he had imagined. A small woman in her late 20s, no makeup, hair dyed henna and in a ponytail, with a few extra kilos hanging over her black jeans. She spoke with a thick southern Jutland accent.

      "Grab those chairs over there and have a seat." She pointed at two blue upholstered chairs in the corner of the small office, then sat on the corner of her desk. The office was practically wallpapered with children's drawings. As if the kids had competed for a spot on the walls. The room beamed with color.

      "You're here to question some of my colleagues, I guess?" she said. "I get that, I do, but I can tell you right now, no one in this club had anything to do with what happened."

      "Sounds like you're certain about that," Trokic said. He'd been expecting her to start out by saying how sorry she was; after all, she worked with kids. "We're only trying to place all of you at the time Lukas disappeared, so we can cross you off the list."

      "I know every single one of them, and they couldn’t do something like this; I guarantee it. Most of them I’ve known several years. And anyway most of us were here when Lukas was sent home. We'd scheduled a personnel meeting at five, after all the kids left, so the ones who usually were off work early stuck around. The only ones not here were a few from the morning shift."

      "Did Lukas come here in the mornings too?" Trokic said.

      "No, and both of them are women with families. Surely, you can't suspect them?"

      They didn't answer, though Jasper scribbled in his notepad.

      "Anyway, we started the meeting just after five," she said. "But then we became involved in a way with the search for Lukas. His parents stopped by and wanted to know exactly when Lukas left. We spent some time on that. Then we went through our agenda, and I sent everyone home between five-thirty and six. I stayed a little while longer, in case I might be needed, I spent the time doing paperwork. But I didn't hear from anyone by seven-thirty, so I went home."

      "We'd like a list of those you’re absolutely certain were here Thursday afternoon, and also those who weren’t here."

      "I've already done it. I figured you’d ask." She handed them a sheet of paper with a list of names. "Here's all the employees, and what they do."

      "And you're sure about all these people, and the times?"

      A corner of her mouth quivered for just a second, then she nodded energetically.

      "It's very important," Jasper emphasized.

      "Like I said, I'm sure."

      "You don't have any temporary employees who aren't part of the daily routine like the regulars?" Trokic asked. "I'm thinking along the lines of trainees or substitutes, something like that."

      "Yes. Adam. He substitutes here regularly. He's an aide. But he was here too; he took part in the meeting because some of what we discussed involved his work here."

      Her voice softened, and she looked down at the floor. "Adam is the one who sent Lukas off; he talked to the police about it yesterday. Several other workers here did too, while the search for Lukas was still going on. Adam was really upset about it."

      Trokic nodded. He'd noticed the name earlier on one of the reports.

      "How did Lukas get along here at the club?" Jasper asked.

      "I have to confess, I didn't know him very well. I've run the place a few years now; I don't have the same contact with each child like I did before. But I'm sure there were no major problems with him; otherwise, I would've heard about it. Although, I believe…"

      Witt frowned and stared blankly at the wall.

      "Yes?"

      "No, it's nothing. I just thought about something to do with a rabbit, but honestly, I can't say it was him…really, I don't think I can tell you so much about Lukas. All I remember is a happy boy. You'll have to talk to the ones working with the second-grade classes. They’re on the list."

      Jasper persisted. "So, you didn't know the parents either?"

      The short woman's ponytail swung as she shook her head. "No, and to tell the truth, I didn't even know who they were before they showed up Thursday, wanting to know where Lukas was."

      "Okay," Trokic said. "I think that's about it for now."

      He finished up the questioning with the usual formalities, and a moment later they were outside on the street. Nothing suspicious about this youth club, he felt. Absolutely nothing.
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      Mathias Riise pressed his head against the wall with the Linkin Park poster and clenched his teeth so hard that his jaws hurt. Swarms of thoughts kept coming at him, and soon they occupied every niche and cranny of his mind. Every muscle was tense, and his breath was shallow and rapid. They'd talked to Jonna, his mom, then they'd headed over to Poker Johnny. Johnny the Fag, with all his luxury designer stuff. How many times were the police going to come out here? Another bunch of policemen had been sneaking around the house the day before; Mathias didn't like them sticking their nose in people's business. The police dug things up, looked underneath rugs. Exposed secrets.

      The mood around there was gloomy anyway, and now after Lukas's death, it was like a cemetery. No wonder his kid brother spent most of his time with a classmate, Thomas; since they'd become friends, you hardly ever saw Frederick. Lucky for him, having a friend from the classy part of Mårslet. A lot luckier than their curly-haired little sister, who was stuck here all alone–at least now that her playmate Lukas was history. There was something wrong with Julie. Like her sense of reality was way off. And she lied her way through life, big-time.

      He glanced at the unopened letter on his desk. His mom had pulled it out of the mailbox and laid it there that morning. No stamp. With only his name on the envelope. He had a bad feeling about it.

      He hadn't wanted to hear what the police talked about with his mom. One of them was a man; he could hear it in her voice when she opened the door.

      Besides, Mathias didn't want to be reminded of Lukas. The memories were buried deep in a locked trunk in the very back of his mind, and he didn’t plan on dumping everything out in front of strangers. What good would that do? The kid was dead. He took a deep breath.

      He brought out a small bag he'd hidden behind his bed. A few cigarettes with wacky tobacky secretly purchased from Poker Johnny. It was small stuff, really, compared to what others his age were doing. Some drank whole bottles of whiskey, others took ecstasy and speed. The worst part about smoking weed was the smell. But to a certain extent, that could be taken care of. He lit the newly purchased joint, pushed a dead potted plant aside, and opened the window with the purple frame. The freezing cold poured in from the small yard where the snow hung heavy on the apple tree. He gasped for breath.

      How did it feel to be strangled? How long do you feel the cord around the thin skin of your neck before you lose consciousness? Ten seconds? Two minutes? And what about when he was dumped into the freezing creek water–was he conscious, did it feel like a thousand needles being driven into his skin? Mathias wasn't sure he wanted to know.

      He played Nephew on his stereo. At low volume–his mother didn’t let him play loud music. It was better than nothing. And it wouldn't have her pounding on his door. The weed would calm him down, drive the thoughts out of his head. His shame would fade out. And he’d forget about everything he'd been through. As far as he was concerned, it was over with. He was grown now, and for the first time in his life, he understood the true value of leaving his childhood behind.

      He looked down at the snow-covered yard and suddenly recalled seeing his mother there the evening before Lukas disappeared, before the blizzard. What had she been doing, holding a stick with some clothes on it? He frowned, then he leaned back on the bed and sighed. It was too late for her anyway. Only Julie and Frederick mattered.

      Slowly, the joint began working, and he looked over again at the envelope on the desk. His emotions were small, puffy clouds, swaying somewhere on the edge of his consciousness. Maybe it was a love letter? It was time to find out. He grabbed the envelope and ripped it open. A small slip of paper fell out and landed on the floor. He didn't need to lean down to read what had been written in pencil.

      

      I know what you've done. I know your secrets.

      

      He stared. It was written in block letters, slightly slanted, making the words anonymous. The fog in his head cleared just as smoothly as it had crept in, and now all he could feel was terror. Someone was after him.
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      Trokic parked the car on Bedervej behind a gigantic Cubist snowdrift, shaped by repeated passes of the snowplow. He headed across a short section of field toward where the boy had been found on Giber Creek. Thanks to the barrier tape still whipping in the wind, the spot was visible from far away in the monotonous landscape. That morning, he'd sent two teams out to check the houses in the area, hoping to find the crime scene, but the voices on the first phone reports had sounded dejected and frustrated, full of talk about what they personally would like to "do to the bastard when they got hold of him." At least the officers cared.

      

      The creek was high and flowing briskly. The constable had told him about the creek’s stature in local history and the lives of the townspeople. The water was dark and unsettled now, and the thought of someone dumping a child into that icy cold made the place feel uninviting. Nasty, even. Trokic could imagine how shaken people in the town must be; not only had a young, innocent life been taken, but the stream they nearly worshiped had been transformed into something ugly and dirty. Every parent must be feeling a ton of anxiety.

      He gazed around and tried to make sense of it all, but it felt as if the place refused to talk to him. As if the snow was covering up the crime. He called Forensics and got ahold of the chief technician, Kurt Tønnies, who snorted in irritation. Trokic recognized the sound–"I'm busy; wait until you read the report later today." He couldn't wait.

      "What do you need to know?" Tønnies said. He was rattling something, loud enough so Trokic had to hold the phone away from his ear.

      "The fishing cord, have you looked at it?"

      "Fishing line, it's called. And, yes, Jan spent all morning checking with manufacturers and talking to several sporting goods stores in town. It's a zero point twenty-five millimeter fusion line, Berkeley Fireline, white. It's relatively common, and you can buy it several places on the net."

      "What's it used for?" Trokic said.

      "A lot of people use it for salmon and trout. I'm no fisherman, but people say it's a really good line."

      "So it's used by someone who's been fishing in the creek. That's no big surprise. Is it expensive, do you have a price on it?"

      The technician checked through some papers and gave him a number.

      "Doesn't sound like you just leave a roll of it lying around," Trokic said.

      He paced around to keep warm. His leather coat could handle autumn and early winter, but it wasn't nearly warm enough for polar weather. His left hand holding the phone was almost frostbitten. At least it felt that cold. "Could you put Jasper on the line for me?"

      A moment later he was talking with his detective. "I want you to dig up everyone in the area who fishes, find out who uses a Berkeley Fireline fishing line, zero point twenty-five millimeters, white color. And if none of them use it, ask them if they know anyone who does any fishing at all who uses the line. I'm assuming there's quite a bit of fishing on the creek in season, and surely a lot of them know each other."

      "Okay, will do. I can also look on the net for sport fishing clubs and debate forums, that sort of thing."

      "Good. And contact the suppliers and get a list of who they've sold the line to. The internet suppliers probably have data on buyers, too. If we're lucky, it's someone who shops on the net."

      Jasper sighed. "I'll round up a few thousand men and get back to you in a few years."

      "Get Anne-Marie or Ahmed to help if it looks like it's going to take time."

      "Okay. I'll see what I can do."

      Jasper hung up. Trokic noticed a young woman, late 20s, shoveling snow in front of the house closest to him. Threatening clouds hung low in the sky, ready to drop another load of snow. Probably wasting her time and energy, he thought. He walked over and showed her his badge. She glanced at it.

      "Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic, Århus police."

      "Okay, well, I've already spoken to several of your colleagues. They searched the house and all around and came up with nothing. Have you found the crime scene?"

      "Not yet."

      "Anyway, I couldn't help them, unfortunately. My friends who own the house are traveling in New Zealand; I’m staying here while they’re gone." Her explanation took a while; she was short of breath from shoveling snow. She gathered her long brown hair into a thick ponytail and slipped a hairband around it. He glimpsed a small tattoo beside her ear. What was it? A dolphin?

      "So, you're not from town, then?" Trokic said.

      "In fact, I am, I grew up here, but I live in Århus now. I'm here to work on my thesis."

      "What's your area?"

      "Marine archaeology."

      She smiled a bit apologetically as if that required an explanation.

      "That sounds like something to do with old wrecks, maybe?" he said.

      "That's right, wrecks and old settlements mostly. Lots of Stone Age settlements were flooded around six thousand years ago."

      "Do you know the boy who was killed? Or his family?"

      She laid the shovel down and wiped the sweat off her forehead. He noticed several small scars on her face. Tiny ones, as if she had cut herself on something incredibly small and sharp. Two millimeter-long scars marred the corner of her mouth and just under her right eye. Though she gazed steadily at him, he sensed a wariness in her blue-gray eyes.

      "I only know the father by sight. He's the big brother of one of my old classmates."

      His hands were frozen stiff, but he managed to give her his card. "Could I ask you to keep an eye over there by the barrier tape, where all the flowers have been laid? And if you see anyone acting suspiciously, call me."

      "Of course. I can see it from the kitchen window. Lots of people have already come by, most of them just lay their flowers and leave."

      "But call me if anyone does something strange, or if they keep coming back."

      She studied the card he gave her, then she looked up and gave him a friendly little smile that he immediately returned. "I’ll do that."

      

      He walked back to the narrow crossing where the boy had been found and stared at the pile of branches. Why had he been thrown into the creek? A shallow creek at that. Several places you could almost cross it without getting your feet wet. It certainly wasn't a river with a current that would lay the grim story to rest on the bottom or send it out to sea. And it certainly wasn't like an ocean, where a body would disappear, perhaps forever.

      But any sort of water would help wipe out technical evidence. Many killers were aware of that when the time came to rid themselves of their burden. It just seemed so spur-of-the-moment though, the boy tangled in the branches so close to town. There was something desperate about it. Why hadn't the killer driven the body out in the sticks and dumped it? One of the nearby lakes would have been a more obvious choice.

      He recalled what Lisa had said about the time on the surveillance camera's recording. He'd passed on the information to Kashmir’s handler and asked if there was any way the dog could have lost the scent in the snow on Hørretvej. But the man had been adamant: a car must have picked the boy up shortly after leaving the after-school club. He proceeded to give Trokic a lengthy report on the advanced avalanche course his German Shepherd had completed in Austria, then he repeated, "Kashmir never makes a mistake."

      His phone rang. David Olesen, the local constable. His voice was deep and resonant; Trokic recalled that the man was extremely tall, around two meters, with a chest like the fender of an old Chevy.

      "Just thought of something," he grunted.

      "Yes?"

      Trokic brought out a pack of cigarettes and managed to get one lit. The ban on smoking there was hereby lifted, he decreed.

      "It looked like Lukas Mørk had been close to a fire."

      "That's right, yes. The coroner confirmed the burns were from fire. Our people have been searching the area this morning, among other things for signs of fire. Nothing has shown up yet. It's one of the biggest mysteries."

      "I got something to show you. Can you meet me in Mårslet tomorrow morning?"

      "Okay. What's it all about?"

      Olesen breathed out heavily. "I think Lukas's murderer has struck before. In a different way."
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      Darkness began to fall around the house and silence the last traces of traffic outside. That afternoon, Sidsel had drunk an entire pot of coffee, eaten half a roll with olive tapenade, and read three chapters of a thesis in English about the effect of climate on Stone Age settlements beneath the sea around Denmark. Her adviser, a male firebrand in his late 40s, had talked her into forming an overall picture of the threats to the settlements instead of focusing on one of the many shipwrecks in Danish waters, which she had planned on doing.

      These old settlements were being ruined. The reasons ranged from the large underwater waves during storms to sand crabs, ragworms, shipworms, and dying eelgrass, which was directly linked to pollution. And there simply weren't enough professional marine archaeologists to search for the settlements and secure them before they were lost. Her thesis was also going to include several solution models; right now, she had no idea what they would be.

      She'd just poured herself another cup of coffee when the beeping sound from her dream the day before startled her. She laid the book down and stood up. The sound had to be coming from somewhere in the house. A loud trill, at five-second intervals, three times. Then silence. Her heart began to pound. Had she unwittingly fallen asleep while reading the book and been dreaming? Was she wrong, could the sound be coming from outside? She ran over and opened the door, but there was no one there. The dark-haired lieutenant she'd spoken to, the man with the intense, deep-blue eyes and strange name, had left long ago.

      For several moments, she stared out at the winter landscape. It was growing dark. She couldn’t be sure. The sound had been in her head several times earlier. She must be imagining it, or maybe she had dozed off for a second and dreamt it. The snow was falling heavily again, snowflakes of all sizes gliding slowly in a sideways dance through the light on the steps outside. The temperature had fallen a few degrees the night before, and the area around the creek looked like something from the North Pole. Any colder and they should start importing Arctic wolves. There was something fantastic about the simple way nature had gained the upper hand, though. Something she normally only felt when the ocean closed above her and left her alone with underwater life.

      After assuring herself it was quiet outside, she went back to the kitchen to trade her coffee for a glass of wine from the half-empty bottle on the counter.

      She’d felt jittery ever since the police had stopped by that morning. She noticed all the small sounds in the house. The rustling. Wood settling, a slight draft at the exhaust hood in the kitchen.

      Out the window, in the twilight, she made out someone at the mountain of flowers, leaning over with head bowed and hands hanging at his sides. The way his neck curved from his bald head reminded her of a big, sad bird. Suddenly, he turned and looked over at the house as if he’d felt her eyes on him. It was Lukas's dad, Karsten Mørk. She shivered at the thought of him watching her.

      Earlier that day, she'd walked over and seen for herself the many bouquets and wreaths that had been laid just outside the police barrier, along with letters of condolence covered with plastic to keep them dry. Someone had set out small stands with burning tea candles. Miniature teddy bears in clear plastic sacks were also scattered around.

      The thought of the boy made her queasy, and a sudden storm of memories overtook her. Knud, who wanted children. Pressured her. Reined her in. And when she finally got pregnant three years ago, he'd said, "I don't want you diving anymore." She didn't answer him. Because that wasn’t how she’d thought. Hadn't dared. But it was dangerous, especially the diving she'd done in the Red Sea, where in places the shipwrecks nearly covered the sea bottom. A hose could get hooked, or something could go wrong with the equipment. And the bends. Sometimes it was unforeseeable, the sickness showed up seemingly for no reason, even when you made all the required stops on the way up, followed all the rules. The thing was that the new, undiscovered wrecks were the most interesting, but also the most dangerous because so few were familiar with them. She knew of several good divers fooled by the currents at Elphinstone who had drowned, but a site was given more respect after such deaths. She'd wanted to be a pioneer. But now the word "irresponsible" entered her vocabulary: she saw it in people's eyes when she started talking about a dive, or when she was in Egypt. Was she really going to keep diving with a baby on the way?

      After a while, she stopped talking about it. Finally, she didn't even bring out the underwater photos when someone visited. She gave up her membership in two diver clubs. It had nothing to do with paying the fees and everything to do with not receiving the monthly or quarterly magazines bursting with photos taken from all over the world.

      One day, she started bleeding. At three months, she lost the baby. There was no identifiable reason. They tried again, but no luck. The following summer, she announced she was planning on doing graduate studies in marine archaeology, and he took it as a rejection of their relationship. And maybe it was. She would never stop wondering if she'd actually wanted the baby out of her body.

      

      Activity down by the flowers pulled Sidsel out of her reverie. Another man had shown up, and the two of them were gesturing wildly. An intense discussion, she thought. Mørk turned on his heel and began walking back across the field. The other man hesitated then trotted after him. She stood watching, wondering about what had happened. Why would they argue at a memorial, a place that should be peaceful? Should she report this to the detective who'd stopped by? His card lay on the kitchen table. Daniel Trokic. After a moment's thought, she decided to mention the episode if she ran into him again.
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      Lisa dropped her bag inside the door and kicked her shoes off in the small, crowded hallway. Eleven-fifteen. Trokic had told her to go home and get some sleep. He hadn't needed to tell her twice. She was so exhausted from sitting in front of a screen most of last night that her eyes fluttered with after-images of small squares when she closed them.

      "Hello," she yelled.

      "Hello, hello," a voice screeched from the living room. It was Flossy Bent P, her parrot. Jacob must have gone out to buy takeaway. When he was visiting and she worked late, he usually went out and bought Chinese. It had amazed her how quickly habits formed in a relationship. They sneaked in like little Trojan horses, and before you knew it, you were sitting the same way on the sofa every evening, and you automatically bought your partner's favorite yogurt. And slowly they were forming a picture of a future together, the wishes and hopes.

      It was also a way to establish a type of security, she thought. In many ways, she was comfortable with that, and she sensed that Jacob felt the same way. In the end, it was their shared values and sense of humor that bound them together.

      Practically speaking, there was a big question mark, however. Jacob still had his job and life and apartment in Copenhagen, while she had the same in Århus. One of them would have to sacrifice if they were going to build something permanent together. And they both had a job they loved. Jacob with MCI, the Mobile Crime Investigation Unit, and Lisa in Department A. Lisa had also been conscious of her fertility curve sloping downward for a number of years. In other words, her nesting hormones were buzzing around inside; even a Pampers commercial could make her perk up. Most of her girlfriends had children several years old, and a few of the daughters were even teenagers. Menstruating, potential birth-giving females who could very well crank out a few kids before she did, which would shove her up a notch into potential grandmotherdom at the tender age of thirty-five. It didn't exactly make her feel young. Jacob, a practical man, was not going even to discuss children as long as they weren’t living together.

      She went into the bathroom, pulled off her socks, and threw them in the dirty clothes basket under the table. She stuck a foot into the lambskin slipper on the bathroom scales. Her apartment on Frederiksgade, conveniently close to the station, was old, and the floor was cold all year round. Suddenly, she felt something tickling her toe, and she screamed and kicked the slipper off. When she leaned over to take a look, an enormous spider crawled out and shot across the bathroom floor. Lisa screamed again and ran out of the bathroom.

      "Fuck it," Flossy said from its perch. Thanks to Nanna, Lisa's seventeen-year-old niece, the bird had an amazing vocabulary of vulgarity.

      "You can say that again," she said. She stroked the bird's green feathers. The bird liked that. She sat down on the sofa and scraped out some of yesterday's popcorn from a bowl. While waiting for Jacob, she ran the day’s events over in her mind.

      Lukas seemed to have been a normal, happy boy, with no problems at school. Nothing pointed to sexual abuse inside or outside the home, nor was there any sign of it in connection with his killing, yet Lisa couldn't shake the thought that it was involved. She emptied her glass and leaned her head back on the soft pillows. Maybe she could catch a few winks before Jacob made it back.

      

      She started when the front door slammed. She'd only been asleep a moment, dreaming about something disturbing. Several fluttering, colorful images just beyond her grasp now. For some reason, her grandfather hovered in her thoughts. She checked her watch. A quarter to twelve. Surely, it didn't take that long for two orders of Chinese? Nevertheless, he was holding a plastic sack from their usual supplier.

      "Where have you been?" She realized at once that she sounded like an interrogator.

      "At the station. Copenhagen heard I was over here, and they put me on the case. A few others are coming tomorrow morning."

      Lisa sat up. He looked cute with snow in his short, spiky blond hair, but he seemed pensive, oddly distant. An expression she'd never seen before, one that worried her; had talking about the case at the station bothered him so much?

      "Who did you talk to?"

      "Daniel."

      "Can't you just stick around here forever?" She smiled, yet she had the feeling there was something he wasn't telling her.

      "Agersund doesn't want us working together," he reminded her. "One of us would have to transfer to another department. Do you want to?"

      "No. Or maybe I might think about it."

      "But you want food, right?"

      "Yes."

      "And me?"

      "Yeah, that too."

      He smiled slyly and set the sack on the kitchen counter. "So, what do you want most, me or the Chinese?"

      "How about both?"

      He pulled her into his arms and kissed her carefully. "We just have to decide in what order."

      

      Suddenly, Lisa was wide awake. They'd made love and eaten, and she'd fallen asleep on the couch while he watched The Jackal on TV. She'd had the same dream as earlier that evening. This time, though, she managed to hold onto the images. The grayish-blue grandfather clock belonging to Jonna Riise, the teacher they'd spoken with the day before at Skellegården. Her living room closed in on Lisa; the clock ticked noisily. Her stomach froze; something about that clock filled her with dread. Jacob was sleeping beside her; the TV spat out a series of commercials. She tried to recall someone else with a similar clock, but no one came to mind. Her grandparents had owned a grandfather clock, but it was brown with red trim. Though, in some ways, it resembled Riise's. Could it be a fragment in her unconscious, triggering the memory of her grandfather, who'd been lying in the living room when he died from lung cancer? Possibly, but that didn't feel quite right. She shivered and snuggled in next to Jacob.
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            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Sunday, January 7

        

      

    

    
      After a five-minute drive, they were a half kilometer south of Mårslet. They'd driven up a small gravel driveway to an old three-winged farmhouse. The local constable's old gray Toyota spun to a stop in front of the small red residential wing, his back wheels churning out gravel from underneath the snow. The sun shone for a moment, presenting the idyllic scene in front of them. The snow reflected the sunlight, and for a moment, Trokic took in the warmth and the world of light piercing his eyes.

      "Looks like the snowplow doesn't make it all the way out here," he said after he stepped out of the car. His sneakers immediately found a drift and disappeared. Cold snow fell into his socks. He should have dressed for tramping around in the country. Or at least for the winter weather. Like the tall, gray-haired constable, who wore a heavy green down coat, military boots, a knitted scarf, and gloves.

      "Tom and Bente Jensen live here with their three kids," Olesen said. "I called them earlier, they said they wouldn't be home, they’re at a silver anniversary party, but they said go ahead, take a look around."

      "What now?" Trokic asked. He tried to kick as much snow out of his sneakers as possible.

      "Come on around back; I'll show you."

      Trokic followed him, trudging through the snow and across the parking lot, behind a white-washed barn with a mossy roof. He smelled what he thought was cowshit, though he wasn't sure. It came from a steaming manure pile thirty meters to his left. Chains rattled and hooves scraped inside the barn. Trokic hoped they weren't going in there. When he was eight, on a school trip to the country, he'd been bitten by a black and white mottled cow, and ever since his enthusiasm for four-legged farm animals had been microscopic. It hadn't helped when the farmer accused him of imagining it. Cows don't bite, he'd said. Ever. But that cow had.

      The silence was broken by a sudden snort.

      "What kind of animals do they have?"

      "A few horses and cows."

      "What color are the cows?"

      "Black and white, far as I remember." The constable stared oddly at him. "But they're only Tom's hobby. Let’s go out back."

      

      Behind the stable lay several fields and the scattered remains of a building surrounded by tall trees. A few withered leaves rattled in the breeze. Trokic gazed out at the bleak landscape; for a moment it reminded him of the charred ruins in Krajina, the repulsive destructiveness of it. But this wasn't war. In spite of all the snowdrifts, you could see the foundation, some old rusty equipment, and several charred wooden posts–more charcoal than wood.

      "This here’s what's left of Tom's barn," Olesen said. "It burned down a month and a half ago. It's one of the four fires we've had the past six months. The latest one."

      "And the others?"

      "A playhouse, a scooter, and a shed. In that order. This here's the only big building that's been hit."

      Trokic felt the snow melting in his shoes. One of the black and white creatures behind him started bellowing. "You think it's arson?"

      "I do. I'm sure it is. We've never had anything like this in all my time around here. That's why I requested help in investigating this case. But then nobody thought it was a paragraph 180; nobody's life had been in danger, and the barn wasn't worth much, so nobody felt it was worth the man-hours it would take to investigate. I had to drop it."

      Trokic crossed the bleak field to the barn twenty meters away. It was burned to the ground; there was no other way to put it. Olesen trudged along behind him.

      "And there's no chance it was the kids out playing with fire in Daddy's hay? That might not be something you want to admit. Then there's the question of insurance."

      "They were gone that weekend, the whole family. It wasn't them."

      "Okay. You have any idea what time of day the fire was set?"

      Olesen picked up a piece of charred wood out of the snow and studied it a moment. Shiny black, a half meter long. Part of a stud, Trokic guessed.

      "All the fires were set in the daytime or early evening when nobody was home. While they were all in school and at work. So whoever did it knew they weren’t home."

      "And there wasn’t anyone else who could help some way?"

      "Well, seeing as the National Police's fire experts were unavailable, I had a few firemen come out and take a look at the barn here one afternoon. I thought they might have an idea how the fire was set. These guys have seen a thing or two in their time."

      "Did they find anything?"

      Olesen shook his head and pulled up the collar of his coat. "No, but they both did say it was probably started there where that little bit of the barn's still standing, where they stored hay, and if it was dry, it wouldn't take much to get the fire going. And when fire takes hold of an old piece of crap like this, it's gone before you know it."

      "Playhouse, scooter, shed, barn. A bigger target every time, with one exception. You don't happen to know anyone here in town who likes to play with matches?"

      "I checked that out first thing, if there were any pyromaniacs registered or just out of prison, but no such luck."

      "Usually, arson covers up some other crime or vandalism," Trokic pointed out. "Especially by kids who are bored or just want to harass somebody. But because of this case with Lukas, we need to take these fires seriously. It's too bad they weren't investigated; it leaves us without any forensic evidence that might have helped."

      "Yeah, I'm not the only one who’s pointed that out. The press has been talking about it lately, so maybe the next time there's a fire, we can get it investigated."

      They gazed in silence a few moments at what was left of the barn. The constable kicked another charred post. Trokic glanced around the area. He had very little experience with arsonists, but he imagined they weren't particularly smart. And they probably drank while setting fires, and loved all the commotion they caused. "So the paper wrote about the fires?"

      "Yeah, it’s been mentioned several times in the Stiften, why?"

      "If it is a pyromaniac, maybe watching is half the pleasure for him. Watching it get put out, and then reading about it the paper."

      Suddenly, as if he’d just thought of something, he fished his cigarettes out of his pocket and lit one. He held the pack out to Olesen, who shook his head.

      "If there's another fire," Trokic said, "make sure you're there when the firemen come. The arsonist might still be around. Meanwhile, I want a copy of all your reports on the fires."

      "You got it."

      Trokic's phone rang.

      "Someone here wants to speak to you. He's from Lukas's club." Lisa sounded fresh as a daisy. Maybe, like Trokic, she was happy that Jacob had been assigned to the case. Too bad Agersund wouldn’t let them work together. Trokic didn't see any problems with it.

      "Can't any of you talk to him?"

      "No, he specifically asked for you."

      He sighed. "I'll be there in twenty minutes. Ask him to wait."

      He hung up and turned to the constable. "You think there might be more fires we don't know about that haven't been reported?"

      "It's not impossible. Fires in trash cans, dumpsters, places where people get rid of their trash. A lot of people might think somebody emptied an ashtray with a cigarette still burning or something. Just a harmless accident. And people remember when they read in the paper about a fire getting started out of carelessness, or a short-circuit in an appliance, things like that."

      "Lukas was close to a fire, at least we know that, and since it can't be any of the fires you've mentioned, there must be one we haven't heard about yet. The question is, where the hell is it?"
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            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Agersund knocked on the door to Lisa's office. He looked beat. One eye was a bit off-center and bloodshot, and he'd nicked himself in two places while shaving. But his blue shirt was ironed, and it almost looked okay with his brown pants.

      "You wanted to talk about Amsterdam?"

      "Yes." Quickly, she gauged her boss as he closed the door behind him. He’d already put on his friendly face, a mask that disguised a firm determination. Her hopes took a dive. Three months earlier, when he told her about the seminar, she'd been thrilled. An introductory course for European police in criminology and profiling. Two days, two sessions each day, in Amsterdam. It was meant to lay the groundwork for a possible longer course. The seminar would be led by two former FBI employees from the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime. In other words, a trip to the fascinating Dutch capital to learn something. In her mind, she'd jumped for joy; she could already see herself in the middle of an important international event. Not to mention all the shopping she could do in that intriguing city.

      But now, the situation was different. She'd fought for her position in the Homicide Department, scuffled with the same zeal as a sparrow among blackbirds at a bird feeder. She didn't want to risk her career getting sidetracked.

      She watched as Agersund waved the papers in his big hand. The seminar papers.

      "I don't think it's smart to send me to Amsterdam right in the middle of the Lukas Mørk investigation."

      Agersund put on a fatherly expression followed by a weak smile. He folded his hands over the papers. "I understand you don't want to leave right now. It's extremely unfortunate, too. But I want you to go anyway. I was going to talk to you about it yesterday, but then we got busy."

      She stared at him with a mixture of skepticism and disbelief, then she threw her gum in the trash and rested her chin in the palm of her hand. She had to come up with some argument, something to convince him. "But why me? Can't you send someone else?"

      "To be eligible, you need at least three years' experience in a criminal division, plus some experience in vice. So I called them up a while back and talked to them about what the seminar would cover. It's not for the faint of heart. You don't have much experience with homicide crime scenes, but not many of the others here do either. And you're used to working with sex crimes, photographic material, you notice details. You’re number one on my list. Of course, I considered Trokic, but you know him, he hates hearing about psychology and putting things in boxes and all that. Plus, I need him here to head up the investigation."

      "To tell you the truth, I feel about the same as Trokic, that profiling is a bit controversial. I mean, whether or not the FBI profiles are really useful, it's not a sure thing."

      "In my opinion, they're valuable. Otherwise, they wouldn't use them. Don't you have any coffee in here?"

      Lisa turned and found a cup on a shelf and filled it up for him. Then she opened her drawer and brought out a few cubes of sugar. You learned a thing or two with time. Like how the boss is a sugar fiend, and it's best to have everything ready for him.

      She waited until he started downing his coffeed sugar. "From what I understand, their profiling has only led to one arrest in all the time they've used it. And several times it might even have led them off the scent."

      "I think you're simplifying things a little too much. It's not an either-or thing."

      "But don't you remember the Boston Strangler case in the 60s? I read about that one. A whole panel of psychiatrists announced they were after two killers, not one, and one of them was homosexual, both of them were teachers. They assumed the sexuality of the killers was damaged by a traumatic childhood, with an absent father and a domineering mother. And it turned out to be a single killer, a man who worked construction, and he was straight, married, and had two kids. When he was growing up, his father had been domineering and his mother weak. It couldn't have been more wrong. And can we even use it in Denmark?"

      Agersund smiled. "That was long before profiling became more of a science. It's more history than anything."

      He took a sip of coffee and studied his nails. Clean nails, almost embarrassingly so. "All right, listen. In the first place, nobody expects you to come back and be able to piece together a precise profile every time somebody gets killed. I'm just interested in being up on what's happening internationally in this area. And I trust your ability to sort through the information and use what's helpful and toss the rest. In the second place, I've already paid for it. And I mean paid, more than I want to think about. You're going, and that's it."

      He leaned back in his chair and eyed her. "The FBI has, in fact, also conducted a lot of studies on several of their abundant supply of killers. And no matter which way you look at it, it's given them considerable insight into how these sick people think. Maybe it won't lead us straight to a killer every time, but it might help us focus on what to look for. You're going to be glad I sent you. Trust me."

      Lisa fired a last shot, even though she knew it was hopeless. "Yes, but with all due respect, even that's something you have to be careful with."

      Agersund threw the pile of brochures on the desk in front of her. "Don't be so prejudiced against the Americans. You'll find what you can use."

      She couldn't help thinking there was something behind all this. Agersund constantly griped about their razor-thin budget and things like the prices of lab examinations. And their computers were close to becoming museum pieces. They had to fight for every little purchase. And a seminar like this had to cost a fortune, not to mention travel expenses and hotel. What was it exactly he expected from her?

      As if he were reading her mind, he said, "And I've already promised you'll be coming back to the same job you left. Remember to pack your raincoat, since it starts tomorrow. They say it's raining in Amsterdam."

      Suddenly, he looked like the poster boy for kindheartedness.

      "But what about the investigation?" Lisa said. "Does this mean you're taking me off the Lukas case?"

      "I'm not taking you off the case, Lisa. I'm sending you out to become one of my best people. The timing’s unfortunate, but the Lukas case could drag on for weeks, months, years even, and I want my people to be the best. There's no second chance with the seminar. Can I count on you?"

      "I guess I don't have much choice."

      Her boss dislodged something from between his front teeth and smiled. "No. You don't."
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      Trokic fumbled around with the coffee machine in the kitchen. An old wreck that likely hadn't been decalcified in this millennium. And now there was something blocking the water line. He sighed and turned it upside down over the sink. It was a Braun. For a second, he was back in the office at

      St. Patrick's in Zagreb, where they'd had an identical coffee maker. He could hear the children crying, the adults shushing them, comforting them in the back rooms. The summer had been sizzling hot, and Zagreb had felt like a pressure cooker. As he took the machine apart over the sink, he remembered the smell of the people packed together like sardines. The apathy, the insane noise from the cars on the street below the gray building, the people trying to drown out the cacophony with news reports on TV or male pop singers on ghetto blasters. But all that was many years ago, and the memories didn’t fit this reality.

      

      Trokic finally got the appliance working, and a promising thick stream of coffee was running through it when someone knocked on the door.

      "I picked up the guy who wants to talk to you," Lisa said.

      He was in his mid-20s, with an enormous nose stuck on a small face, longish blond curly hair in a ponytail, and camouflage pants. He looked over her shoulder at Trokic, then he stuck his hand out. His handshake was wimpy.

      "I found your message in my mailbox. I'm Adam. I'm a substitute aide at the club. I'm the one who sent Lukas home Thursday. Actually, I talked to your people Friday evening, but since there was a message, I thought I probably ought to stop by."

      "Now that we know it's a homicide, we need to talk to everyone again," Trokic said. "It puts everything in a different light."

      "Sure. We all want to help however we can."

      Trokic showed him back to his office, told him to have a seat, and poured two cups of coffee. Finally, a decent cup of joe, now that he could make it himself. He enjoyed the feel of caffeine spreading through his body. "Tell me about Lukas."

      "He was a really decent kid. Not one of them who give us a lot of trouble."

      Adam set his lip against the rim of the cup and blew on the scalding hot coffee. "He was wild about insects. Especially ladybugs. He spent a lot of time collecting them outside in the summer. Wintertime, he played a lot of Game Boy. Believe me, there are a lot of insect games out there."

      Finally, he took a sip and winced. "You don't have any milk or anything?"

      "Only these." Trokic pushed a few small cartons of cream over to him. Adam picked one of them up and studied it suspiciously before finally pouring it into his coffee.

      "He didn't play with the others?" Trokic asked.

      "Yeah, if anyone wanted to play soccer. He was a big Barcelona fan. Everything had to be blue, or that Barcelona Bordeaux red. Clothes, shoes, everything. I talked to his mom about it one time; it was driving her crazy. It was like he was almost obsessed with the things that interested him. But otherwise, he spent most of his time with a girl, Julie. They're neighbors, I think. Not that I thought it was great for him…I guess I can say this…she was on him, all the time."

      "But she's a little bit older, isn't that right? Nine or ten? She was in the club too?"

      "Yeah, they gave her permission to be in the club an extra year. She's in fourth grade."

      "So, what was wrong with her hanging around him?"

      "She isolated him from the others. That's never a good thing. Especially if it's a kid who's not so outgoing in the first place. But she's also a little schemer, and she’s got a problem with lying if you ask me. After she appointed him as her little doll, or whatever, he had trouble making friends. She chased them off, no other way to put it. She kept him away from the others and acted bitchy. We see problems like that now and then, and we deal with them the best we can. We put them in different groups if it’s possible, stuff like that."

      "What about his family?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "What was your impression of how he was doing at home?"

      "I don't know his parents all that well. We didn't talk to them much because he walked home by himself every day."

      "And the day he disappeared?"

      "Just a normal day. We've been a little lazy since Christmas vacation; no one's really felt much like starting up any big projects. We finally worked up the ambition to take down all the Christmas decorations; that took up most of the day."

      Adam swallowed. And swallowed again. He fiddled around with the thin gold ring in his left ear. "We had a nice day, actually. It's nice to think about that, now that he's gone. Those poor parents. How do you ever get over something like this?"

      Trokic paused while the young man got control of himself again.

      "The day he disappeared…was he sent home exactly the same way as usual?"

      "Yeah. It was the same time every day. A quarter past three. And I followed him out to the street and waved goodbye to him. You think somebody knew about the time and waited on him?"

      "Right now, we're looking into every possibility. It's important to know if anyone else knew about it; it's not impossible. But he was seen at the bakery an hour after you sent him home."

      "I was still working at that time. We had a meeting after work."

      "The club leader told us about that, yes. But do you have any idea what he could've been doing, in that hour's time?"

      "No. No idea at all."

      Adam leaned forward and drank the rest of his coffee. "But there's another thing I thought about since I talked to the other police on Friday. I don't know if it's important, but I thought I ought to mention it."

      "Okay."

      "We keep rabbits in the club. Eight of them at the moment. So the kids can have their own rabbit."

      Trokic shuddered. He didn't like rabbits at all. Once in a while, he had nightmares about them. Ash gray, thousands of them, with greedy white teeth. A memory from his time in Croatia, from a farm.

      Adam took a deep breath. "Lukas got one when he started. Ninus, it was called. But a few months ago, Ninus was killed. Somebody opened the cage and wrung its neck and smashed it on the floor. I was the one who found it the next morning; it wasn’t pretty. I felt sick about it for several days; it was really too bad for him. It tore him up."

      "Did you find out who did it?"

      "No, we never did, even though we reported it. The vet came by and examined the rabbit. It was definitely a human that did it. But the thing is, we didn't think about it as his rabbit being singled out. We just figured it was a coincidence. Now, I'm not so sure."

      "No matter what, it's good that you remembered it," Trokic said.

      Adam was engrossed in remembering the situation. "But the really creepy part is, it had to be somebody who knew where the key to the rabbit house is. Normally, it's locked, and the key hangs up under the roof. To get into the club after closing time, you have to crawl over the hedge, but most people can do that."

      "How long has the key been hanging there?"

      "Apparently, several years, so a lot of people could know about it. But now we've moved it inside. Oh, another thing…I don't know if it’s important. Sometimes, he played a game by himself. 'Don't get caught,' he called it. What it was is, he followed somebody around, and they weren't supposed to see he was doing it."

      "He was shadowing them, you mean?"

      "Yeah. But several of the workers complained about him following them that way. They thought it was a little spooky. Did you talk to his babysitter, by the way?"

      "He had a babysitter? We haven't been told about that."

      "He used to have one, anyway. I heard him talk about her a few times. She followed him home from daycare every day when he went there. So it's been several years ago. Her name's Dorthe. I know who she is. That's Mårslet for you. I think she works afternoons at the coffee bar in town."

      

      After the aide left, Trokic closed the door, turned on his stereo, and let his brain roam. Could somebody have been after Lukas for a long time? The man on the surveillance camera? Could it be a daycare worker who hated him for some reason? Or had Lukas been playing his game and followed somebody?

      He glanced over at the folder on his desk. The results from Forensic Genetics. He looked through the papers; no trace of unknown DNA in the sample taken during the autopsy. He had mixed feelings about that. DNA might have helped them, but on the other hand, it was good to know that Lukas probably hadn't been sexually abused.

      He grabbed his jacket and picked up the keys off his desk. It was almost two o'clock; the babysitter was surely at work.
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Trokic walked into Dino's Coffee Bar and ordered a double Irish espresso. When the nervous young guy behind the bar asked if he wanted schnapps or whiskey, Trokic changed his mind and ordered regular coffee. He sat at one of the tables in the back. Coffee bar. Right. They had a liquor license, and it looked like that's mostly what they served. The wallpaper was green with purple stripes, the floor was mahogany and should have been sealed off to protect it from the splatters of beer and whiskey. It was seldom he ran into such a heavy stench, not since back when he was on patrol.

      He felt the bartender's eyes on him, and instantly he regretted coming in there. It looked like the girl was off work for the day. The only others in the bar were two young men drinking beer and sharing a pizza at one of the tables. A greasy-looking jukebox spewed out Gary Moore, "Still Got the Blues." The deserted main street of Mårslet was visible through the window; a depressing frosty fog hung in the air. That morning, he'd spoken briefly with one of the office girls who grew up in Mårslet. She described the town as "a place where you couldn't take a dump without the rumors spreading like wildfire." That made him think about the importance of speaking to the people who had known Lukas. If the killer was a local man, which seemed likely, somebody had to know something.

      "Excuse me, mind if I sit down for a moment?"

      A young girl, eighteen or nineteen, stood in front of him. She blew on her black nail polish a few times, tossed her brown ponytail behind her, and sat down without waiting for an answer.

      "Have a seat."

      She flashed her pearly whites. "You're that police chief."

      "Not quite. Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic." He held out his hand.

      "Sorry, they're not quite dry yet." She showed him her nails. Some of the black polish had strayed outside the lines. Trokic stared.

      "I'm Dorthe. I work here. I saw you from out back when you walked in. My shift's coming up in a few minutes."

      Trokic looked her in the eye. She seemed friendly and sincere. "I heard you knew Lukas Mørk. Is that right?"

      She slumped. "I was his babysitter for two years when he was little. I picked him up at daycare sometimes and babysat him one night a week. Back when he was three, four years old. Then I got old enough to work here. The pay's better, so I gave up babysitting."

      Her voice broke. "A really nice boy. And so cute, with all that reddish hair. You don’t see that a lot. I really liked him."

      "How old are you?"

      "Eighteen. I'm a senior at Marselisborg." She sounded proud of that.

      "How did you get along with the family?"

      She sat silently for several moments. Trokic began to think she wasn't going to answer.

      "I don't like saying bad things about people."

      "Just be honest about how you got along with them."

      "It was a little bit uncomfortable. The mother was a real hen; it was like she was watching me all the time. Like she didn't trust me. Maybe I just don't have much in common with them."

      "How about Lukas, did he seem okay?"

      She was obviously struggling with herself. "I didn't see them together much. They always left when I came. So most of what I know is gossip, and I'm not so wild about spreading that around."

      "I want to hear it. Then I can sort it out later."

      "One of my old classmates' mom is a friend of Lukas's mom, and she told me a few things once in a while. That they might be getting a divorce because there were a lot of problems with Karsten, Lukas's dad. He has a temper problem."

      "Do you know if they hit Lukas?"

      She looked down at the table. "Lukas could be so, so scared of me getting mad at him. And he'd say, 'You're not going to hit me, are you?' I always felt bad about that, of course, I'd never dream of hitting him, he was so little back then. One time he pointed at the stove, the electric plate, and he said, 'Daddy spank.' So I asked him if he'd been playing around with the stove and got spanked, and he nodded. But I didn't say anything to anybody, I just thought like it was a normal thing for parents to do, to make sure a kid doesn't burn himself."

      "Do you know of anything else like that happening?"

      She hesitated again, this time longer. Trokic waited patiently while her eyes wandered over to the window. "I know he broke his arm once. They said he fell down off the front steps. Outside the house. But Lukas was scared to death of those steps. He even crawled down them because he fell down once and hurt himself. I just can't see how he could fall, crawling like that. I admit, I thought about it. Now, if they'd said it was some other steps…"

      She bit her lip. "But they'd never hurt Lukas like that. I'm sure they wouldn't. They loved him, really loved him."

      Trokic stuck his cigarettes in his pocket. "Thank you for coming over and talking to me."

      She nodded and sat there for a moment, looking as if she was trying to remember something. "Did you talk to Magdalena?"

      "Not that I know. Who's she?"

      "She's like a witch or something. At least that's what we always called her. She's down at the creek every day. Most of the kids in town are a little bit scared of her; she's a little bit creepy."

      She saw his look of skepticism, and she leaned her head to the side and laughed.

      "And where can I find this witch?" Trokic said.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Trokic parked on a small residential street and walked the rest of the way, down a narrow gravel road to the address he'd been given. He tried to ignore the skepticism he felt. He liked working with evidence and logical argument. Many of his colleagues, he'd noticed, had the same attitude, Lisa in particular. She seemed to understand computer language as if it were her mother tongue. And despite being a sensitive person, she managed to keep her emotions out of an investigation. Trokic valued that trait, which made it difficult, to say the least, for him to relate to spiritual mindsets, weakly-supported theories about the afterlife, and alternative forms of medical treatment that hadn’t been properly tested. What did the babysitter mean by "witch?" What was behind it? Rituals in the dead of night, sacrificing chickens and goats? End-of-the-world prophecies and visions? Mysterious incantations to drive out evil spirits?

      Magdalena’s house was lower than the others in town. It had to be from the 1700s. The masonry walls were crooked, the white plaster was flaking off, the thatched roof seriously needed replacing. He had to duck to get in the front door. Immediately, a whole new world appeared before him. The room was filled with cacti of every possible shape, while large bundles of herbs hung from the ceiling. The furniture was old and cheap, but everything seemed to be in its place. Meticulously so.

      Magdalena was a small, thin woman in her late 60s. She wore a long black dress and a knitted gray wool hat with flaps over the ears.

      "Come inside and have a cup of herbal tea. It's already brewed."

      "Uh, thank you." He wasn't at all sure he wanted to get too well acquainted with some of the things hanging around the room.

      "Have a seat, I'll be back in a jif." She vanished into the kitchen and returned with two steaming cups of tea.

      Trokic took a sip. It was sweet and tasted of licorice. He tried to guess what she'd put in it. Anise, licorice root, honey, valerian, rose hip. But there was something else with a tangy bite to it.

      "It's my own recipe," the witch said, not without pride.

      "Is that a peyote cactus over there?" he asked.

      "No. Unfortunately, I can't get them to grow here; it's too difficult. But it's in the same family." She smiled.

      Trokic was now officially nervous about the tea.

      "But you're not here to investigate the level of mescaline in my cacti, am I right?"

      "I'll get right to the point. You're down at the creek quite a bit, I hear. I'd like to know if you have any information that could help us concerning the murder of Lukas Mørk."

      "Who's Lukas Mørk?"

      "You haven't heard about the boy found in the creek, murdered?"

      Her eyes grew wide, and her cup clattered when she set it down. "Oh, no. I haven’t heard; I don't read the paper, and I don't have a TV. But I did notice the police roped off an area down at the creek. I can assure you, I don't do any magical witchcraft, nothing like that, and I didn't sacrifice the poor boy to any higher powers."

      "But you are down at the creek every day?"

      "Yes, I try to stay as close in touch with nature as I can, so I take my daily walk. I live in such a beautiful place with so much history. And I give advice about natural medicine."

      "I don't suppose you're a psychic?" Trokic glanced at her strange hat.

      "No, nothing like that. But I help people find their own truth."

      "In what way?"

      "That's my secret. But if you can't find the answer in facts, you have to search what's behind it all."

      Trokic wished she would take that hat off. It was distracting. Or worse than that, actually. Much worse. "Were you down at the creek last Thursday?"

      "As I said, I'm down there every day. So, yes."

      "At what time of day?"

      "Afternoon. It was still light out."

      "You didn't see Lukas? He was eight years old. Chestnut brown hair, green down coat. Or maybe you saw someone else?"

      "No, nobody except Peter the fisherman. He was out walking his springer spaniel. But he's almost ninety…"

      "Do you still work?"

      Magdalena suddenly began staring out into space. "Chestnut brown, you say?"

      "Yes, almost red. And a green winter coat."

      "I saw a boy who looked like that. But it wasn't down by the creek; it was up by the church. Where Obstrupvej runs into Hørretvej. He was sitting in a car."

      Trokic’s heart began pounding as he visualized Lukas jumping in with the unknown killer. The K-9 officer might have been right after all.

      "What time was that, do you remember?"

      "Around three-thirty, I'd say. That's when I usually go shopping in town."

      "And do you know what kind of car it was?" Trokic waited anxiously.

      "I don't know anything about cars, but it didn't look particularly new. And I think it was green or blue."

      "How old? Just a guess."

      "I couldn't say."

      "Did it have any special characteristics? Any dents, markings, paint?"

      "I don't think so. But then I don't remember it." Magdalena sounded almost unhappy.

      "Can you remember any of the license plate number?"

      Magdalena puckered her lips and shook her head. "I'm sorry, but I really don't know."
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      Trokic was on his way out of Brugsen with a pack of cigarettes in one hand and a bottle of wiper fluid in the other. The supermarket was bustling with half the town doing their Sunday shopping just before closing time, it seemed. Near the exit, he bumped into Sidsel Simonsen, who was carrying a sack overflowing with groceries. It took him a few moments to recognize her, with all her long hair stuffed underneath a black knitted stocking cap. Her cheeks were red from the cold. The diving girl.

      "Supplies for you and the car?" She nodded at what he was holding.

      "Yes. I'm on the way home. Just had some tea with the local witch, and I'm not completely sure it's legal for me to drive a car right now."

      At once, her serious expression widened into laughter. "Good old Magdalena. She's a character. But she's harmless, and so is her tea."

      Her plastic sack was starting to split, an orange peeked out of one side, and she struggled to keep everything from falling out and causing a spectacle in the parking lot.

      "Let me carry that over to your car," Trokic said.

      "I didn't drive; I walked."

      "In that case, let me drive you home. Before everything spills out."

      He stuck his cigarettes into his coat pocket and took hold of her sack.

      "I was just going to pick up some stove briquettes, and somehow a whole bunch of stuff ended up in the sack," she said as if she found it amazing. She moved aside when a boy pushed past them with a shopping cart twice his size. Its wheels skidded out of control in the snow.

      "Okay." Trokic kept his mouth shut about his theory of the female shopping gene, seeing that he usually got home to find he'd forgotten half of what he needed. He studied her strained expression. She seemed uncomfortable with all the people around. "Is everything okay on the other end of town?"

      "Yes. But people are scared." She sniffed a few times. "Didn't you see their faces in Brugsen? Like stone. But you can't blame them; there are a lot of children in this town. Lots of people move here because it's supposedly a safe place to raise a family."

      She hesitated a moment, and when she spoke again, her voice was monotone. "I saw the father down at the creek yesterday, where it happened. He was talking with somebody."

      "Man or woman?"

      "A man."

      "What did he look like, the man he was talking to?"

      "It was twilight, hard to see. But short blond hair, not too light."

      They hopped into the car and pulled out onto Hørretvej. Sidsel sat in silence, and Trokic mulled over what she'd seen. It might not be important, and yet he thought it was strange. But he was much more interested in what Magdalena had told him, which meant that Lukas might have been picked up by someone in a car. But what car?

      "You have an unusual name," she said, as they turned onto Bedervej. "Were you born here in Denmark?"

      "Yes, my mother was Danish. But the rest of my family lives in Croatia."

      "So, have you ever lived in Croatia?"

      "Just a few years when I was in my late 20s. With some of the family. Not far from Zagreb. It was during the war. I worked for a private humanitarian organization. We found new housing for people who lost their homes. Or at least we tried. It was a hopeless job. That was a long time ago."

      "But you chose to go down there even though the war was going on?"

      "They were my family. It didn't feel right to sit around here and not…"

      He mussed up his black hair. He needed a haircut again; it was a bit long in back, and the cowlick on one side apparently had sprung to life again after being outside in the cold.

      "So, do you know a lot of diver stories?" He maneuvered around a Ford halfway into the ditch.

      She chuckled and fingered a bracelet around her wrist. It looked like something a child had made, black and green plastic beads in no particular order. It was the only jewelry she wore. "Do I ever. I know the one about the SS Carnatic, a steamship that sailed into a Red Sea coral reef and sank in September 1869, with a load of gold coins. And then there's the horrible story about a Norwegian male diver, he disappeared during a diving expedition, and five days later he showed up, with a knife in his back. But you can hear them another time, maybe. How's the case going? Do you have any suspects?"

      "No, not anybody we have something on." Which was true enough.

      He parked the car in front of the house. The light was on inside; it looked warm and cozy. They sat for a moment. A snowplow drove by.

      Finally, she said, "Thanks for the lift. Would you like a cup of coffee?"

      He glanced at his watch. There would be a late briefing that evening, and before it started, he needed to read a stack of reports. "Could I take a rain check on that?"
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      Not quite everyone had made it to the briefing room. Trokic felt a bit queasy; he wondered again if the witch's tea had talents above and beyond the medicinal. Some of his colleagues looked haggard. They'd probably been out on the town last night. Maybe he should have gone out with some of them. In fact, he'd thought about it, but then he'd decided it was too much trouble just for one beer. That would definitely have been the limit with work to do the next day. And anyway they always seemed to argue way too long about which bar to hit. There were places in town Trokic refused to go into at night. Some of them could be fine during the summer, but when you were stuck inside, they were stuffy and sweaty and a musical hell you couldn't drink your way out of.

      Then there was also the risk of running into a few former acquaintances who had yet to come to terms with their feelings about him. Awkward situations arose because they felt there were still things that needed to be discussed every time they saw him. He'd finally concluded that something about him triggered the analysis function inside certain women. It was as if this need of his to be himself was a problem to be examined. At any rate, even the most independent, intelligent women were often transformed in the blink of an eye to self-centered, needy, possessive individuals. It became particularly intimidating when they began dissecting his past and concluded that his time in Croatia during the war had led to an inability to commit. The Lieutenant Detective was usually too polite to air his conviction that he would be fine with committing when the right woman showed up.

      

      Kurt Tønnies, the head forensic technician, led things off. Nothing new to report on the fishing line and the melted snow hadn't revealed any new clues. According to Jasper Taurup, several local fishermen had been interviewed without much success. One of them thought that a certain man, Søren Wenke, used the type of fishing line they were asking about. It turned out that Wenke owned the house that Sidsel Simonsen was staying in, and currently, he was in New Zealand. The man also named two other men who fished, but they both had airtight alibis for the presumed time of the killing. Plus, they had shown their reels; their fishing line had neither been lost nor stolen. There was also the possibility that other spools of line had been "borrowed" by someone who knew the fishermen, but that hadn't given them anything to go on either. Lukas had disappeared at a time of day when most people were at work and could therefore account for their whereabouts.

      "But now we come to the composition of the fibers found on the boy," Tønnies said. "I heard from Copenhagen earlier today; they think it's from yarn. We've contacted all the yarn shops in town, but nothing has come of it yet. Which is very strange, because it doesn't seem to be a common type of yarn. We went through all of the brands. Several of the knitting ladies did say it's probably yarn used to make things like knitted caps or scarves."

      "Damn," Trokic said. "Is that really all they could say? This is important."

      "No need to gripe about it." Tønnies' assistant, Jan, was annoyed. "We're working our asses off here."

      "I'm well aware of that." Trokic looked out at the officers. Their faces showed no signs of enthusiasm. Were they already stuck, disillusioned? Or was it the time of day? Late Sunday evening, when you'd rather be sitting on the couch with your wife, watching some TV series half the country was watching? "Anybody else have anything new?"

      Lisa raised her hand. "I think I have something that might help. My old pal Morten Birk called about the photo from the bakery."

      Trokic perked up. "What? I thought he gave up on that."

      "In fact, he did. But he asked me if it was okay to show it to someone in the British defense ministry he used to work with. So I told him yeah, go ahead."

      "And?"

      "His friend apparently has very different techniques or equipment. He said he was crazy busy, but he thought he could deliver a photo that's much better. Something we could use to identify the man on the other side of the street."

      Trokic glanced around the room again. "Okay, let's go through what we know. Lukas left the club at three-thirty. We know he walked down to Hørretvej at the end of Obstrupvej, about a hundred meters from the school. According to a new witness, it's possible he got into a green or blue car there. After that, we know he was outside the bakery downtown a little before four-thirty. What he did in between, within about an hour's time, we don't know. But we do know he was alive around four-thirty at the bakery. The question is if that man across the street on the video picked him up in the car. And if he was following Lukas."

      "Have we eliminated the parents?" Taurup said. "Am I the only one thinking they might have found him right when they started looking for him–maybe he was setting fire to something, and the father lost his temper?"

      "From what we know, I just can't see it," Trokic said. "Remember, they asked the neighbors to help look for him at five-thirty. The father couldn't possibly have been home from work before a quarter to five. That would give them forty-five minutes to kill him and erase every trace of evidence before contacting the neighbors. Without appearing to be all that shaken up."

      "What about the poker guy?" Agersund said.

      "Nothing there," Taurup said.

      He looked like a creature who had been living too long on junk food. His skin was sallow, and his acne scars stood out more than usual on his thin face. And now his facial muscles had seized up into a surly expression.

      "Nothing?" Trokic said. "Could you be a little more specific?"

      "I happen to know somebody who plays there. He says the place is pretty well-known. There's a game three or four days a week. Mostly poker. Some evenings it's only for the big shots, the pros. They play Hold 'Em or Omaha or sometimes even China to rip each other off, mostly for fun."

      "I don't know what that is. Is it legal?"

      "Hard to say. Whether or not poker is actually gambling is still up in the air, legally. But the primary income for these people are the rich guys who like to play, but they suck at it. They always drop a bundle. There's some dealing going on, hashish I mean, just small amounts though. Once a year, they all take a trip to Vegas for the annual poker tournament."

      "And what about Karsten Mørk, Lukas's father?"

      "He's in debt, big time."

      Trokic nodded. That could explain the argument Sidsel saw. Someone wanted their money. And why did the family still live in such a small apartment, when most people their age with jobs and kids have a house? Maybe that even explained the father's short fuse. Nothing could put pressure on a marriage like money problems.

      "I wasn't happy about pumping my friends for this information," Taurup grumbled. "I've known them twenty years."

      "Don't worry," Trokic said. "I don't have time to report somebody who forgot to declare some side income. How about the debt? Is he paying off on it, or what?"

      "I don't know. Unfortunately, my friends don't know everything. We could bring Mørk in and ask him."

      "That's one of our options," Trokic said.

      "Any other suspects?" Agersund said.

      Trokic shook his head. "But of course we'll start looking for the car that Lukas presumably was in."

      "In other words, we still don’t know anything." Agersund frowned.

      

      The officers filed out of the room until the only one left besides Trokic was Jacob. More than ten years had passed since the two met in Croatia, when Jacob was in the UN peacekeeping force, UNPROFOR, near Sisak. Unlike Trokic, the war seemed to have left him unmarked. His spiky blond hair and smooth face made him look to be in his early 20s. But he'd definitely experienced the war first-hand since he was stationed in Krajina, and despite how he’d remained neutral in the conflict between the Serbs and the Croats, his familiarity with Trokic's second homeland was one of the reasons they were close friends. The other reason was Sinka, Trokic's younger cousin.

      "Impressive how Jasper's suddenly the poker expert," Trokic said.

      "Yeah, he told me one evening a while back how he was one of Århus's top poker sharks for fifteen years. He started out studying mathematics, but it bored him, and he played quite a bit in his free time. He won several thousand a year, and if it had been as popular back then as it is now, he says he could have won millions."

      "Are you kidding me?"

      "No, really. You know the guy has a photographic memory. I believe it, that he's a card shark. The only reason he stopped was because somebody reported him to Tax and they started snooping around. But they couldn't prove anything. By that time, he was sick and tired of math, and he applied for the police academy. He didn't dare take any chances with his record, so he stopped playing. Sounds like he still has connections, though."

      Trokic began gathering up all his papers.

      "Is there something you want to tell me?" Jacob asked.

      Trokic tried to look him in the eye. It was true, there was something he'd been holding back. "Not right now."

      "I think there is. Hey, I can take it, you know that."

      "How about some Dalmatian roast beef one of these days?"

      "Croatian dog food?"

      "No, you idiot. From Dalmatia. With ćevapi on the side. And cabbage? And the bottle of wine I brought back at Christmas."

      "No ajvar?"

      "Can you eat without it?"
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      It was almost midnight by the time he got back to his house in Højbjerg. The murder of Lukas Mørk had ruined the good mood he'd been in since visiting his Croatian family, but it had also pushed aside an old issue that had been occupying his thoughts. An issue that popped up again for a moment when he saw Jacob.

      It concerned his cousin Sinka, who, like so many other women venturing out on their own during the war, had vanished. Sinka, barely twenty. And Jacob's girlfriend. At the time of her disappearance, he'd been taking care of several military matters in Zagreb, home of the UNPROFOR headquarters.

      Trokic understood how a family could refuse to acknowledge the possible fate of a missing relative. He himself had trouble dealing with it. Every summer, he visited the Croatian archipelago and showed Sinka's photo to people everywhere he went. He still lived in hope that someone would remember her. There had been sanctuaries during the war, some of them on small islands around Istria and in the Mediterranean, untouched because of their non-strategic location.

      In his mind, he could still see her before she left. Once in a while, she’d worked with him in the aid organization in Zagreb, but she had a hard time handling it. Every new wave of refugees from Serbian-controlled Krajina arrived with new horrific stories. He couldn't stand seeing how her eyes at times turned black, how she began losing her faith in humanity. It was almost as if meeting Jacob brought her back to life. But she’d decided to spend a few days on the island of Krk. A peaceful area. And she never returned.

      Losing Sinka had devastated Trokic. At a time when he'd lost his closest family to cancer and war, she had been there to help him. They had similar temperaments, and gradually he found he could confide in her in a way he’d never been able to with anyone before. He lost a part of himself when she disappeared.

      Something had happened this Christmas, however. While in a café in Tkalciceva, he ran into one of the men Trokic’s organization had helped. Like Trokic, the man was in his late 30s. Over a few too many beers, they caught up with each other’s lives and families. Eventually, Ivan asked how the lovely Sinka was doing. Trokic explained that they hadn't seen her in twelve years and didn't know if she was dead or alive. Then Ivan dropped the bomb: "But I saw her in Beograd this summer!"

      Trokic asked if she’d recognized Ivan, but he explained that he'd only caught a glimpse of her getting off the bus he was getting onto. As was his habit, Trokic then asked about her appearance, and Ivan described her as very beautiful, around thirty, slight of build, with a long, delicate nose, narrow-set brown eyes, and long hair. And when she put her hand on the bus railing, he'd noticed she was missing the tip of her little finger.

      Trokic considered him to be reliable, and Ivan certainly believed he'd seen Sinka, but after thinking about it, Trokic had his doubts. So many years had gone by; Trokic wasn't even sure he could recognize her. If, for instance, he saw a woman the right age who was missing the tip of her little finger, wouldn't that identifying mark grow so much in significance that he would see it as being unique? As for the description, in general, it fit a large percentage of ex-Yugoslavian or southern European women.

      Nonetheless, the episode had led him to consider several things. If it really was Sinka, what was she doing in Serbia, of all places? She who had hated Serbians more than Trokic did, if that was possible. Had she lied to them when she told them where she was going? Or had she possibly been kidnapped? Lost her memory? Her body had never been found, not in any of the mass graves dug up, not anywhere, even though she'd been reported missing. Their search for her in Croatia had been thorough and intense, but if she’d been in Beograd, that would certainly explain why they hadn't found her.

      He’d thought long and hard about whether to tell Ivan's story to the family–and to Jacob. And after a few days, he decided to tell his cousin, Tomislav, and leave it to him whether or not to tell Sinka's mother. Tomislav could also decide if anything further should be done about it. But Jacob.

      Trokic was worried how Jacob would react if he told him. Would he jump on the first flight to Beograd because someone saw a mirage? Sinka's disappearance had crushed him twelve years ago, completely, and this new information might open the old wound for no reason. And at a time when his friend finally seemed happy again, now that he had Lisa. She knew the whole story and even had gone to Croatia with Jacob on vacation last summer, to see the once war-torn region with her own eyes. No matter how much Trokic would have loved to see Jacob marry into his family, he couldn't expose him to unnecessary sorrow or the same questions he'd been dealing with. Yet Jacob had sensed something at the briefing. Actually, the day before. He knew Trokic better than anyone did, and one simple, meaningful look lasting an extra beat was enough to tell him that Trokic was hiding something from him.

      

      Trokic loaded a CD, Audioslave's "Revelations," and turned up the volume. Then he turned it up another notch. He opened his fridge and was happy to see the slab of rye bread and a Toscana salami that hadn't passed its use-by date. On weekdays, he usually prepared decent meals with lots of vegetables and fish, but when he was on a demanding case, he forgot all about shopping, which left a yawning hole in the basic kitchen necessities. The next step down after cleaning out the refrigerator was pizza and other kinds of takeout he could hunt down late at night on the way home. A scary step for him, one that fortunately he seldom took. He made two sandwiches and carried them and yesterday's dregs from a bottle of red wine into the living room.

      Another thought hit him. Maybe Sinka didn't want to be found. There could be many reasons for that, too. Trokic had been sure she truly loved Jacob, but war did crazy things to people. She could have been raped or victimized by some other crime that had damaged her emotionally. The entire region was full of people with massive scars on their souls, and Sinka was sensitive to begin with. Trokic had heard the most heartbreaking stories of rape, abuse, humiliations, and the sale and leasing of thousands and thousands of women during the war.

      He sighed and took the last bite of food, then he emptied the bottle of red wine. He was about to flop down on the sofa when his phone rang. He stared at the display. An unfamiliar number. For a second, he thought about not answering it, then the image of Lukas popped up. A small face frozen in terror.

      "Yes?"

      "This is Jytte Mørk, Lukas's mother. Excuse me for calling so late."

      "That's okay, don't worry about it." He straightened up. "What can I do for you?"

      "It's so hard, I can't stand it, all these thoughts…" Her voice broke. "These thoughts flying around in my head. I just need to hear, is there any news?"

      "No, at least no breakthrough. We're following several leads, but there's no reason to get into them, we don’t know yet if they’ll help. But I can assure you, we're doing absolutely everything we can to find Lukas's killer."

      She sighed heavily into the phone as if she'd been holding her breath for hours and had finally let go for a moment. Then she began crying softly. Trokic waited as her pain trickled through the connection, and a half minute later she could speak again.

      "My thoughts keep running in circles. My husband thinks I'm going crazy. I say the same things, over and over, I keep coming back to the same thoughts. In circles. Like at some point I’ll find a different answer. I see myself walking along his route, looking for him, over and over. And around town. And I still end up at the same horrible place."

      Another sigh. "Have you spoken to the aide at the club? Adam, I think is his name. He might have seen something."

      "We've talked to him several times. He's the one who sent Lukas off that day. He doesn't know more than that."

      "Okay, but I saw him too while I was looking for Lukas. He was walking out of Brugsen."

      "Do you know what time that was?"

      "Not precisely. Sometime between four-thirty and five-thirty, maybe."

      Trokic frowned. He pictured the club leader's list. The young aide was definitely one of those named as not having left the club. "And you're sure he's the one you saw?"

      "Yes, I'm sure, absolutely. He's the one with the ponytail."
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      Monday didn't look good. Though Trokic felt well rested when he reached the station at nine, after getting a whole six hours of sleep, the sense that he was constantly banging his head against a wall had him in an unusually bad mood.

      Headquarters was swarming with people after a number of incidents that weekend. One of the other departments had confiscated four hundred grams of cocaine at a drug dealer's place, after tailing two young guys who turned around at a discotheque in town when they spotted a few sniffer dogs. And an executive from a large security firm in north Århus had beaten his wife so badly that she lay in a coma at the hospital. Her two sons from previous marriages were threatening to break the husband's neck. Finally, a few policemen had found "one of them idiots who torture themselves" who had "played all these strangulation games with himself and won," as one of the officers put it. Which Trokic immediately recognized as auto-erotic asphyxia–shutting off the oxygen to the brain for sexual pleasure. It involved the risk of losing control of the central nervous system, which led to a number of deaths every year across the globe. He'd once had the dubious honor of investigating the details of two of these deaths. It was especially difficult for families to be confronted by all the sex toys and weird contraptions. The victim often filmed himself during the act, which meant the police had a video as evidence and could show what went wrong. Usually, some security device broke. The last one they'd seen, a single man in his 30s, had even drilled a hole in his ceiling to make room for a complicated system of chains designed to hold him up a few seconds. The system had its faults, as it turned out. Trokic found it extremely difficult to explain to a suburban couple in their 60s how their son had died. To tell them they were wrong, that it wasn't a bizarre killing by some perverted psychopath, that it happened while their own son was trying to satisfy himself sexually. It wasn't something Trokic had enjoyed, at all. Breath play was too dangerous.

      Last but not least, the city had been hit by a new wave of bus robberies. The bus company, Midttrafik, was going crazy. In other words, the police had their hands full.

      Trokic closed his office door and turned on his mini CD player. Soundgarden should keep his colleagues out, he thought. He kept the volume just low enough to not disturb the offices next to him, then he kicked his sneakers off into a corner. One of them bounced into a loose-leaf binder, and case files shot out all over the floor. The binder itself tipped over a wastepaper basket, and trash mingled with the file papers.

      "Damn it." He turned his back on the mess. Adam Sørensen would be showing up in a few minutes, and Trokic hoped he had a good explanation for why he was in the supermarket around the time Lukas had been captured by the surveillance camera.

      

      Meanwhile, he started in on the stacks of papers covering his desk. He found copies of the four arson cases from Mårslet the constable had told him about. Each of them took up only one sheet of paper. More a short note for posterity. Arsons were difficult to investigate, for the obvious reason that fire destroyed technical evidence. Even proving a crime had actually taken place was hard enough. Experts in the behavior of fire were needed to locate where a fire had started, and they certainly weren’t sent out to investigate Thøgersen's playhouse burning down in the middle of a heat wave, or young Rasmus's scooter that suddenly got torched.

      Trokic thought back to Lukas's burns. How did all this fit? He must have gotten them after passing by the bakery. After he may or may not have been picked up on Hørretvej and later dropped off. It made no sense.

      

      He shut off the music and trudged into the interview room. As he was about to start on his first cup of coffee, Adam Sørensen walked in. The aide's shoulders seemed to have shrunk. As if the world had rested its considerable weight on him. His eyes were a bit swollen, too, as if he’d been crying. Trokic pulled out a chair for him.

      "Welcome back. Have a seat."

      After pouring him a cup of coffee, Trokic remembered that the young man couldn't drink it black. He placed a few small cartons of cream beside the cup. Adam hesitated a moment, then sat down and smoothed the wrinkles out of his camouflage pants.

      "I'm assuming you know why we brought you back in?"

      Adam shook his head and shrugged. "Not really."

      "You do know how important it is to tell the truth to the police, right? Otherwise, you end up in our little black book of suspects, and it's not always easy to get out of it."

      Trokic was only half serious, but Adam slumped in his chair. He looked scared. "I guess you want to talk about me going into the supermarket." His voice was barely above a whisper.

      "That's right. You didn't tell me the whole truth about where you'd been the afternoon Lukas disappeared. And now I want you to. I want to hear everything."

      "I was only in there about fifteen minutes. I didn't think it was really necessary for me to mention it."

      "Of course, it's necessary. And I have great confidence in your ability to understand how important it is for us to have that sort of information. So. When did you leave, and when were you back at the club?"

      The young man pushed the cartons of cream around in small circles for a few moments while he was thinking. "I went down to pick up some cigarettes before the meeting. It was after I talked to Lukas's mother on the phone and told her he left. The cigarettes were the main reason, but I was also thinking I might run into him. I'm guessing it was about twenty minutes to five. I had to be back before the meeting started."

      "Did you see Lukas?"

      He shook his head.

      "But why didn't you tell us this before?" Trokic insisted.

      "I was worried it might give you the wrong impression. That maybe you thought I'd done something to him. There's so much focus on men like me who work with kids. It feels like I'm being watched every second. Like I’m probably going to abuse these kids. Sometimes…all I have to do is say I'm an aide in the club, and I can see what people are thinking."

      He sighed. "You have to be really careful not to give people the wrong impression. That's why I didn't mention it."

      "But what impression do you think you made on me when I found out you were lying?"

      Adam smiled sarcastically. "Yeah, I can see that now. It wasn't really very smart."

      Trokic crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. He studied the young man; it was impossible to see if he was still lying, but he’d definitely been at the club when the meeting started. Several of the others had confirmed it. Was he telling the truth about the times he'd given? Was it possible for him to have followed Lukas, killed him, and returned in time for the meeting?

      "What kind of car do you drive?"

      "I don't have a car; I bike to work. But it was just starting to snow, and it was a little bit slick, so I walked down to the supermarket."

      "You didn't see a green or blue car on the way?"

      "I don't remember seeing one."

      "Did you notice anything else?"

      Adam shook his head. "No, all I was thinking about was getting back as quickly as I could. The weather was terrible."

      "Okay, you can go. But don't go too far; we might need to talk to you again. Unfortunately, we can't cross you off our list of suspects."

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Lisa kicked off her brown high-heeled boots and pattered over to the window to look out. The Hotel Radisson was in the middle of Amsterdam, with two coffee shops, Rusland and Basjoe, close by. The red-light district was also in spitting distance; with map in hand, she'd drug her suitcase through it from the main station to the hotel. The European seminar was being held in an architectonic curiosity: old buildings formerly housing businesses, a paper factory, and a vicarage, all covered under one roof, a single hotel whose price had to have given Agersund a minor heart attack. The view, though, was of roofs and an overcast sky. She'd been up before the roosters had even thought about crowing, and now she was tired. She went out to fill the bathtub; when the seminar started at ten, she wanted to be wide awake and ready to go.

      

      She studied the vast assortment of tiny plastic bottles of toiletries before opening one and pouring it into the tub. As she lowered herself into the ocean of bubbles, someone began pounding on the door. She ignored them and sank further down into the water. The heat reached her cheeks, which were still cold from the walk to the hotel, and her skin tingled from blood shooting out through her capillaries. If it was room service or a maid, they would have to come back later, because the bath was simply fantastic.

      Time and space melted away, and she entered a fantasy featuring Jacob and his lips moving around the most sensitive areas of her body when the knocking began again. A voice called out. "Lisa? Hello?" Did hotel employees call guests by their first names? Unfortunately, no. She frowned, annoyed at the thought of abandoning Jacob and his blue eyes, sweet smile, and soft tongue in this luxurious bathtub. Quickly, she hopped out and nearly slipped on the marble floor. After wrapping herself in one of the gigantic white towels, she walked out to the door.

      "Yes?" she yelled. She wanted an explanation.

      "It's me, James Smith. From London. We're attending the seminar together."

      Lisa opened the door a crack and smiled cautiously at the man who had taken the liberty to disturb her. James was one of her old acquaintances from her time in Copenhagen, a Scotland Yard man who also tracked down pedophile networks on the internet. On several occasions, he’d been her contact in the British police. He was extremely tall, well over two meters, and beefy, with blond hair. And eternally blushing cheeks that Lisa suspected was the result of alcohol consumption whenever the opportunity arose. His voice poked at something in her memory.

      "Sorry. You're not properly dressed. I can come back later."

      "I was in the bathtub, but it's okay. I didn't know you were attending; otherwise, I would have called you. Long time. Three years?"

      "I first saw the list of those attending on the plane," James said, "and I inquired about you at the desk. Would you care for a drink at the bar before we get started? When you finish your bath? I don't know about you, but I need something to shake off the flight."

      "Of course! A half hour?" Though it was a bit early for a drink.

      They agreed to meet in the bar, located in the old vicarage at the center of the hotel. Then she hopped back into the warm bubbles.

      

      "Are you still at Scotland Yard?"

      They sat in heavy brown chairs, Lisa drinking a cappuccino and James with a Jupiler beer. The high-ceilinged bar was lit by large chandeliers and an artificial fireplace, where a "flame" danced around a chunk of firewood.

      "No, I work in the private sector now, which incidentally means I’m paying for the seminar out of my own pocket."

      "Private sector? What, exactly?"

      "It involves personal security. To be more precise, I help protect people from stalkers. Some of my clients are famous, some not."

      "That's quite a career change. But it's interesting." So, Lisa thought. The British police had lost one of their best people in the fight against pedophiles. It happened. "Aren't they harmless, though, for the most part? The stalkers?"

      James nodded. "Most of them are, fortunately. Some of them do become violent, though. Murders have occurred. Which must not happen to any of my clients. That's why I'm keen to gain as much psychological insight as possible. I understand one of the instructors has experience with stalkers, a few cases at least, and I'm hoping to have a nice chat with him at some point."

      Lisa poured sugar into her cappuccino and watched it disappear into the foam. She stretched her legs out under the table and leaned back in the chair. "So, you work alone?"

      "No, there are twelve of us in the firm, at the moment. Many of us are ex-policemen with experience in security; some are actual bodyguards we headhunt from the special forces. We take on all types of assignments. Advising a woman with an ex-boyfriend harassing her, for instance, or an actor being stalked by a fan. A few times, we’ve helped politicians deal with long-term harassment. There are various types of stalkers, but essentially we treat them the same way."

      "Can you make them stop? Normally, we issue a restraining order, but I have to admit it's not often effective."

      "Usually, it's the victim's behavior we have to work on. Restraining orders can, at worst, poison the situation by provoking a stalker. And you can’t talk sense into these people; they're obsessed. We're not bodyguards in the traditional sense. We don't provide protection around the clock, so it's all about teaching her to take care of herself. I say 'her.' Statistics indicate that women are usually the victims. It’s important she learns basic security measures. Changing phone numbers, a course in self-defense, handling mail, moving one or more times."

      "I feel sorry for these women. They end up living the life of a victim."

      "Yes, and many of them also dig their heels in and refuse to change their lives because of a stalker. It's our job to make them realize they must. Anything else is simply too dangerous. Unfortunately, we’re often called in late, after the stalker has already become an enormous burden. It would help if we were brought in earlier, to prevent situations from getting out of hand."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Well, for example, many of these women believe they can reason with the man, explain things. But that doesn't work because the stalker thrives on the attention. It’s a sign to him that they're becoming closer. You tell him 'no' one time, that's all. After that, you never give him one single morsel of attention again. Many of them are seriously disturbed; they believe they’re in a relationship with the victim, that the victim loves them. Our rule of thumb is, the less of a romantic relationship before the stalking begins, the loonier they are."

      "Aren't you afraid something will happen to one of your clients?" Lisa said.

      "You can bloody well believe I am. You get to know these people. It becomes personal. But we're good at what we do. How about you? You've also made a move from the special unit in Copenhagen to homicide in Århus, I hear?"

      "I couldn't take it anymore. Especially spending so much time on the cases, and then seeing the pedophiles get off with these ridiculously light sentences."

      "Yes, the work does do something to people." His eyes went blank.

      Lisa checked her watch. It was about time for the first seminar to begin.
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            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Mathias Riise stood out in the cold behind Skellegården where the terrace ended and smoked a joint. Even though it was the middle of the day, the light over in the main building was on. Five men on the bottom floor were playing cards. Clouds of smoke hung like smog under the symmetrical designer lamps and voices buzzed from behind the old windows. All kinds of people came over there, though mostly men. They only made a lot of noise on weekends, when they started drinking after a game. Mathias knew the constable had been there several times, but apparently, nothing had been done about it. Lukas's father was a regular in the poker games, too.

      He inhaled the smoke deep into his lungs and held it a few seconds, so the weed could do its work. Soon, he’d be sixteen, and he was going to find a job and save up for an apartment. Maybe in Odense or Copenhagen. The sooner he got away from this hole, the better. Away from Mårslet, away from his mother. He was looking forward to the day when he'd never see her again. All the shame and lies, all the secrecy would vanish into a shadowy fog in the back of his memory. And he had survived. Maybe his younger siblings would too.

      Then, he smelled it. Mathias had a sharp sense of smell, and odors stood out even more when he smoked weed. He could smell the snow on the street over the hedge. Dirty snow, from car exhaust and the brown sand the district workers spread out. But there was something else. From a fire. Nobody had campfires that time of year. And hardly anyone grilled outside. He glanced around the yard; something was sticking up in the snow at the other end. The crusty snow crackled as he walked over to check it out. Could Lukas have burned himself here? Then he remembered his mother had been out there a week earlier with some sort of clothing on the end of a stick. Did she burn it? And what was it? He scraped a layer of snow off with his foot and peered down at what was left: sooty pieces of cloth, all different colors, with charred edges. He noticed the opening on a light blue piece of material. The unburned remains of Frederick's underpants. Why had she burned them? The answer hit him like a slap in the face. His little brother was growing up too, and the signs of adolescence had angered her.

      He put out the joint and walked back in. His mother stood with a glass of wine, looking over at the neighbor's house where a young, single mother lived. It was one of her favorite hobbies nowadays; the young mother had been involved last year with a skinny guy from Kosovo living in a refugee camp. Despite his emotional problems, he'd been sent back last fall. Mathias's mother apparently thought the boyfriend had somehow made his way back to Denmark and was in the country illegally. Yesterday, she’d even wondered out loud if the Kosovo Albanian could have something to do with Lukas's death.

      Up in his room, he returned to what had been on his mind the last few days: the letter. He'd ripped it into a thousand pieces and thrown it in the trash, yet the words stood out as clear to him as if they'd been chiseled into the wall. I know what you did. I know your secret. Who had written the letter, and what did he or she know?
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            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Stefan stared blankly at the blackboard. The sun shone in low through the window; thin clouds of chalk dust hung in the air. Susanne, their math teacher, had filled the blackboard with fractions and equations, and he understood exactly zero of it. They reminded him of mysterious potions from a magic book. The teacher was in her early 30s, with short blond hair that fell over her ears. If he lifted her hair up, he'd see a missing earlobe. Her old horse, Skyggefaxe, bit it off when she was little, she'd told the class. Stefan liked Susanne; she didn't get mad at him, even though sometimes she had to explain things three times before he understood. Or at least pretended he did.

      He was wondering now if he should tell her. Before what happened to Lukas, squealing to a teacher about what they'd done would never even have crossed his mind. The grown-ups were all saying there must be a pedophile in town. But what if it wasn't true? What if they were wrong? On the other hand, why should he care? On the morning of the day after Lukas was found, the school principal had held a memorial service and given a short speech, and the teachers had spent a lot of time answering the scared kids' questions to calm them down. And everybody was talking about it out in the schoolyard. No more snowball fights. Everybody wondered how this could happen in Mårslet.

      

      "Earth to Stefan. Wake up."

      Several in the class laughed. Somebody dropped a pencil, and a chair scraped across the floor.

      Stefan glanced around and realized Susanne had said something to him, but he hadn't heard a single word. Had she asked him something? About the equations?

      "What?"

      "Can you solve the problem I've written up on the board?"

      He stared at the numbers on the blackboard. He didn't have a clue. "No."

      "Okay, is there anyone else who can?"

      While moving on to the next victim, she sent him an odd look. Stefan drew a star on the desk with his pencil and etched it in with his compass. The girl who sat next to him, Liv, kicked his shin. It wasn't like Susanne to let him off so easily. Or at least not to try to guide him through it. She'd sensed something. But should he tell her? Squeal, which meant exposing himself too? What would she think about him? And wouldn't she have to tell the other teachers? Then the whole school would know. And, of course, they'd tell his mother.

      They had been in an internet club. Anyway, that's what they called it. He and Tobias had gone too far. They'd hit her. And took pictures. It was a miracle the girl hadn't told on them, but then, Tobias had threatened her, really threatened her. But the truth was going to come out.
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            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Vanddragen, the Water Dragon, had a new shape now from all the snow, Trokic noticed as he crossed Store Torv. The square's notorious sculpture, created by Elisabeth Toubro, had caused tempers to flare for many years. Members of the city council and other luminaries in the community claimed the statue was a blight on the square and demanded it be removed. The estimated cost of moving the artwork had, however, silenced most of the critics. Trokic, who had practically no understanding of art and less interest in it, had anyway gotten used to the scandal-ridden piece and did not like changes.

      He looked in the window of the bookstore on the square and stopped at the sight of black hair at the counter. Sidsel. He felt a stab of irritation; he didn't like being disturbed by beautiful women during a case, and he was about to hurry away when she walked out of the store.

      "So, has the case led you back to civilization?"

      She stuck into her bag the plastic sack holding a book and brought out her gloves in the same movement.

      "I needed some fresh air and lunch somewhere other than the station."

      He could hardly believe what he said next. "Would you like to have lunch with me over at Café Jorden? You could tell me a little bit about Mårslet."

      "That sounds nice."

      

      Incubus Dig played in the background. A slow, heartfelt number full of desire and a longing to escape loneliness. Lots of guitar. Intense, one of the few passionate pieces of music that in some demonic way got to him physically, right in the gut. It made him think of his last wrecked relationship. A pretty lawyer with short blonde hair, a page cut. Big green eyes. He'd met her at the courthouse one warm, breezy August morning. Three months and a million tears later, she gave him up with an unfair reference to Incubus: sure, he had deep emotions, but apparently, he was looking for someone who could dig him out of his self-imposed isolation. It went without saying that she was not that someone. He felt a measure of regret in giving up her pleasant company; she had a natural physical quality–comfortable in her skin?–that led her to give of herself eagerly and enthusiastically. But he'd quickly realized he couldn't give her the degree of intimacy she was after. And on her way out, a second before she slammed the door behind her, she had even plagiarized the title of an Incubus number by yelling, "Goodbye. Nice to know you."

      

      Something about the woman sitting across from him piqued his curiosity. Apparently, she was single, but he was getting no signals from her. Normally, a woman would at least show a sparkle in her eye, or in some way draw attention to her femininity. Not that it destroyed his ego that she wasn't showing more than a normal human interest. And really, so soon after his debacle with the lawyer, maybe it was for the best. And yet. Maybe there was something she hadn't told him. An unhappy love affair. Or she might not want a man limiting her in any way. Relationships seriously complicate life, no doubt about that. Of course, she might prefer women; she could be a lesbian or bisexual. Or whatever they all were called. He stole looks at her face, glanced down at the pair of shapely bulges in her black cotton blouse. He could just ask her. At least he could if he was the type who could make himself do it.

      Instead, he asked, "How's the thesis going?"

      "I'm waiting for a major breakthrough. The one that's about to fall out of the sky."

      The waitress arrived and placed a club sandwich in front of Trokic. Sidsel made room for the large salad she'd ordered.

      "What made you choose marine archaeology? Isn't it exciting enough to dig around on dry land?"

      "It is, and I will once in a while. Local excavations are especially interesting. Every time there's new construction or digging, for whatever reason, something fascinating shows up. Like when they planted trees next to Our Lady's Church when they found the grave of a child, two or three years old, who died of rickets."

      "And when they dug down by the river?"

      "Yes, when they exposed the bed they found dikes and earthworks and something that might have been part of the harbor. What's most fascinating is when we discover relics from the Viking Age. Dugouts for example. It feels like time becomes a part of you, gets inside of you. Or the exact opposite, that time disappears. The history of the city is literally at your feet."

      "In a way, you could say we both dig into the past." Trokic pushed the remains of his sandwich around on his plate.

      "And find clues." She smiled, and for the first time, she had a playful look in her eye. "Speaking of clues, how's it going with the investigation?"

      "It could be going better."

      "It's a bit like history repeating itself, don't you think?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "A boy found in a creek, murdered."

      "I'm not following you."

      Sidsel laid her fork down and wiped her mouth with a napkin. "It was a long time ago. A boy was found in the creek."

      "Giber Creek?"

      "Yes."

      She glanced around at the red walls of the café, the many French posters. "It was back in the early 70s, I think. I don't know precisely when. It turned out the poor boy took his own life, according to the police. He was only eleven, awfully young to end it all. It makes you wonder. It was before I was born, but my mother told me all about it."

      "I haven't heard about this. Who was the boy?"

      "I can't recall his name. Something beginning with an E."

      She looked off into the distance, trying to remember. "Ejvind, or Eigil, I think. Anyway, at first, they treated it as a suspicious death, as I understand it. There was a lot of gossip in town. Sort of like how it is now. People were up in arms. I remember Mom telling me the parents were accused of being involved with the death. And later a young man. It turned into a witch hunt. In the end, though, they decided it was suicide. The parents moved out of town. But really, I don't know all the details."

      Trokic sipped at his cola. A strange coincidence. Or was it? Normally, he didn't think in terms of coincidence in murder cases.

      He'd finished his sandwich, and suddenly he felt restless. "I'd better get back to the office. What you just told me, it might not have anything to do with my case, but I have to look into it."
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      Trokic had called an office assistant and told her to search the archives and everywhere else in the bureaucracy for a suicide in Mårslet at the beginning of the 70s, when a boy drowned in the creek. He got back to the office just past two with a thundering headache, the likes of which he hadn't suffered since a series of hangovers following the breakup of Audioslaves. A case file and a transcript lay on his desk.

      Armed with a cup of coffee and two paracetamols, he began reading about the tragedy that had taken place so long ago.

      

      It took only a few lines for him to recognize a last name: Riise. Eigil Riise was his full name. Could he be Jonna Riise's brother? Jonna, Lukas's neighbor? He leaned back in his chair. This was a surprise.

      Eigil Riise was the son of Hans and Tove Riise, two very young parents; she was seventeen, he nineteen when Eigil was born in 1962. They'd lived outside Mårslet and kept to themselves for the most part. Later, Hans became a schoolteacher, while Tove stayed home.

      Trokic skipped forward in the police report to March 3, 1973. Eigil had just turned eleven. While sipping his coffee, he speculated on the similarity. Could it really be a coincidence? If they had lived in different places in town, he might have thought so, but the Riise and Mørk families were neighbors. He turned back to the report. A nature guide walking along the creek that mild day had called emergency services at four twenty-two p.m. and reported seeing what looked like a child's body floating in the water. When the police arrived, they found Eigil dead. Drowned. The forensic technologists were in doubt as to whether he could have drowned himself in the shallow water. Trokic noticed the name of the policeman who had signed the report. Another surprise. He chewed his lower lip a moment, then he called Lisa.

      "Are you related to a Bent Kornelius?"

      "I'm in Amsterdam, in case you've forgotten, and you're calling my cell phone. But yes, he's my father's cousin. Why?"

      "I'm reading a report with his name on it. Is he still with us? I don't recognize the name offhand."

      "No, he retired way back in 1992, before my time, or your time too. He was a police chief."

      "Okay. Is he still alive?"

      "He was in December. He stopped by on the third day of Christmas for our Christmas lunch. He lives out somewhere in Gellerup; he's always lived out there. He's involved in a lot of role model projects in the community. He just turned seventy-five. I can find his phone number for you in my notebook if you'll hang on."

      "Yes, thanks."

      He emptied his coffee in the lily’s flowerpot, then he wiped the dust off the windowsill with a napkin. A few minutes later, she was back on the line.

      "Here it is." She gave him the man's home number along with a cell phone number. "Have fun," she said, then she hung up.

      Trokic stared for a moment at the number. Maybe he was wasting his time, but he needed to know more about the old case. He punched in the number of the retired policeman.
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      Bent Kornelius’s building was on the northern edge of the cluster of apartment complexes. Bazar West, where Trokic often shopped for specialties, was close by. He'd grown up in the vicinity, and sometimes he thought the only difference from back then was cosmetic, the new façades. That and the satellite dishes hanging from every balcony. Like big gray eyes staring east, picking up everything from Al-Jazeera to Denmark's Radio to the newest erotic film on one of Viasat's many channels.

      The reality behind the façades was different, though. The past few years’ many popular initiatives to fight crime had been successful. But the last three months had seen more confrontations, break-ins, arson, and in particular more turmoil on the streets. Which is why it had been decided to once again strengthen and coordinate efforts of the district, police, and organizations in the area. The police had opened a new local station in City West with a force of twenty-five officers.

      Several of Trokic's colleagues were sick and tired of Gellerup and the way they were treated there when they showed up, such as when people yelled and threw rocks at them. But Trokic had never experienced these people as any better or worse than the rest of Århus. Perhaps he had a better sense of how to deal with them because he'd grown up nearby, yet many other officers with non-Danish ethnic backgrounds apparently also had problems out there.

      

      The retired police chief opened the door with a friendly smile. Lisa had mentioned he’d just turned seventy-five, but he didn’t look a day over sixty. His full head of hair was still black, though a few strands of gray hung over his big ears, and the eyes behind his light eyeglass frames were clear and alert. He wore jeans and a blue shirt. He looked to be in good shape; Trokic guessed he jogged around Braband Lake or exercised regularly some other way. He shook Trokic’s hand firmly and invited him inside where it was warm.

      "You look like a man who could stand a glass of fresh orange juice. My guess is you've already had several pots of coffee by now. What do you say?"

      "That sounds great to me." Trokic's headache was still banging around in the back of his head, though in its final throes.

      "Have a seat in the living room; I'll be there in a minute. Enjoy the view."

      Trokic walked into the large room. Two walls were covered with bookcases filled with books, ring binders, and neatly stacked magazines. A green sofa occupied one corner, and above it hung two Warhol prints: a can of tomato soup and a red cat on a white background. Several small rugs covered the parquet floor. Persian, Indian, oriental. The myriad of colors was overwhelming, and for a moment he thought about his own walls, painted gray with a touch of green. The lack of colors had a calming effect on him. He walked over to the window and looked out at the satellite-dish, snow-covered concrete landscape. The gloominess of it all. Kornelius brought in two glasses of orange juice and a bowl of mint chocolates on a tray.

      "Quite a view, huh?"

      He laughed and set the tray down on the coffee table. "So, you want to talk to me about the Riise case in Mårslet? That was ages ago, let me see…thirty-four years ago? Good Lord, where has the time gone?"

      "I was hoping you might remember something that isn't in the reports. And I'm interested in hearing your thoughts about the case."

      They sat down on the sofa, and Kornelius pushed a pillow behind his back. "We had problems with the technical side of the investigation. We doubted he could drown himself there. And it was freezing cold, that made it even harder to imagine. And the creek was low at that time, too."

      "I understand you had the parents in your sights."

      "They were reserved, to say the least. Tight-lipped. Didn't want to talk about Eigil, which we thought was odd, very odd. Who wouldn't want to find out the truth in that situation? A couple of cold bastards if you ask me. We interviewed the neighbors and people at school where the father worked. But they were like cardboard characters if you know what I mean. Nobody could really say anything about them; nobody knew them very well. They kept to themselves. The father taught his classes, and other than that they were never around. I heard they moved out of the country."

      "Do you know where?"

      He shook his head. Trokic took a sip of juice. It was nice to get something other than coffee. He wasn’t good at taking care of himself that way.

      "Did the boy have a sister by the name of Jonna?"

      "Yes. She was only six at the time. She never said a word. I didn't hear her open her mouth one single time."

      "But why were you suspicious of the parents? When nothing in particular pointed to them, I take it?"

      "A man called us and accused them, said they were responsible. That's why we investigated the family relationships, but we simply didn't have anything on them. The father was teaching at the time of the boy's death, and the mother was at the dentist if I remember right."

      "There's nothing in the report about the accusation. Do you know what happened to the man who called in?"

      "Yes, his name is Gabriel Jensen. I remember because he kept telling us he was named for Gabriel Marselis, who’s said to have owned most of the area in the 1600s. He wasn't an altogether reliable witness, by the way. We found out he'd been sentenced for exposing himself in front of some underage boys. We ended up investigating him too, but it didn't lead to anything. And then when some of Eigil's friends said he'd talked a lot about death, we decided it was a suicide and closed the case."

      "How old was Gabriel at that time?"

      "In his late 20s, I believe. Who knows, maybe he still lives in town."

      Trokic did the calculation in his head; if Eigil hadn't died in the creek, he would have been only a few years older than Trokic himself. An entire life filled with possibilities, joys, and sorrows, thrown away at the age of eleven. Not even old enough to experience love, seriously anyway. What could have been so terrible that made him want to end his short life?

      The retired policeman interrupted his thoughts. "But you didn't come here to ask me about all this unless there's some connection to a new case. Is it the boy in Mårslet?"

      "Yes."

      "But he was strangled, wasn't he? Why don't you tell me about the case? I'll get an ashtray. You look like you could stand a cigarette."

      

      For the next fifteen minutes, Trokic described the case to Kornelius as he smoked his fourteenth cigarette of the day. The older man listened intently. Finally, Trokic placed the photograph from the bakery on the coffee table. It was the version Lisa had tried to sharpen; the man in the background was still fuzzy and unclear.

      "The photo comes from the bakery’s surveillance camera. We're trying to determine this man’s identity."

      Kornelius took the photo up and studied it with the same attention he would give to a contract worth millions. "I would say it's impossible to identify him. Are you thinking it could be Gabriel?"

      Trokic nodded.

      "To be honest, I thought the man was creepy. Dirty, vulgar, unwilling to cooperate. But I believed him. I felt that he was the man he was because he couldn't figure out how to be any different. I also felt he liked Eigil, and that he was harmless. I haven't seen the man in twenty-five years, of course. Even if the photo was clear, I wouldn't be able to tell if it was him. But it's worth looking into."

      

      On his way out the door, Kornelius laid a hand on his arm. "I just remembered something. There was some sort of witch in the town back then; I don't know if she's still alive. Quite the character."

      "Magdalena?"

      "That's her. She's the one who found the boy. She was a nature guide, lived close to the creek. I think she knew Eigil pretty well. Maybe she could tell you more. We talked to her back then, but I don't remember the details."

      Trokic nodded. The stairway was cold, and it felt as if the heat he'd stored up in the apartment was leaking out of him. He zipped up his coat. "I know who she is; I'll talk to her. Right now."

      They shook hands. "Take care of yourself, Detective."
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      The bizarre gray hat with ear flaps sat on her head precisely the same way as before. Though now enhanced by a necklace that looked like a bear claw.

      "Would you like some tea?"

      Magdalena was already holding out the pot, frighteningly close to the cup she'd set out for him. Would it be an insult to say no? Would he be provoking a hidden world of small, emotionally unstable spirits guarding the house? That was a chance he was willing to take. Trokic didn't like drinking unidentifiable substances, no matter how highly she thought of her own brewing talents. In his younger days, he'd eaten magic mushrooms and had seen green sow bugs with teeth as big as chainsaws, then he'd climbed out on the balcony of his mother's fifth-floor apartment to avoid his fellow mushrooming friend, who had suddenly acquired a pair of snake eyes. He’d learned his lesson: reality wasn’t all that bad a thing.

      "No, thank you."

      "Then I'll have a cup myself." Her voice was frail but undaunted.

      She adjusted the large, shapeless hat and poured her tea. "It's my own blend of fennel, licorice root, horsetail, beech leaves, daisies, and lots of other good things. So how can I help you this time?"

      Trokic hesitated. How could he get the most out of her without affecting her memory in some way, which could happen if he revealed what he already knew. "Do you remember Eigil Riise? I heard you were the one who found him in the creek. You were a nature guide back then?"

      "Oh, my. Reaching back to when the ace of spades was a mere jack, are we? Why are you interested?"

      "I'm just comparing it with the present case."

      "They aren’t at all similar. I was convinced that poor Eigil did away with himself. There were rumors, of course, about it being a murder or an accident, and for a long time parents didn’t permit their children to go down to the creek."

      "But there was something about how low the creek was?"

      The witch studied her tea as if she were reading the whole story in the green liquid. "Hmm. That was quite some time ago. But I do believe it was low, yes. He was lying face down when I found him, but he could have drifted from a deeper part of the creek."

      "But isn't it difficult to drown in this creek?"

      "Oh, yes. I don't believe you can, either. Unless you were Eigil."

      Tread carefully here, Trokic told himself. "What do you mean, why would being Eigil make a difference?"

      "Unless you were determined to put an end to it all, is what I mean."

      "A colleague of mine tells me you knew the boy well?"

      "That's true. The boy was always down at the creek; that's where I gather a lot of my grasses and herbs in this area. We spoke often, and I taught him about nature. That's also why I know he killed himself. He was troubled."

      "In school, at home? How do you mean?"

      "I'm not sure, but I had the feeling it was something with his home life. In my opinion, the boy was ill. Mentally ill. But such things weren't talked about back then. He was thin as a reed, with sunken cheeks like you see in photos from concentration camps. Black rings around his eyes. Most of the time his hands were shaking, too, and he stuttered when he was nervous."

      Trokic gazed out the small panes of the window. The snow-covered ground outside probably hid a wonderful old yard with fruit trees, bushes, and perennials. Like a fairy tale, rare nowadays. "But he didn't explain why he felt bad?"

      Magdalena shook her head. "No, but I assumed his parents treated him roughly. You know, back then it wasn't like nowadays. If you take hold of a little one too hard, social services gets flooded with calls. People took care of their own. The boy did seem ashamed of the way he was treated, come to think of it. Embarrassed about it. And I did mention it to one of his teachers when I ran into him one day at the grocery. He simply, you know, shrugged it off, said the boy had a weak character. He might also have been protecting his colleague. The boy's father was a teacher at the school."

      "Did you know his parents?"

      "No, they kept to themselves. They lived in a small house outside of town; you almost never saw his mother shopping or such. And you never saw the father, not in town. Possibly you're aware of our town’s tradition for being very social; we have lots of clubs and organizations. That was how it was back then too. People helped each other. That's why they were thought of as being a bit strange. The truth was, no one knew anything about them."

      "What about the daughter? Eigil's little sister, Jonna. Did you ever meet her?"

      She shook her head. "No. She hadn't started school back then; she was always home. With her mother. But now I know who she is. This is a small town, you know."

      Trokic blocked out his disappointment. He'd been hoping for some sort of explanation, to learn precisely why an eleven-year-old boy saw death as the only way out. But, of course, if anyone had known back then, the police would have known too. At least he felt he had a better picture of Eigil. The question was if his suicide had anything to do with Lukas.

      "A man by the name of Gabriel Jensen filed a complaint about the parents. Do you know him?"

      "I don't, but Eigil did. He told me he'd been in his house once, on the outskirts of town. But Eigil was a little bit afraid of him; he didn't like the way he talked. Vulgar. And he had an insect collection. The boy didn't like that, either."

      Trokic froze; suddenly he was back in Lukas's room. "An insect collection? You don't happen to know what insects?"

      "I do, matter of fact. Eigil told me. The man collected beetles. A lot of them."
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      On her sofa, in the glare of the reading lamp, Annie Wolters broke off from Dostoyevsky and raised her head to listen. The living room was quiet except for the old refrigerator's hum from the kitchen. A familiar sound, reassuring. The sound of home for the past twenty years. But the cat lying on the blanket on her lap had heard something else. The animal's ear had turned slightly, then it had lifted its head and turned to the window. And it had stopped purring. It stared at a point outside the window, its small muscles tense underneath the soft fur.

      After a moment, Annie returned to Raskolnikov, who had just murdered the old pawnbroker with the blunt end of an ax, and she shivered as the century-and-a-half-old hideousness and evil of St. Petersburg rose up out of the pages. The stink of the gutters, the struggle for the daily rubles. She'd always loved Dostoyevsky. This was the third time she'd read the book.

      The cat jumped down, ran over to the door, and started scratching it.

      "Well, you're not going out into that cold, you can forget that," the old woman said. "You'll have to use your litter box."

      She laid down Raskolnikov and her glasses and straightened up on the sofa. Her fingers ached from holding the thick book. Arthritis had settled into her joints the past few years, and it was becoming more difficult all the time to hold things in certain positions. She decided to make a cup of tea with honey from Birger Jensen's hives and warm her hands on the cup.

      When she stood up, she glimpsed a light out in the yard. In the moonlight, it looked as if smoke was coming out of a small window in the shed, and for a moment she thought she saw a flame. Surely, that couldn't be right? Things didn’t set themselves on fire when the temperature was -10 C. And there was no electricity in the shed. But whether it was smoke or something else, it kept seeping out the window. She thought about calling her son or the fire department, but she decided to take a look first.

      

      Out in the hallway, she put on her coat and grabbed the key to the shed. She didn't like bothering people at this time of night, not for something she could take care of herself. Even though they prided themselves here on helping each other. And she did know many of the townspeople; over the years, a number of them had been her piano students, who of course had family who knew her by association. She'd run into many of them at the supermarket or in the various clubs she'd been a member of until a few years back. Annie hadn't grown up in the area, but she'd never regretted living there. She loved the houses, the beautiful church, the town's history, the peace and quiet that, unlike in a city, fell over Mårslet every evening. Not even after the recent ugly events did she doubt for one second the basic goodness of the town. It was a tiny paradise, a place to find peace in your soul, and she had made the right decision in moving there. She'd spent her time wisely.

      Only one little thing kept murmuring in the back of her mind. And for some strange reason, she was reminded of it now when she should be concentrating on the shed. The past few days it had been gnawing at her. She had lied to the police the other day. Not about everything, of course. Just when they asked her if she'd seen Lukas lately. You could call it a little white lie. Before she knew what happened, it simply flew out of her mouth. She had seen him, the day before he was found in the creek with the fishing line wrapped around his throat. She could have told that to the officers who rang her doorbell, but then they might have asked, "Was there anyone with him?" And what would that have led to? Lukas hadn't been alone, but the police were from Århus; they didn't understand the town. Residents who had moved there were particularly dependent upon the unity and support of the townspeople. And she hadn't wanted to cause any unnecessary trouble for the person Lukas had been with by babbling about something trivial. It was absolutely out of the question that the person she'd seen him with was a murderer. Impossible. And yet her conscience was poking at her about withholding information from the police. She'd always prided herself in telling the truth. Also, a tiny voice deep inside kept saying, "But is it impossible?" Because she'd seen them, and they'd seen her while running toward the creek. Almost as if it were a game. Tomorrow, she would call and tell the police. Who could say if it might be important in some way to their investigation? She would call it a lapse of memory.

      The freezing air rushed into her small entryway; a puff of wind deposited a miniature snowdrift onto the yellow welcome mat and activated the mobile of clay butterflies hanging from the ceiling. Her cat ran out and executed strange hops in the snow until it reached the sidewalk, which had been shoveled. The weatherman had forecast temperatures of -15 C. that night, but it didn't feel that cold in the doorway. A bit brisk, yes.

      Now, she could smell the smoke. A different smell than what occasionally came from the neighbors' wood stove. More pungent, like burnt foam rubber from lawn chair cushions.

      Her skin was all pins and needles as she walked down the steps and along the snowy path through her yard, where heavy snow had weighted down all the rosebushes the past several days. She seemed to hear the flames snapping, but she knew it was her imagination; her hearing wasn't what it used to be. She thought of St. Petersburg and Raskolnikov smashing the old woman's skull over and over, the blood spurting out. For the first time in many years, she felt unsafe in the dark.

      When she rounded the corner, there was no longer any doubt. Something inside was burning. But how was that possible? The shed door was closed, but it looked like flames were lapping at the ceiling at the far end. She turned back to the house, then changed her mind. The fire department would ask how serious the fire was. She had to take a look.

      She had a bad feeling as she approached the shed. What in the world could have started the fire at this time of year? Maybe some of the kids in town were still shooting off fireworks from New Year's Eve, maybe it was a bottle rocket or a screamer? Though, surely, almost all of them had been shot off by now. Possibly some unknown underground cable had shorted out. Her hands shook as she unlocked the padlock and peeked in. The smoke was heavy, and she coughed involuntarily when she stepped inside. Sure enough, a pile of green lawn furniture on a piece of cardboard was burning. And flames were quickly taking hold of the treated pine wood on one wall. A small window had been broken. She was staring in disbelief at the sight in front of her when a loud noise made her jump. Immediately, she checked the spray cans and bottles of turpentine stored in the shed, but they were all undamaged. Only when she turned around did she see: the door had been slammed shut.

      In shock now, she grabbed the door handle and pulled. The sound of metal, the latch rattling as she hysterically jerked on it, drowned out the crackling of the fire. Any second, she expected the door to open, the cold, soothing, fresh air to hit her face. But the door didn't open. She desperately kept pulling, until finally, she realized that the heavy padlock her son had recently bought for her at Silvan, the one hanging on the door's latch, had in some mysterious way locked itself again. But that was impossible! And it hit her: she was trapped in the shed.
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      "Good girls stay at home; bad girls go to Amsterdam," Lisa's T-shirt announced from underneath her winter coat. A light breeze blew through the streets, accompanied by a drizzling rain that gathered into cold droplets on her face. It was 2°C. Warm enough to keep the Dutch capital free of snow.

      Lisa's head was numb from all the new information, and it hadn't been difficult to lure her out on a late tour of the city after the seminar. She and James were happily plodding along behind a charming Italian man from the Roman crime division and two Dutch officers. One of them, a female forensic technician in her 40s, Annelies, served as an unofficial guide; she was from Amsterdam, and she had insisted on dragging them into a coffee shop. A little bit of culture would do them good, she thought.

      

      The day's menu at the seminar had featured serial killers. A number of grotesque photos lingered on the back of Lisa's eyelids–examples presented in an attempt to explain the difference between organized and disorganized serial killers and their methods. Of course, she already had some knowledge of the area, but by going through a series of cases, the two instructors had shown how the discrepancies played out in the real world.

      The disorganized killer typically had a below-average intelligence, sometimes much lower. His crimes were impulsive and incidental, and generally, they resulted in a messy crime scene, where little had been done to hide the body. It was logical to think that disorganized crimes would be easier for the police to solve, that all kinds of evidence would be left in their wake. Some criminals worked so quickly, though, that the police couldn't keep up. Others were simply lucky not to get caught.

      The organized killer was much closer to the public’s idea of a serial killer. The murder was well-prepared and thought out, with little left to chance, and as much physical evidence as possible was removed from the crime scene. These killers were much more difficult to catch. Some of them never were caught, in fact. Lisa had speculated on what it was like to be a police officer in the country with the most serial killers. So many that they could be divided into types, each one with their own terminology. Lisa wasn’t envious of American cops. Not one bit.

      

      Darkness fell as they walked down Oudezoids Voorburgwal, and there was activity behind the windows of the prostitutes’ small booths. Every possible shade of red light streamed out from the buildings, casting their glow on the street and the parked cars along the canal. Several drunk young Englishmen stood egging each other on in front of a young woman wearing a red corsage in one of the windows. She blew them a kiss and leaned forward to give them a better look at her charms. The men laughed, shoved each other, talked dirty.

      Several streets later, Annelies stopped and said, "Let's go in here; it's a fun place."

      They were standing in front of a red brick building with white windows and sills. Blue letters on the windows spelled out the name of the bar: Hill Street Blues.

      "It fits us perfectly," she said, "it's not one of these tourist places like Grasshopper, with all the loud techno and high prices. And I promised you culture. Irvine Welsh mentioned the place in one of his novels, and Eminem has a photo of it on his first cover."

      She smiled indulgently. "And, yes, you can buy a beer here too."

      "It looks very nice," the Italian officer said. "So, let's go in."

      He opened the door, and the rest of the group followed like a line of soldiers.

      

      Annelies offered Lisa a joint, but she declined. She pointed at her beer and said, "I think I'll keep to this."

      "Smart," the Dutch tech said. "Not to insult anyone, but most foreigners don't know their limits with hashish; they stagger around the streets, stoned out of their minds. And if you're not used to smoking, it's hard to know your limit. That's not so good when you have to get up early in the morning like we do."

      "I'm not smart," the Italian said in his lilting accent. He lit his joint. "I haven't smoked pot since I started in the police."

      Lisa smiled. Several times that day, his intent gaze had landed on her, flipping a very pleasant switch in her body.

      They talked back and forth a bit about the turnout of Dutch officers at the seminar and discussed how valuable the day's presentations had been. The consensus was they'd gained useful knowledge in spite of an American slant to the material. Lisa talked about her reservations with profiling and repeated the arguments she’d made when discussing it with Agersund.

      "Luckily, we don't have many of these horrible murders in our country," Lisa said. "In fact, homicides were lower last year than ever."

      "Good, that's good. What do you think is the reason?"

      Lisa took a sip of beer and thought for a moment. "I don't really know. I think it might be just coincidence. But it's very rare that a victim doesn't know the murderer. Mostly, it's men who kill their wives or ex-wives, and addicts who get into fights. Right now, though, we're working on a case that isn't so simple."

      "Okay. Do you want to tell us about it?" Annelies put out her joint in the ashtray.

      Lisa nodded. "It started when the body of a young boy was found in a creek."
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      "So, you've thrown your net out wide, I think is the expression, but you don't have any serious suspects," Annelies said when Lisa had finished outlining the case.

      "That's right. We're trying to identify the man on the surveillance camera, trying to find a connection between the fires in the area the past six months, looking for fibers, investigating the people closest to the boy. But I have to admit, we don't have anything solid yet. The forensic evidence hasn't pointed us anywhere."

      "And the family," the Italian officer said. "In Italy, the family is also the great killing machine; that's a good place to start."

      "Excuse me for saying this, but you also have the Mafia," Lisa said.

      "It's not only Mafia. Unfortunately."

      Annelies nodded. "The worst case we've ever had of this kind of child homicide was family too. The girl from Nulde, do you remember? We found the torso of a little girl there. Then her head showed up somewhere else. It’s so horrible how she was mistreated. Believe me, you don’t want to hear. An artist's reconstruction of what she looked like was made and put it in newspapers, and that’s how we found the mother and stepfather in Spain, with another daughter. They killed her and cut her into pieces, and they tried to get rid of her that way."

      "That's definitely horrible," Lisa said.

      "Yes, after that, I'll believe anything is possible."

      "But in that type of case, there's usually been a history of serious child abuse. And we have no proof of that. Only circumstantial evidence. And anyway, there’s some indication that the person setting the fires is involved."

      "There are many types of those people," Annelies said. "Tell us a little more about it. If it's a real pyromaniac, you should check the local fire department. A lot of pyromaniacs turn out to be voluntary firemen."

      Lisa repeated what Trokic had told her about the fires in Mårslet. "Does that sound like one?"

      "That's hard to say, but real pyromaniacs are rare. Only a few percent of all the arsonists. Most of them are either mentally handicapped to some degree, or have some kind of psychosis or personality disorder. And there's often a connection with alcohol."

      "But what do you think about it?" Lisa said. "I mean, in relation to the rest of the case."

      "If the fires are connected to the homicide, I would say it's not a pyromaniac. I would think it's more likely a man with an antisocial personality disorder. Maybe he drinks. And I think that anger is a big part of it. It sounds like revenge. Not like pyromaniacs, who get pleasure from what they do."

      Lisa thought about Lukas's father. How angry was he, really? He’d seemed tense underneath the surface like he was holding something back. Maybe Lukas had been too big a burden for the family? Could they have killed him, maybe in a moment of rage, and then tried to camouflage the murder by throwing him in the creek?

      She began thinking out loud. "But if the killer is a stranger, why would he pick Lukas? And nothing points to any sexual cri–"

      Abruptly, she looked at James. From out of the blue, an image had popped up in her head. The grandfather clock. Her heart skipped a beat; she'd seen it before. Or at least one identical to it.

      Eight years earlier, she and James had been at a similar seminar in London. They'd been given a presentation on how child pornography was evolving, and she'd been shown a photo thought to be from Denmark because of the clock.

      Suddenly, Lisa could barely breathe in the small bar. She remembered the faded photograph, and the beer inside her rose from the familiar nausea that followed. A small, naked girl eight or nine years old was tied to a chair with armrests, with her small behind hanging over the chair’s edge. A black-haired woman was squatted down between her legs. The photo had been taken from an angle that showed clearly what was going on. A brown bottle the size of a beer bottle had been stuck up inside the child, and the woman was spreading the girl's small, bare labia with two fingers. The girl's expression was dead. The terror of this had been excruciating, not least because of the countless abrasions on the girl's body. It had taken far too long for the image to fade out of Lisa's head. To make it even more depressing, the photo had been used as an example of a case that remained unsolved. Similar photos of the same girl had circulated in a British pedophile ring, but no one could say where they came from.

      

      "Excuse me, I need to make a call."

      She felt their eyes on her back as she walked out onto the wet street and found the number of her former boss on her phone. She called him and stuck a finger in her other ear to block out the Amsterdam nightlife.

      Lieutenant Detective Jannik Lorentzen answered on the second ring, and she quickly explained the situation. He knew at once which photo she was talking about. In many ways, their memories were much more effective than any databases of photos. Many details stuck. The surroundings. A curtain, a hat on a child's head, the material of clothing, a landscape, a photographic technique. And Jannik remembered the grandfather clock.

      "Do you think you can find the photo for me?" she asked.

      "I'll try. I think I know where I can find a copy."

      "If you can, will you send it to me as soon as possible? I'll be home tomorrow evening, then I'll take a look at it."

      "Of course, but I think you're beating your head against a wall here. The photo is ancient. Just so you're not disappointed."

      But Lisa was adamant. "I’m sure there's something about that clock."

      "You’ll have it tomorrow if I manage to find it. I don't suppose you'd consider coming back to us here in Copenhagen? A little bird told me your boyfriend lives here."

      "Not a chance."

      "Too bad. You were one of our best and brightest. If you change your mind, the offer stands. You know it’s not all like that photo. We have an enormous problem with phishing, and the cryptography nerds are getting better all the time."

      "Thanks for the offer, but for the time being, I'm staying in Århus."

      "All right then. Say hi to Agersund for me."

      Lisa hung up and took a deep breath.
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      Sidsel pulled the red-checked scarf up over her nose so her breath could warm her face. It was just past midnight, the moon was low and clear, and it was almost light out. Mars shone from the east like some precious red stone. That evening, the snow had formed a crust, which made walking on the path a noisy affair. She'd had three glasses of red wine before leaving, but now the cold made her feel sober. Just for variety, she'd zigzagged along several small streets and into the center of Mårslet, turned around at the church, and now was taking the short way back home.

      She smelled the smoke from far away. Like an uninvited guest in the crispy clean air. First, she picked up the pace, then soon she was trotting. She reached Annie Wolters' house and immediately saw the shed was on fire. While catching her breath, she glanced around, uncertain of what to do. A light was on in the old red house. Had Annie discovered the fire and called the fire department already? Sidsel ran up the narrow, badly-shoveled walk to the house and gauged the danger: could the fire spread to the house itself? There was almost no wind, but sparks flew up from the shed in all directions. Moonlight and the glow from the fire cast faint shadows on the walls of the house.

      Then she spotted her by the gnarled plum tree about ten meters from the shed. For a moment, it looked like Annie was sitting calmly, enjoying the moonlight. Or maybe had just given up. Sidsel swallowed hard and shivers bolted down her spine as she rushed over to the old woman. Everything looked all wrong. Her flowered dress was pulled up all the way to her hips–or no, it had burned away. Just like much of the skin on her face. One eyeball was exposed, and body liquids were streaming out where she'd been burned. Her thin, bluish-white hair had also been consumed by the flames; only a charred stubble remained on the left side of her skull.

      Sidsel heard herself moaning like a tormented animal while she fished her phone out of her coat pocket. Quickly she punched in 112, and she could hardly recognize her shrill voice as she briefly described the situation. Then she found the detective's number.

      "Trokic."

      He sounded as if she'd woken him from a deep sleep. Suddenly, a hand brushed her leg–the old woman was still alive. A sound too gravelly to be called a word sprayed out of her charred lips.

      Sidsel could barely speak. "Oh, God. Help."

      "What is it? What's happened?" Trokic yelled, wide-awake now.

      "I'm in my neighbor's yard, she's an old woman, she's been in a terrible accident."

      Trokic immediately took charge. "What exactly happened to her, Sidsel? And have you called for an ambulance?"

      "Yes, I called 112, they're on their way. She's been burned; it's horrible."

      "How was she burned?"

      "The shed. Oh, God, it's still burning. And it stinks so bad. She's going to die here in the cold." The words jumped out of her mouth of their own free will.

      "I'll be there in less than ten minutes. Stay with her and don't touch anything unless you absolutely have to."

      He was gone before she could answer. Once more, she was alone with the silence. Sidsel stared at what was left of the old woman's lips, blue now, and trembling slightly. She was definitely alive, despite the shape she was in.

      Suddenly, Sidsel stiffened. The fire might not have been an accident; it might have been set. And if that was the case, the arsonist might still be around. But why would anyone do this? And why had Annie gotten so close to the fire? Sidsel shook all over; a nerve in her cheek began twitching violently. She felt paralyzed. But the yard was empty, and all she could hear was a distant car and an apple tree creaking from the weight of snow. All around, she noticed deep footprints like the ones in her own yard, but in some places where the snow wasn't so deep, they were much clearer. It looked like a sneaker to her. Had somebody been in her yard too? The thought angered her, and for a moment, she forgot how scared she was. She took off her coat and covered as much of the woman's body as she could.

      The hideous smell of burnt flesh almost made her throw up when she leaned over close to Annie's ear. "Don't you dare leave me. And tell me how this happened." Though she spoke softly, her voice seemed to boom out in the yard.

      But Annie stared at a point behind her without a sign of recognition. Her cold eyes looked as if she were already peering into the hereafter. And she'd almost stopped blinking, too.

      Sidsel shivered. The body heat built up from her walk was gone, and the air was bitterly cold. How long could she stand it out here in only a thin sweater? Now she felt tears running down her cheeks, and her scarf fell onto Annie's face. She was scared. Frustrated–where was that ambulance? She'd emphasized how serious the situation was, how badly Annie needed a doctor. Plus, she was exposed here in the yard–what if whoever had done this came back? Maybe he'd only left for a few moments to get something. It was deserted out here.

      

      Five minutes later, a gray Toyota pulled up, and an unusually tall man with gray hair jumped out and trotted over. She'd never seen him before.

      "David Olesen, I'm the constable out here. Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic contacted me; he's on his way."

      He leaned over Annie and checked her pulse. "This doesn't look good. Damn. There's nothing we can do before the ambulance comes."

      A few moments later, Trokic pulled in. Sidsel clenched her teeth to keep from bursting into tears, but when he put his arm around her shoulder, she couldn't help it.

      "Is there anything at all I can do to help?" she finally managed to say.

      "You can go inside and make us a big pot of coffee. It's going to be a long night."
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            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Tuesday, January 9

        

      

    

    
      Trokic crossed the street and viciously kicked a snowdrift. Earlier, he'd called and asked where the hell the ICU ambulance was, and he'd been told that the 'processing time' for that fringe area was between twenty minutes and a half hour, depending on traffic and weather conditions. Which meant they hadn't had a decent chance of keeping the seriously-injured woman alive. She’d been pronounced dead at 0:43 a.m. when they couldn’t find her pulse.

      In addition, several people had tramped around in the snow to check her and finally take her inside the warm house, away from the thick smoke that made breathing difficult and worsened her shock. Valuable evidence, including prints of shoe soles in the snow, might have been ruined, and the whole area was likely contaminated with DNA.

      The ambulance had driven off with the woman's body, and the firemen had extinguished the fire in the shed. Or what was left of the shed; it had nearly been gone when they arrived. They'd finally sealed off the area with barrier tape, and two techs, Kurt and Jan, had taken over.

      Sidsel was back in the house next door. She’d assured Trokic she was okay with being alone, but she hadn’t looked okay. The police would be at Annie's house the next several hours, and with all the police cars parked out front, she would be safe. But he’d seen her eyes glazed over with fright, and he wished she would go back to her own place in Århus. He felt he should keep an eye on things. At the very least check to see if she'd remembered to lock her door.

      Three Rammstein numbers on his car's CD player later, he felt clear-headed enough to join his colleagues at the kitchen table for a cup of coffee and a few cookies they'd confiscated. He skirted the taped-off area to avoid contaminating the scene more than it already was.

      "Is there anything pointing to arson? An arson-homicide?"

      Kurt sat, rubbing his puffy eyes. "Too early to say." He sounded like an old doctor calmly explaining an illness to a patient. But Trokic knew the two techs spoke a great deal about a case when they were by themselves. In their own masculine way, that probably revealed more than an entire army of psychologists ever could.

      "A hell of a painful way to end your days. What do you think could have happened?"

      "Here's my theory," Kurt said. "Somehow, for some reason, she was out in the shed and got locked inside while it was burning. The padlock on what's left of the door is locked. But she got out. It looks like she broke through the door at the door frame. The fire helped, I'm sure."

      "She put up a good fight," Trokic said.

      "That she did. We're taking casts of several shoe prints, but I'm afraid most of them are ruined, or they're ours. All the stomping around out there…Anyway, if we don't find anything, my theory is probably going to stay just that. A theory." He gestured in irritation out at the yard.

      "I've got a new camera," Jan said proudly.

      "Really!" Trokic said. "Are you saying Agersund the great Polaroid fan coughed up the money for a real camera? You expect us to believe that?"

      "Here’s the evidence." He lifted the camera up in the air.

      Trokic nodded. "We're going to bring some fire investigators in; we need to nail down the source of the fire, and this time Copenhagen can’t say no. They’ll be happy for your photos."

      Jan peered over at Trokic for a moment. "Where's the woman who found the victim? Her with the coffee and all that long fine hair?"

      "I sent her home. She's the neighbor, at least for the time being. She's housesitting."

      Jan fastened an external blitz to the camera. "Maybe you ought to get your foot in the door there, Daniel. Wouldn't be at all out of line to offer a little extra nighttime police protection. We'll hold the fort down here; it won't take you too awful long."

      Both the techs laughed. Heavy snowflakes began falling outside again.

      Trokic snorted. "Very funny. Just do your job, okay? It’s starting to snow again; you two wise-asses better get busy before Mother Nature ruins everything for you."
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            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Jacob drove. Trokic had slept only two hours, and he felt he was on the verge of some sort of mental collapse. The purr of the police car over the snowy streets made him even drowsier. He'd finally been on his way to bed early that morning, with images of Annie Wolters' charred body still haunting him, when Pjuske threw up her dry food three places on the sofa. A protest against not being served the vet's gourmet-priced pellets, maybe? Whatever the reason, it had taken him a half hour to clean the sofa. Later, he slept uneasily, dreaming of burning houses and ash-gray rabbits. He’d woken in a sweat.

      They finally pulled up to a rundown wooden house, green with white windows, on the outskirts of Mårslet. It looked like an allotment shack, in stark contrast to the other houses in the neighborhood. From the misshapen bushes and the walkway's crooked tiles, Trokic guessed that the snow-covered yard was a total mess. The resident's name had been written with a permanent marker on the red, rusty mailbox; frozen advertisements stuck out of its flap. The place nearly looked abandoned.

      "Light blue old wreck of a Ford in the driveway," Jacob said as they trudged up the walkway. "A promising start. But it doesn't exactly look like anyone's home, does it?"

      He nodded at the yellowed curtains behind the windows.

      "We're a little bit early, too." Trokic knocked on the door. It sounded hollow, echoey, like distant thunder. Surely, that was loud enough to be heard. But he pounded on the door again and yelled, "Open up, it's the police.”

      The door opened a crack, revealing a pale yellowish, wrinkled face with eyes like cement, chin marked by trails of drool. The man realized he was looking at two policemen, and reluctantly he opened the door. Two fingers with longish crooked nails tapped nervously on the nicked-up edge of the door.

      Trokic's expectations sank at the sight of the man in front of them. The records claimed that Gabriel Jensen was in his early 60s, but he might just as well have been eighty. He was nearly bald, and he was hunched over and clinging to a royal-blue walker.

      "Police." Trokic showed him his badge. "May we ask you a few questions?"

      "About what?"

      "It concerns the homicide of an eight-year-old boy, Lukas Mørk, which maybe you've heard about?"

      "Heard about it! How could you not hear about it, all day on the TV news? Field day for reporters, ain't it. Christ. I didn't kill him; I can tell you that damn much."

      He nodded down at his walker and nudged a crumb of something from his lip into his mouth. While munching on his new acquisition, he stared at the two policemen.

      "If you don't mind, we'd like to talk to you anyway," Jacob said. "We know it's a little early, but this won't take long."

      Jensen sighed demonstratively and grimaced. "All right, okay, but I got to have my morning beer. Otherwise, I'll start shaking. Get in here and shut the door; it's cold as hell out there."

      He opened the door wide, turned his walker around, and headed inside. When the supply of fresh, crisp air was cut off behind them, the overpowering stink of trash and sweat met them head-on. Trokic guessed that cleaning and personal hygiene weren't high on Jensen’s priority list.

      

      Jensen led them through a dark hallway and out into a small kitchen with pink tiles and walls. Plates stood in lopsided stacks, with various types of dried food sandwiched between them. Beer cans both foreign and domestic dotted the skyline of towers of pizza and cornflakes boxes leaning against the wall. A long row of plastic bags full of trash stood shoulder to shoulder on the floor. Several of the bags had leaked liquids that left stains in an assortment of colors and sizes. The stench wafting up from the bags was unbelievable. Farthest to the right on the counter, Trokic noticed a cage with an apathetic yellow parakeet that periodically rammed its beak against the cage bars.

      "I'm thinking I don't have to share this with you two." Jensen laughed as he pulled out a brown can of Elephant beer out of the refrigerator. "Sorry I don't have anything else to offer you."

      Jacob looked happy to hear that. "The district doesn't send anyone to help you clean?"

      "I don't let them bitches set foot in this house. They stick their goddamn noses into everything; they got all these ideas. But I don't get out so much anymore after I got good and drunk and broke this hip. It didn't grow back together right; it’s hard to get around. My brother comes over and does the grocery shopping for me once a week. Sometimes, he takes the trash out too."

      He stared at the plastic bags on the floor as if he couldn't figure out how they got there. "Looks like I'm up to six bags, so he'll be here tomorrow. You hear that, Pipmads? Chow time again!" He grinned knowingly at the bird.

      "So, what brings you here, anyway?"

      "We got a tip," Trokic said. Which was true.

      "A tip? You sure as hell didn't get it from anybody who's seen me lately. Je-sus Chrr-rist! Don't surprise me though. Once a con, always a con."

      Trokic got straight to the point. "We know you did time for indecent exposure several years ago. But that's not why we're here. We’ve also heard you have an insect collection. Beetles."

      "So? That's illegal nowadays? You want to see it?"

      "In a while. It just seems odd to us that the dead boy, Lukas, was very interested in exactly the same thing, insects, especially ladybugs. Which technically is a type of beetle. There aren't all that many people here in Denmark who collect them."

      "I wouldn't know about that."

      "We're also interested in hearing what you can tell us about Eigil Riise. You do remember him?"

      Jensen's grayish eyes turned dark as he took a drink of beer. He wiped his mouth and burped quietly. "Yeah. I remember Eigil." He stared blankly up at the ceiling. "And so what? I didn't drown him either; the boy took his own life."

      "You reported his parents. You said they were behind it. What in the world made you say that?"

      He laughed and shrugged. "I thought they deserved it."

      "Could you maybe explain that a little better?" Trokic was getting annoyed, but Jensen just kept on laughing.

      "I'm telling you, I didn't do none of it, you stupid pinhead. You deaf or what?"

      Trokic ignored the insult. He'd been called worse before. "Not long after he died, you went to sea, and you've been a sailor most of your life, is that right?"

      "The town didn't like me. I figured I'd better give them a break."

      "But you knew Eigil?"

      "If you absolutely got to know, yeah, I knew him pretty good. I liked the kid."

      "Liked him?"

      "I know what you two are thinking. But it wasn't like that. He came by and mowed my yard once in a while; I paid him a little bit. Sometimes we'd watch some sports thing on TV."

      "But what does that have to do with his parents?"

      "They killed him."

      "They drowned him?"

      "No, he handled that himself. They just drove him to it, is all."

      Suddenly, he looked as if he'd said too much. "Oh, what the hell. What business is it of yours now, anyway? I've said all I'm going to say." He looked back and forth between them. "Want to see my beetles?"

      

      "You think he's lying?" Jacob said on the way back to Århus.

      "No."

      Trokic skipped past Joe Satriani's "Crush of Love" on the CD player. An instrumental masterpiece, provocative, an incredible ocean of sound that cemented Satriani's place among the guitar gods. He used to be wild about it before the lawyer. They’d been in bed, listening to the music. And like so many times before, she had traced the veins along his arm as if she were studying a map. Then she'd said that if he didn't soon find a way to open up, he’d turn into a very lonesome man. He hoped that someday he'd be able to listen to the number again. After all, it was some of the best music the guitar genius had ever made.

      "So, you trust this guy? I think he's lying out his ass."

      "It’s hard to tell someone’s lying when there isn't a lot at stake. But there is here. Anyway, what good does it do him to lie to us right now?"

      Jacob shrugged. "I just don't think we can trust what he says."

      "No, but I don’t see him involved in the murder, with that walker he’s pushing around. I think this time the coincidence is just that, a coincidence."

      "A dead end, then." Jacob ran his hand through his messy hair. "But now that we're talking about old cases, maybe you can tell me what it is you know about Sinka? Did she come back?"

      Trokic changed lanes and turned on to the coast road. Jacob could read him like an open book. "No. But since you asked straight out, there's something I'd better tell you."
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      The years seemed to pass across Jacob's face as the memories slowly returned. Trokic saw in his eyes the war, the devastated villages. But also, a young couple in love.

      "I don't know what the hell to think," he said after Trokic had told him about meeting Ivan. "And you buy me coffee before telling me all this? I need something stronger."

      He waved the waitress over and ordered two Irish coffees. They were in Buddy Holly, a bar close to the police station. It was packed, though the mood was a bit dull from the heat inside and the steady stream of drinks. It had stopped snowing, and people were beginning to get out in the slick streets again. Trokic took a sip of coffee and mulled over what to say.

      He'd met Jacob during the war when he was out on an errand for St. Patrick's in Petrinja. Jacob thought it was interesting to meet someone with a mixed ethnic background, and later, since he was in Zagreb anyway–shortly before Serbia had begun bombing the city–they met for a beer. In a burst of Croatian hospitality, Trokic invited him to meet his family–his cousin and her husband, who lived several kilometers outside the capital. That's where Jacob met Trokic's younger cousin, Sinka, who already had been turning men's heads with her lithe figure and beautiful eyes. In spite of the nearly impossible situation, or perhaps because of it, the two fell head over heels in love. They began talking about marriage.

      But then Sinka had disappeared. Now Trokic wondered: was Jacob reacting so strongly because he missed his first love so much? Trokic tried to recall feeling a similar way, but he'd simply never experienced anything quite like their love. He’d always had some sort of emotional barrier as if his emotions were small creatures that refused to grow up. Sometimes it seemed like he’d reached a standstill inside. As if he were waiting to feel something unknown to him.

      "Beograd is no small town, you know," he finally said. "It's not like you can stroll around with a sign on your back, hoping to run into somebody who knows her. If it even was her."

      "But she's Croatian. People would notice her."

      "Maybe several years ago. Now, I don't know."

      "It is her." Jacob set his Irish coffee down so hard that whipped cream sloshed over the edge. "I think we should contact some of our Serbian colleagues down there and talk to them."

      Trokic shook his head. "You think the police will want to help? You think they give a damn about something like this? When it could lead to some crime on the Serbian side? I just can't see it. They might say, yeah, sure, we'll look into it. And then destroy everything they have on the case."

      Once again, Trokic felt a stab of pain at the thought that he might be right. And immediately it was back to us versus them. Even he, who had grown up in a distant country, had been forced by nationalism to be against them. The Serbs. It had started as an impersonal dislike fostered by propaganda and stories from distant fronts. But one day, it hit his own family. When he tried now and then to explain to other Danes how it could happen, all the hate and bloodshed and war between neighbors, they couldn’t understand. But they should be able to, Trokic thought. Nationalism was on the rise in Denmark, spreading like wildfire as hate intensified uncritically against "the others." The massive shadow of generalization that made it impossible to see a neighbor as a unique human being.

      Jacob sounded hopeful, though. "I don't know about that. Times are different, with new leaders and all."

      Trokic leaned back in his chair and looked thoughtfully at his colleague. "But Beograd, though. She would have blown Serbia up, the whole country, if she'd had a big enough bomb."

      He could still see Sinka's face at his father's funeral, just after the war started. To him, she'd only been a big kid. He shivered at the thought. She was sensitive and passionate, and time had taught him that those qualities could get even the best people in trouble. Anyway, war could do practically anything to people. Like what happened to Milan, the family friend who now was serving a life sentence for murdering civilians while he was a commanding officer.

      "What about Tomislav? I mean since Sinka’s his sister, is he thinking about doing something?"

      "I don't know yet. Do what, though? And he has his job and family to think about. Are you going to tell Lisa?"

      Jacob’s face went blank for a moment, then he emptied his glass and sucked the last of the whipped cream off the long spoon. "No, not right now. I need to think about it."

      "You also need to think about all the time that’s gone by. Nobody’s the same now, Jacob. Maybe you should leave this to the rest of us; don't risk your relationship on something that's so iffy. Sinka has been gone for twelve years. And we don’t have anything on the line; we can look at every angle before we start digging up the past."

      The truth was that he’d been too occupied to think anything through yet, and if Jacob hadn't confronted him directly, he probably would have delayed all this about Sinka until they found Lukas Mørk's murderer. If they found him, Trokic reminded himself.

      "You look beat," Jacob said. "Are you getting any sleep at all?"

      "I'm okay." He didn't mention the story of the cat embellishing his sofa with vomit.

      "This Mørk case has been hard on everybody."

      "What's your take on it?" Trokic asked.

      "I think we should concentrate more on finding where he was burned. That's probably where he was killed, and it has to be somewhere in Mårslet. I don't get why we haven't found it yet; it's crazy. How can you hide something like that? And it's hard for me to see how it's connected with him being picked up."

      Trokic emptied his glass and pulled his coat off the back of the chair. It was time to get back. "I don’t know what more we can do to find it."
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      "What's all this?"

      Agersund looked at him from across the desk and nodded at the stack of papers. His hands were folded behind his neck, and for a moment he reminded Trokic of a fascist mathematics teacher he'd had in school. It wasn't necessarily a sign that Agersund was relaxed; more likely he was expecting an explanation from a subordinate. About something that wasn't all that different from equations.

      "Reports." Trokic felt a flicker of annoyance at the indirect style of his boss. The chief of police had probably been after him again, pressuring him for results, and Trokic was next in line in the pecking order. The worst thing about the police leadership, he thought. When the media started modifying the word "police" with the word "incompetent" and criticizing an investigation, the pressure automatically started filtering down. And when reporters with the imagination of a bestseller fiction writer began concocting all kinds of plausible and implausible theories, psychologists were consulted to form barely credible profiles.

      Agersund wrinkled his nose and switched on his gruff voice. "I'm aware of that. Apparently, you're diving into these old cases from nineteen hundred and whenever, and I want to know why. How’s it going to help us?"

      "I think there might be a connection to Lukas's homicide. The death resem–"

      "All right, you don't have to repeat what you've already written in your last report. That case is dead and buried; it's not worth your time. You know the vast majority of murders are committed by family, and there are signs that Lukas Mørk has been abused. So why dig around in all this old crap? Concentrate on the parents; dig up whatever you can on them. I'm sure there's more."

      Trokic gazed out the window. Gray clouds were gathering like oversized clumps of wool. "And what about Annie Wolters? I think there's a connection. I'm sure the fire investigators will call it arson, and she got in the way."

      "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. But honestly, forensics hasn't found anything pointing to a suspicious death. Probably some kids firing off a rocket in town, it landed on the shed. And the old lady walked right into the flames."

      "There was a half meter of snow on the roof of the shed; it would have put out any sparks falling. Anyway, we've already checked, there were no fireworks anywhere close. You really don't think there's something fishy about all these fires?"

      "No, not really. Are you aware of how many fires we have in Århus every year?"

      "Okay, but–"

      "Now, what about these parents?"

      "We've got nothing on them. I really don't think they’re involved. The timeline is all wrong."

      "And have you checked this poker player guy and all his pals?"

      "Yes, but it's not easy. People come and go, and all we have is Johnny Nielsen's word that these people have been there. There could have been others."

      Agersund stood up and cracked his knuckles. His crew cut was getting long, sticking out like a graying porcupine. He smiled. His teeth were yellow. "Just no more history class, okay?"

      Trokic gave him his most innocent look. "Of course not."
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      Lisa threw her bag into a corner of the hall and headed straight to the kitchen table to open her mail. She needed a shower to wash off the airports, and her small apartment, a mixture of IKEA and flea markets against a backdrop of green walls and wooden floors, still looked like some super nerd's battleground. Old newspapers, empty glasses and bottles on the tables, takeaway boxes in the kitchen, dirty clothes on the sofa, papers everywhere. Was there a gene for sloppiness? Denial of responsibility appealed to her. But all that would have to wait until later. Jacob wasn’t back yet, and from what she could understand from his message, it would be hours before he showed up.

      

      She'd stopped by her office on the way home and copied the files onto her laptop. Fortunately, Jannik Lorentzen from NITEC had found them and sent them to her by courier. It was forbidden to take material like this out of the station, and she felt a stab of guilt. But she was pressed for time, and anyway she didn't want Agersund to hear about her suspicion until she was more confident.

      She cleared away the orange peels and laid the laptop on the coffee table, then she gathered her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail and sat down. There was a container on the computer encrypted with PGP, Pretty Good Privacy, one of the methods NITEC used to keep the agonizing material from prying eyes. The same encryption technique used by legions of pedophiles across the globe to protect the photos on their computers, unfortunately. PGP was effective. Once files were encrypted, they were like small magical packages. Without the secret formula, they couldn't be opened again. Investigators could do absolutely nothing about it.

      She opened the container and looked at the files: eight scanned color photographs that included the grandfather clock and were thought to originate from a single source. The black-haired woman appeared in several of them. The photos were considered to be very serious because they bore witness to a particularly cynical form of abuse, in the realm of bondage and torture. Nowadays, they would be classified by the public prosecutor as class III, which included photos showing coercion, threats, and serious violence. Lisa shuddered as she glanced at the horrifying photos; this reminder of what humans are capable of hit her like a giant wave of ice. She remembered working for NITEC, having to gradually accept not only the fact of the shocking degradation humans could fall into, but how many were capable of it. Acts so gruesome that normal people set up internal barriers against them. Because it was too much, so unimaginably too much that when she talked about it to police colleagues working in other departments, their eyes glazed over and their ears zipped up, leaving her alone with her knowledge. People could not and would not hear about it. The unbearable.

      After a few minutes, though, as she’d done so often in the past, she managed to wall off the horror inside her. Or at least well enough to work through it. The accompanying report concluded that in all probability the old photos had been developed by amateurs. They had been enormously popular, and even now a lot of scanned copies were floating around out there among the pedophiles. Once in a while, they stumbled onto these copies on the internet, where most of the pedophiles' activity consisted of sharing. In a chat room on the Undernet, for example, on one of the many channels that could be accessed directly on the net or, alternatively, that required only a very simple program. There they could exchange kiddie pictures. But other places existed where photos were sold. Pay sites. Lisa was aware that new photos of this type were very popular and thus profitable to the seller.

      These eight photos had been taken within a narrow time frame. The girl and the specific surroundings didn't appear in later versions. Several of the others at the course Lisa had taken eight years ago had been worried that the girl died from the abuse. But that didn't mean the man who took the photos didn't have others stashed somewhere else.

      It took a long time to "groom" a child, Lisa knew. These weren't just any old naked pictures; they required a systematic breakdown of the limits of a child. And, in a way, this psychological

      process was almost the most horrific part of it all. The abuser achieved power over the child and instilled the attitude that sex between adults and the child was natural.

      She sighed heavily. There she was, down in the mud again with the vilest form of criminality. It was almost as if her past and her excellent memory were persecuting her. The work was incredibly depressing. Out of the five hundred thousand child pornography photographs Interpol possessed, only five hundred of the children had been identified, which meant that a sickening number of these stolen souls lived in a world far beyond what normal people could imagine. A single act of abuse was hideous in itself but living the rest of your life knowing that images documenting the abuse circulated on the net, to arouse God knows how many people, had to be unbearable. Many people justified viewing child pornography by telling themselves it was only a photograph, that they weren't guilty of abusing the children. But behind every photograph was an act of abuse, and their interest in the photos kept the industry going.

      

      Her bleak thoughts broke off when her phone rang. She recognized the number: Jannik Lorentzen. What now? Was he going to try to talk her into coming back to Copenhagen again? They were looking for three or four new people, she’d heard. She answered reluctantly.

      "Did you get the photos?" he said. No hi, how are you. Small talk and pleasantries had never been his style. Or maybe it was just part of the job–there was never time to waste.

      "Yes, and thanks. They're the ones I was talking about. Great work, I appreciate it so much."

      "I'm calling because I thought of something else. We're working on a new case, a big one. Similar to Mjølner."

      His voice deepened a notch, and Lisa shivered. When Jannik's voice changed like that, you knew something was affecting him deeply. "I won't bore you with the details; you know them way too well anyway. But it’s just that when I found this material for you, it hit me how much it resembled some other photos we've come up with recently."

      Lisa stiffened; the palm of her hand was sweaty. "What do you mean?"

      "It's mostly just a hunch. We confiscated a computer from a couple in Odense last week, and we found several thousand photos. They were traded for or bought or just downloaded from sites all over the world, and now we're tracking as many distributors as possible by examining their computers. But there’s one series of photos much worse than the rest; we've named them Eden. Class III, bondage, torture, that type of thing. Sort of like the grandfather clock series. But the quality marks them as being relatively new. Very high resolution, digital. And we're sure they came from inside the country. You know, from the sight of things like outlets, radiators–"

      "Is the couple from Odense talking?"

      "No, so we don't know where the photos come from. Not yet anyway."

      She listened to him light a cigarette and inhale.

      "Who’s in the photos?"

      "A boy and a girl. Not very old, maybe five, six. I spoke with one of our American colleagues yesterday, and he thinks he's seen several photos from the same place, from a while back. If he's right, the abuse has been going on for quite a while. Some of these series…well, you know how it is, pedophiles have to have them in their collections, and this is probably one of them. Right now, it looks like they're being sold through a Russian site, so whoever took the photos is shoveling in the money."

      "But why do you think they’re related to the grandfather clock series?"

      "It's the pictures of the girl in particular, the way she's tied to the chair. The knots look the same. Of course, it could be a copycat."

      "I'd like to see them," Lisa said.

      "I'll get hold of the courier again; you'll have them tomorrow."

      After hanging up, Lisa stared out the window at the lights of the city. It was late, but Trokic was going to have guests. Lisa and her laptop. He had to see these old photos.

      

      She was on her way out the door when Jacob came home. At once, she saw something was wrong. For a moment, her world stood still, as if time had finally caught up to her.

      "I was just about to go over to Trokic. What's wrong? What's happened?"

      For a second, it looked like he was going to clam up on her. Or maybe tell a little white lie. But no. "Trokic says that someone in all likelihood spotted Sinka in Beograd."

      Now it was her heart standing still. How could she compete against the ghost of this woman? He'd told her they'd been in love, but Lisa hadn't felt threatened. It had been a fleeting love, superficial, one that had never gone through daily life, plus its intensity had been magnified by the helplessness war creates. But the pain in Jacob's eyes was real. And no matter what she thought, that was what she had to deal with.

      "And so what?" she yelled. "What are you going to do about it? Fly down there to some sort of…phantom, to find something that existed twelve years ago? What about me, if I may ask? Do you seriously think I won’t mind sitting around here, waiting?"

      "No, I'm not going down there." He avoided her eyes. Usually, when he looked at her, his blue eyes darkened and made her feel warm. But that wasn't happening now.

      "But you want her found?"

      "That's not really so strange, is it?"

      Suddenly, she wanted to hit him. How could he believe she would stand for this? Was she supposed to applaud and say congratulations? "You're a really great pair, Trokic and you. Damn you."

      She stuck her laptop under her arm, strode out of the apartment, and slammed the door behind her.
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      Trokic looked surprised when Lisa showed up. Almost shocked. Too late, she'd realized he might have a lady visitor, that he'd be mad at her. But when he saw it was her, he opened his door. Pjuske was sitting on the kitchen countertop, and she looked up when Lisa appeared in the doorway.

      The second she'd got in her car, her rage turned into tears. She felt helpless at the thought of Sinka, the female ghost dominating her boyfriend's mind. It took fifteen minutes and a lot of crying before she’d realized Jacob would have to decide once and for all what he wanted. Otherwise, it was over.

      "Do you have a minute? You need to see this." She tapped the laptop she was carrying.

      "Come on in."

      She stepped over a dead mouse on the front step–a gift from the cat, no doubt–and they walked into the gray living room. Lisa sat in the comfortable armchair and stretched her long legs, then in a sudden burst of anger, she realized that in a way Trokic was the cause of Jacob's dilemma. But she pulled herself together. He had every right to want his cousin back. Of course, he wanted that. And to find out the truth. For a few seconds, she considered confiding in him, but then she thought better of it. First and foremost, he was Jacob's friend. And her boss.

      Apparently, he’d been buried in stacks of reports that he’d divided into subjects. Lisa wasn't envious. The amount of paperwork seemed to increase the farther up the ladder you climbed, and she could do without that. As if to illustrate how busy he was, his hair was a complete mess. His crooked, chaotic cowlick led the way, while the rest lay tangled up on his skull.

      She felt a moment of tenderness for him. He dressed well enough, though a bit casually and without much variety. But his hair was out of control.

      A look of relief spread over his face, probably from having an excuse to take a break from all the reports. "Did it go okay down in Amsterdam?"

      "Yes, it was great. But that's not why I'm here."

      He lit a cigarette and pulled an ashtray over. "No, I didn't think so. What’s on your mind?"

      "This may sound strange, but do you remember the grandfather clock the Mørks' neighbor had? Jonna Riise?"

      "Faintly. It's blue, isn't it?"

      "Yeah, or gray-blue. Anyway, when I was down in Holland, I met one of my old colleagues from IT, and it freed something up in my memory. I remembered seeing the clock somewhere before, so I called my old boss and asked him to send me some material from an old case."

      "Agersund is sick and tired of us digging around in old cases instead of concentrating on what's in front of us." Trokic looked frustrated. "But this is interesting. Jonna Riise is connected in another way too."

      "How is that?"

      Trokic filled her in on his visit with Bent Kornelius and the mysterious circumstances surrounding Eigil Riise's death.

      Lisa leaned forward in the chair. "That sounds very strange. And we don't believe in coincidence, do we?"

      "No."

      "Okay, let's go over this. Jonna Riise's brother committed suicide in the beginning of the 70s, if we can believe the police and other sources. The boy was emotionally disturbed, and his parents were accused. And I find old photos showing abuse, with a grandfather clock identical to the one in Jonna Riise's living room. But the photos were of a girl. I'm wondering if it's possible that the Riises abused these two kids."

      "Could Jonna Riise have been the age of the girl in your photos? Let me see them."

      He pointed at her laptop. She started it up, opened the container, and pushed it over to him.

      "You know this material isn't supposed to leave the station, right?"

      She nodded and put on a guilty face.

      "All right, let's see it."

      "You're not going to enjoy this." She clapped her thigh to invite Pjuske up on her lap. The cat looked at her blankly and hopped up in the windowsill.

      "I didn't enjoy seeing Lukas Mørk, either. And I really don't want to see more like him."

      

      They didn't speak while he viewed the photos. Lisa wondered about him again. Whatever he felt as he went through the frightening material, he showed no sign of it bothering him.

      After a few minutes, she said, "Could it be Jonna Riise? I can't really tell."

      "It's not impossible. The girl's hair is blonde. Lighter than Jonna's, if I remember right. But the quality of the photos isn't great, and most people's hair darkens with age."

      "You can read it in the report, but the photos came from pedophiles caught thirty-two years ago," she explained. "Things were different back then; everything went slower. It was before the internet’s three A's, anonymity, acceptance, and access. Pedophiles had a harder time finding others with the same interests. But the police did sniff out a group of twenty people from several countries in Europe. They met up and exchanged photos, or mailed them to each other. No Danes were arrested, but they suspected the photos came from here."

      "But if it has something to do with our case, what does it mean?" Trokic said. "If Jonna Riise's parents produced child pornography, of course we'll try to charge them, but what’s the connection with Lukas? There's no sign of sexual abuse or any sexual motive."

      "Maybe the people who took the photos are still active; maybe they kidnapped Lukas with that in mind, but something went wrong. There's something else too. I talked to my old boss just before I came over; he mentioned new photos in circulation that resemble these. I'll have a look at them, but he says the resemblance is striking. Either the same people took them, or we have a copycat."

      "Where do they come from?"

      She told him about the couple in Odense. Trokic frowned and patted his head.

      "Not a bad theory," he said, "but the Riise parents moved out of the country. We can track them down, but they're old now, old old. And what about the fires and Lukas's burns? I can't see how it all fits together. And if Lukas has been photographed, will anyone distribute them? Wouldn't it be too risky? The boy’s photo is in all the papers."

      Lisa bit a broken fingernail off. "That's true. Even pedophiles have a type of conscience, if you can call it that. In fact, some of them don't want to abuse children; they live in celibacy, and a lot of them stick to child pornography and never actually force a child. I'm sure most of them don't want anything to do with photos of a child who was killed afterward. Money plays a big part in all this, or at least the photos’ trade value. They're not worth much if they can't be sold in volume."

      "So, let's go back out there." Trokic pushed the laptop over to her. "I want to compare the two clocks. And if they are identical, she'll have to explain where she got it."

      "We have to be discreet," Lisa said. "If she picks up on what this is about, we're going to have to find out how she's involved. So she doesn't say anything to the wrong people. Important evidence could disappear in no time."

      "We'll go out there now; you get to do the talking."

      "But it's…" She looked at her watch.

      "Are you doing anything?"

      "No, but–"

      He repeated one of his favorite lines. "Maybe you have a life, but I don't."
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      Jonna Riise had apparently been correcting school papers; a neat pile of Danish essays lay on the table, and she wore square reading glasses and was holding a black felt pen in her hand. The room was as tidy as before, and the two oldest kids sat on the sofa, watching some sort of reality TV program. Lisa guessed the youngest daughter had been put to bed, given the late hour. Jonna shut off the TV, but the two boys showed no sign of leaving the room. Lisa wanted to turn and take a good look at the grandfather clock, but that would stick out. Instead, she studied Jonna: was she the girl in the photo? It wasn't impossible.

      

      "How's the investigation going?" Jonna asked after they all sat down.

      "Could we speak in private?" Lisa said.

      She had agreed to do most of the talking since Trokic felt the interview required a certain level of cunning. He relaxed in his chair and tried to look friendly.

      "Mathias and Frederick, would you please go to your room?" Jonna said.

      The two boys looked sorely disappointed as they trudged off.

      "We're here because we found out you're the sister of a boy who died under suspicious circumstances a long time ago. Is that correct?"

      If the question surprised Jonna, she hid it well. "Yes, but that was over thirty years ago. And there wasn't anything suspicious about it. Eigil was depressed, and he took his own life. But I really can't see what that has to–"

      "When two deaths resemble each other to a certain degree, we have to follow up on it. We spoke to the man who reported your parents. He believed they were responsible for Eigil's death. Do you know anything about that?"

      "Is that fool still saying that? Gabriel is completely unreliable; just look at his record."

      "We have. We're just interested in hearing your opinion. Your parents live in Spain now, right?"

      Lisa was surprised when Jonna began sniffling, and soon big teardrops began falling, leaving broad streaks in her makeup.

      "Yes, they live close to Malaga. Now listen, I've had to live with this business about Eigil my entire life. I can't at all see where you're going with this. As far as Gabriel is concerned, he's an absolutely disgusting man. And he still lives around here; it wouldn't surprise me one bit if he's responsible for Lukas's death."

      "The man can't get around without a walker," Trokic pointed out.

      "He what?" She laid her head back and laughed. "I saw him outside the supermarket yesterday. Without a walker. And he had no trouble walking to his car and getting inside and driving away."

      They all let that hang in the air for a moment.

      "We'll look into that, of course," Trokic said. "In the meantime…would you tell us again what you were doing the afternoon Lukas disappeared? That was Thursday, January 4, between two and six in the afternoon."

      She stopped crying and stared at Trokic in amazement. Lisa did the same. Did he believe she had something to do with the killing?

      "So what, now I'm a suspect? Shouldn't you be asking Gabriel Jensen instead? I guess I'm lucky, I can tell you what I was doing most of the time. I did student evaluations in the teachers’ lounge at school until three, that's in Malling, then I drove over to visit my friend Christine, she lives on Guldsmedsgade. We bought invitations for Frederick's confirmation. I told you all this."

      "Guldsmedsgade in Århus?" Lisa said.

      "Of course. There is no Guldsmedsgade here in Mårslet."

      "What time did you show up at your friend's place?"

      "About three thirty. I know she can confirm it. She'd just got home from work herself. Later, we had a cup of coffee at Cross Café, and then I came home. I got back about six; all the kids were home. Then the three of them helped look for Lukas, as you've been told."

      She leaned back in the sofa with a hint of a satisfied smile and looked deliberately at

      Lisa, then at Trokic. Lisa didn't care for that. No doubt her friend would be able to confirm her alibi, but something about this woman's aloof arrogance struck her as forced. She needed to ask about the grandfather clock, but it had to seem like an innocent question. She decided to take a friendlier approach.

      "So, you'll be holding a confirmation soon? I can imagine there's a lot of planning involved."

      "A lot, and I have to keep it secret from him, too. Luckily, he's with Thomas every afternoon. But that means everything has to be just like at Thomas's. And that's expensive."

      "And Thomas is?"

      "Frederick's classmate. His best friend. His parents are lawyers. They have an enormous house on the other side of town, worth six million." She seemed proud that her son was in with the right crowd.

      Lisa tried to sound sympathetic. "I'm sure that's how it is at that age; kids don't want to be on the outside. You have a lot of old furniture around, I see. Old family pieces?"

      "Most of them, yes."

      "My grandparents had a clock like that one over there. We got a really nice price for it."

      Now, she had a good excuse to turn and study the grandfather clock. She already had a mental picture of its shape, the gray-blue color, the gold painted lines. The Roman numerals and embellishments. The more she stared at it, the more she believed it was the same clock.

      "It might be worth quite a bit, but luckily, I don't need to sell it for the time being. I inherited it from my mother; it has sentimental value."

      She smiled broadly. If she was the girl in the photo, would she be so loyal to her parents? And would she cover for them if they were at it again? Lisa caught Trokic's eye as they stood to leave. It was worth thinking about. She recalled him asking about her alibi. Could Jonna be involved in this evil?
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          Wednesday, January 10

        

      

    

    
      The meteorologists had finally predicted a change in the weather. Warmer temperatures with a possibility of sleet and freezing rain. Looks like they're right, Trokic thought the next morning. He virtually risked his life navigating the streets to reach the police station. Everything got a quick coat of ice, including the fallen snow and drifts. A magical world of glass, he thought as he settled in his office and looked out over the city.

      In his mind's eye, he still saw the photos Lisa had shown him yesterday. One single glance was enough for him to truly understand why she'd left NITEC. Day after day of studying those photos, searching every pixel in thousands of images to ferret out the illegalities, while also having to reconcile herself to the fact that this evil was spreading–it had to have taken its toll on her.

      Trokic knew a little about the mentality of pedophiles, the way they justified themselves. Until recently, Danish pedophiles had maintained a website where, under the cover of freedom of speech, they laid out their arguments. They called it a love of children, and they referred back to history to justify reinstating this "cultural enrichment."

      The call came just after he'd poured his first cup of coffee. A woman was gasping for breath; she sounded shaken as she spit out a stream of incoherent sentences.

      "Hold on, stop, not so fast. Take it from the start; tell me what this is all about." Trokic set his cup to the side.

      The woman sighed heavily, which seemed to calm her down. "My name is Hjørdis Vang Jørgensen. From Mårslet. We read about Lukas in the newspaper, and now my son Stefan, he thinks it has something to do with some older boys who pick on kids here in town. He showed me several video clips on the net and wrote down where you can find them. I looked at them myself to see if he was right. It's a bunch of short videos taken on a phone, somebody hitting young kids."

      "Could I speak to Stefan myself?"

      He heard some mumbling on the other end for a few seconds, then the voice of a young boy came on. Trokic introduced himself again.

      "We need to know a little bit more about the videos your mother says you found. Can you tell us how you found them?"

      After a few moments of silence, the boy stammered, "I know some places on the net…I mean, places where people upload videos from their phones…"

      Trokic ransacked his memory for some way to relate to this boy's world, but he came up empty. His own childhood in the projects had been tough in its own way, but at least this form of exposure through media hadn't been possible. "What kind of clips are we talking about? Something violent?"

      "No, all kinds of stuff. But also some with violence."

      The boy spoke faintly, almost in a whisper.

      "Like on YouTube?" Trokic said.

      "Yeah, but these are from another place called videoglobe.net. It works the same way, though. You send in videos or phone clips, and other people can see them. But then one day, several months ago, I saw there was someone here in town with phone clips."

      "But why do you think they're from Mårslet?"

      "The third clip I saw, there was a car with a Danish license plate. But then I noticed the face of a kid I've seen before."

      "And you didn't tell anyone about it?"

      "No. But when I heard about that boy dying, I got to thinking about the clips."

      In the background, Trokic heard the mother sniffling. He had a feeling there was more to the story.

      "I might as well tell you," Stefan mumbled, as if he didn't at all want to tell Trokic. "We've been talking a lot about doing some crazy things and filming it in school. First, it was just some stunts 'cause somebody saw Jackass, but then–"

      In the background, his mother asked what that was.

      "It’s a film about these guys who do a bunch of crazy stuff," Stefan said.

      "It's an MTV series that was expanded into a few films," Trokic said without knowing whether she could hear him. "About some men who perform some insane stunts. Several kids from around the world have died trying to imitate them. But, okay, go on, Stefan, what else?"

      "But then somebody saw this happy slapping on TV," Stefan continued as if he suddenly wanted to get everything out. "Most of us thought it was sick. But then some of us thought it was fun and thought up this idea of how we could film it. It wasn't just with people; there were also animals. And…well, it was like, the more we talked about it, the less creepy it sounded. It…got technical. We talked about how we can get it on the net and get as many people as possible to see it."

      Trokic felt like shaking the boy through the phone. To him, happy slapping was a form of extreme pathological self-realization meant to draw people’s attention. A brutal way to breach norms, a threat to everyone's sense of security. Society could exist because people knew that someone on a train or out on a street wouldn't suddenly turn around and beat your head in for no reason. And the only way to stop things like this was to set examples. Unfortunately, happy slapping had progressed from tentative slaps on the face to assaults and even homicide.

      Suddenly, despite his warm sweater, he was freezing. Could there be photos of Lukas circulating on the net? If so, he didn't want to see them. The scratch marks on Lukas's neck they'd found during the autopsy had said it all. The boy had fought and suffered. And actually seeing it would be nearly unbearable.

      Trokic could barely hide his anger. "If you're involved in this, I hope you'll tell us everything you know. You did the right thing in calling us, but I have a feeling there might be more on your conscience. Where can I find these clips?"

      The boy sighed before giving the information to Trokic.

      

      Stefan ran into his room and slammed the door. He didn't want his mother to see his tears. She'd kept asking questions after he hung up and left it to the friendly-sounding policeman to take care of the video clip. He'd sent an anonymous letter, hoping it was enough. But it hadn't stopped. Several really bad clips had been put out on the net. Variations and improvements, and every time he thought: oh, my God, here it comes. A clip with Lukas.

      Then suddenly he realized he was crying because he was relieved. Because he'd done the right thing and never, never again would he hurt that little girl in kindergarten, the one he and Tobias had beat up on while filming it. Not her, or anyone else.
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      Lisa opened the browser and typed in the first of the links on the slip of paper Trokic had given her. Something inside her hoped the boy was wrong. Her throat was dry, and thoughts were flying around in her head. Trokic pulled a chair up beside her at the computer table and set his coffee cup beside hers. It was a relief to have someone else there. It had been ages since her heart had pounded like it did now; she was scared of what she would find. The fact was, you never knew. You thought you were sure; you thought you'd seen the very, very worst, and then it popped up like a jack-in-the-box.

      She looked out the window and saw drops of water sparkling in the dim light from the office. For the first time in over a week, the ice was melting.

      "I can't really get used to this brave new world where everything has to be filmed," Trokic said.

      "It's nothing new; it's just that there are more opportunities now," Lisa said. "In fact, a large percentage of serial killers take their cameras along when they do their work. That way they can freeze the moment and live it again and again. And it's easier to do, just push a button on their phone, it's in their pocket anyway. We shouldn't be surprised. I mean, the whole world shared photos of Saddam being killed. It's so cynical."

      "But there's a difference. This isn't just to immortalize the moment; it's also about sharing it with the world. About achieving recognition. And that's addictive."

      Lisa nodded. For once, she agreed with her boss. What happens when an entire generation grows up with reality TV, where notoriety is more important than performance? Where people become famous because of, or at least despite, their negative qualities? She didn't like that trend.

      "I really hope this doesn't lead to a clip with Lukas," she confessed. "Just the thought of it being out there."

      "Let's see what our fifteen-year-old Stefan has found for us."

      She clicked Enter. A website with a media player opened with a clip entitled LetMeIntroduceYou1. She started it, and immediately a well-known face appeared.

      

      The last clip had ended two minutes ago, about as long as it had taken to play, and neither one of them had said a word. She couldn't shake the chills from watching the short clip. No sound had been recorded, but that didn't lessen the impact. Children being beaten, pushed, their arms twisted. Punched in the face. Even from a distance, the terror on the children's faces was unmistakable.

      Finally, Trokic said, "Not much doubt about this; it's Mathias Riise beating up a bunch of kids."

      He pushed his chair back and crossed his legs. "Let's pick him up right now. What do we know about the site where all this was uploaded?"

      Lisa was already looking at it. "It's in English. But I've done a Whois search on the domain; it's on a Russian server."

      She automatically took a screenshot. This was evidence, and because they couldn't do anything at the moment with the site it was on, they had to use other methods.

      "But, surely, we can see who put it on the net," Trokic said.

      "All we can see is a username, LetMeIntroduceYou_DK, and that doesn't do us much good. The owners might have more information about their users; they might have an IP address."

      "Can't you just call and ask? Maybe they’ll just give us the information."

      "But there's no contact info on the homepage. And like I said, it's on a Russian server. That makes it a lot harder to work with. The Russians have almost no legislation on this type of thing. It's a big problem internationally."

      Trokic sighed demonstratively and sloshed the last of his coffee around in his cup before emptying it. "It's also the damn press and TV. If they hadn't started talking about it so much, we wouldn't have this sort of thing here."

      "I agree, it's a sick picture of the world we get from the media. But I don't think we can blame them directly. They can't predict this type of thing, and you can't censor out all human perversions."

      "No, but we know how everyone wants to be a media star, and if you show five million people a new way to attract attention, some of them are going to go for it. The media's partly responsible for starting this fire and keeping it going. A third of our districts have already had cases like this."

      "Maybe the press didn't think this would happen in Denmark."

      "No, that's too naïve. Even the crime prevention programs out where it hasn't reached yet are being careful; they don't want to create a problem for themselves."

      He stood up and stretched his legs. "We really have to watch out with this type of stuff. You know what happened in the States after the shootings at Columbine; before long, there were copycats all over the place. Usually, nothing serious happens, but we all know about the tragedies that did happen. And now we have massacres and shootings everywhere, like in Erfurt and Osaka. And Virginia Tech. He sure got the media status he was after. And he's inspired generations of young psychotic haters with access to semi-automatic weapons."

      "Maybe," Lisa said. "But that's the media world. They have to get their story, and I don't think we can change that."

      "Let's hear what the boy has to say. And tell Jacob and Jasper to bring Gabriel Jensen in for questioning. I want to hear his explanation about that walker."
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      Mathias Riise sat on the edge of his bed, listening through the walls to the murmur of the morning talk show in the living room. He tried to block out the riot of thoughts in his head. Nikolaj had come over the day before, and they'd found a few new interesting places for their films. They both felt the irresistible urge to shatter taboos on the net, but as soon as his friend left, anxiety started creeping in again like some gas oozing in under the door. A vague anxiety that joined in with the excitement rolling through his veins.

      The net was his hiding place now, a refuge where he could have a different identity. Be seen. Like he'd also been seen earlier. But now he was the one in charge. The roles were switched, and he was no longer the victim.

      Or was he? Somebody knew what he’d been doing. He'd gotten several letters, and he couldn't figure it out. What did the person who sent them expect? That he’d stop? He couldn't; what would be left of him, who would he be? And really, what could this person do to him?

      He remembered the first time he had to do it. It was after his dad left them and started another family across the country because a blood test showed that Mathias's little brother Frederick wasn't his son. Even back then, she’d used fire against him. If you do it, everything will be fine, and if you don't do it, everything will be really bad. Bad was when Mathias refused, and she stuck him in the closet in the hall and said the fire would come get him if he didn't do what he was told. Then she had showed him the grisly burn marks that covered her upper body like a bombed-out landscape that made him think of small snakes and hell. She told him how the fire had almost gotten her when she hadn't done what her parents told her to. Once when he started screaming in the dark, she had even lit a match close to the door so he could smell the smoke through the cracks. He'd been so scared that he pissed his pants.

      Gradually, over the years, she seemed to lose interest in him, though. He got bigger and stronger, his voice changed, and he was definitely too big for the closet. The younger ones took his place and had to do it.

      But mostly, he felt shame, not anxiety. Shame that led to anger. And guilt. Because he was the one who had begged for a little sister, one who could take his and Frederick's place. Now, Julie was a daily reminder of that.

      His hands played with his phone. His tool. The director's camera. He’d learned so much over the past year. And his status on the net had shot up from a nobody beginner to someone they all turned to. In his own universe, he was king. He had tried to keep from being discovered, but somebody seemed to know.

      He jumped when Jonna jerked on the door. She'd never learned to knock, whether it was the bedroom or the bathroom. It was part of the game. She wanted to show that she owned him, that she had the right to enter his most private areas. Which is why he’d learned to use a key.

      "What do you want?" he yelled at the locked door.

      He realized she’d turned down the TV. The house was remarkably quiet. For a moment, all he heard was the sounds of the old stable: a weak moaning at the window where the wind slipped in, a long, drawn-out creaking from the rafters.

      "The police are here. They want to speak to you."

      He shivered. He could hear it in her voice; she was telling the truth. Probably, they were standing right behind her. Why did they want to talk to him? He'd told them everything. Quickly, he shoved the phone under his mattress and wiped his hands on his pants.
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      Lieutenant Daniel Trokic's mind emptied as he stared at the young, closed face. Mathias Riise had spent a half hour sitting on a graffiti-filled bench in the small waiting room, while he and Lisa discussed strategy and gathered up the information they had. Now, the boy gazed around Trokic's office while chewing on a hangnail.

      The teenager looked as if he was fighting a losing battle to keep up with his friends on the clothes front. His white sweatshirt had most likely looked fine once, but it had been washed so many times that the blue print on the front was peeling off. He needed a haircut too; his black hair drooped under its own weight, plus that of the hair wax he used. He looked worn out and scruffy. But did this have anything to do with Lukas? And the fires?

      Trokic set the recorder on the table and got comfortable in his chair. Lisa sat beside him with a stack of papers to refer to. When she'd showed up at the office an hour earlier, her eyes had been puffy as if she'd been crying. Trokic had glanced over at Jacob, who then assured him that a long, late-night talk had made her feel better.

      Finally, they were joined by a late middle-aged male caseworker from social services, who silently scribbled in his notepad. The law required the presence of a social worker when questioning a minor.

      "Like I explained, Mathias," Trokic said, "we'd like you to tell us again what you were doing the afternoon of Thursday, January 4."

      Mathias squirmed in his chair. "I already told you."

      "I know, but we want to hear it again." Lisa smiled and poured a glass of water.

      Trokic tried to read the teenager's face. Mathias clearly didn't want to be there. And he didn't want to cooperate, it looked like. They would have to sort out the lies from the truth, pick through the maze of words and versions of reality he was going to offer them. Trokic stopped thinking and let his intuition follow the patterns created by the boy’s particular blend of body language and speech. Criminals often found it easy to lie and did so convincingly, but many times they weren't aware of what they could lie about. And one single mistake could topple their entire house of cards. Interrogations had affected Trokic's private life, in that he wanted nothing to do with a person dishonest about anything, really.

      Interrogations weren't Trokic's greatest strength. One day last fall, Agersund had declared that personally, he'd rather confide in a hippopotamus than Trokic. He'd then enrolled his detective in a tailor-made seminar on interrogation techniques. Three excruciating days for Trokic because the leader was a psychologist who believed they had to know themselves before they could know others. It had taken an almost superhuman effort by Trokic to keep the trauma- and crisis-crazed psychobabbler at arm’s length and explain to her that there was "nice to know" and "need to know," and his private life didn’t belong to the latter.

      His "immature attitude toward working in a cross-psychological context" had not gone unnoticed by Agersund, who therefore had decided never again to earmark thousands of crowns to send his second-in-command on any similar seminar. That’s how things stood now. Though Trokic was working on his abilities privately.

      "You and your buddy Nikolaj say you were together the afternoon Lukas disappeared. You were in school until two forty-five, we’ve confirmed that, so what did you do the rest of the afternoon?"

      Mathias sighed demonstratively. "Do I have to tell you everything again?"

      "Yes, please."

      "Okay then. Nikolaj and I went over to the supermarket for a cola, then we came home to my place. Mom was in Århus for some reason, and we grabbed something to eat from the refrigerator and went into my room."

      He spat out the sentences rapidly to emphasize that they’d already heard this.

      "And what did you do in your room?"

      "We played World of Warcraft. On the net."

      "You didn’t say anything about that before," Trokic said.

      "No, I couldn’t see why it was so important. But that’s what we did."

      The social worker looked up from his notebook and pulled his glasses down on his nose.

      "Did you talk to anyone on the net? Anyone who might be able to confirm you were there? It might help you."

      Mathias picked at the edge of the table. "I really can’t remember. Maybe Nikolaj can." He looked back and forth between the two of them, checking to see their reaction.

      "What about your brother and sister? Were they home, did they see you?"

      "No. Frederick was with Thomas, a friend of his. I asked him about that later. And I don’t know where Julie was. I’m not her babysitter, not anymore."

      "So, you were in there all afternoon?"

      "Yeah, until about five. Nikolaj went home, and I watched TV until Frederick came home about five-thirty. He got his clothes dirty over at Thomas’s, so we stuck them in the washing machine and started it up. We didn’t want Mom to get pissed. When we were done with that, Lukas’s mom knocked on the door and wanted us to help look for him. She was super worried; it’s like she was begging us, so we couldn’t say no."

      "Did you help look for him all evening?"

      "Yeah, and Mom came home too sometime. I can’t remember when. We took a break and came back and ate some pizza from the freezer."

      "Okay, fine, but if we go back to the time between two forty-five and five, Nikolaj is the only person who can confirm where you were, right?" Trokic said.

      Mathias shrugged and plopped back in his seat.

      Trokic sat for a moment, thinking about what the boy had told him. His explanation was the same as last time, just put in a bit of a different way. Very common when people explained things twice.

      "What about last Monday between eleven and twelve p.m. Where were you then?"

      "Why?"

      "Because an elderly lady was burned to death in that time period."

      "I was in bed asleep. You can ask my mom."

      "I’m not so sure that’s going to be good enough. Theoretically, you could have snuck out after you went to bed. I’m assuming she didn’t watch over you all night?"

      He shook his head. His shoulders sunk a bit, and Trokic leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his neck. It was getting hot in the room, and he regretted putting on his heavy dark blue sweater that morning.

      The teenage boy swallowed hard, and his eyes darted around. He sat on his hands as if he was trying to stop them from shaking.

      Trokic was considering how to approach the issue of the phone clips on the net with the boy when Jasper opened the door and stuck his head inside. "Can I have a word with you?"

      Trokic stood up and sent his detective a sharp look. Jasper was very aware that he didn’t tolerate being disturbed during a questioning. He shut off the recording. "I’m assuming it’s important?"

      "Yes."

      He pulled him out into the hallway. "We got a search warrant for the boy’s room…"

      Trokic listened intently while he filled up his thermos.
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      Detective Jacob Hviid sat with Gabriel Jensen in an interrogation room close to Trokic’s office. Earlier, when Jensen opened his door and saw the police were back, his face had fallen, and he’d quietly followed them to the car outside. Without his walker.

      Jacob sensed that Jensen knew what was going to happen. He looked white as a sheet, and his gray eyes fluttered around the room.

      "You’re not using your walker?" Jacob said.

      "No," Jensen mumbled. "I don’t need it anymore."

      "If I’m understanding certain witnesses correctly, you haven’t needed it for some time. You’ve been seen shopping in Brugsen and other places. And not only that, on January fourth at about three-thirty, a woman in Mårslet saw Lukas Mørk get into a car on Hørretvej that looks like the one in your garage."

      Jensen’s face showed no emotion as he stared into space for several moments. "I took him with me," he finally said. He exhaled as if he’d been holding his breath several hours.

      "Let’s take it from the beginning," Jacob said, trying to suppress his excitement. Was this it, a confession? The explanation they’d been waiting for? He barely dared breathe; the last thing in the world he wanted to do was to break Jensen’s chain of thought.

      "I was driving by, and I saw him there on the side of the road. He looked so little, and it was freezing, but he was dressed warmly. So I pulled over and opened my passenger door. Asked him if he wanted to come home with me, see the two new insects in my collection. First, he said he didn’t want to; he had to get home. So I said, ‘C’mon, it won’t take long.’ And he hopped in the car."

      "Just like that? You expect me to believe he hopped in a car with a complete stranger, just to see a couple of insects?"

      "I wasn’t no stranger. He’s been at my place lots of times before. So he could follow along with the collection. Sometimes, we watched a movie too. But that was only when his parents thought he was with one of his school friends."

      "So, you’re saying you knew each other. How long have you had this…relationship?"

      "About a year. I met him in the field over behind my house; he was out collecting insects. He was real good at it."

      Jensen sounded enthused. "He knew the difference between the different species. So I invited him in to look at my collection. Not many people have seen it; it’s a damn nice one, you got to admit–"

      "So, while he was there, you took the opportunity to feel around on him, right?" Jacob could hardly hide his disgust.

      "No, sirree, I’ve never touched any kids. I just like them."

      "But they turn you on?"

      Jensen lowered his eyes without answering.

      "So, last Thursday when you picked him up, where did you take him? Your place? Did you torture him with fire?"

      Jensen sounded horrified. "No, no, oh, no, I didn’t do a thing to him. We drove to my place, and he had a cola. I drank a beer. And we had a look at the beetles I collected last fall, and we talked about them. He seemed to lose track of time; he asked if we could watch a movie, but I didn’t dare. I was taking a big chance already, and his folks were waiting for him. So I drove him back close to where I picked him up and dumped him off there. That’s the last I saw of him."

      Jacob leaned back and thought about what he’d just heard. "How long did all that take?"

      "I don’t know. A half hour, maybe. No, probably more like an hour."

      Jacob thought about the image from the bakery’s surveillance camera. If Jensen was telling the truth, it might fit with Lukas walking by. The time would be about right. But who was the other person in the picture?

      "You didn’t change your mind and follow Lukas after you let him out of the car?"

      "No, no. I drove back home. That was the last I had to do with him until I heard the news the next day. Then I got scared."

      "Scared? Why?"

      "Of you finding out he’d been with me. I know how you cops are; you’re always thinking the worst in people."

      "And that’s why you pulled that little stunt with the walker on us?"

      He nodded and wiped off a shiny stripe of drool from his chin. Jacob knew he couldn’t let him go. If Jensen was guilty, he couldn’t have him out on the street.

      "I’m really thirsty," Jensen said. "Thirsty as hell. I need a beer."

      "It’s going to be a while before you drink a beer again."

      Jacob looked at his watch. "It’s 11:42 p.m. You’re under arrest for the murder of Lukas Mørk."
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      Trokic returned to his office and presented the new information to Mathias. "All right, listen. Two of our men searched your room an hour ago and found a cell phone under your bed. Can you explain what you use it for?"

      The teenager turned red and looked down at the table. His arms were crossed, and he was hugging himself tightly as if his body couldn’t hold itself in. The sweltering room stunk of sweat. His teeth were clenched; obviously, he wasn’t going to answer.

      "We found a few clips on it. But that wasn’t really a surprise; we’ve also found your clips on videoglobe.net. Would you like to tell us a little bit about them?" Trokic leaned forward in his chair to establish eye contact with the boy, but it didn’t work.

      "I didn’t kill Lukas if that’s what you’re thinking. Why would I do that?"

      "We’re just trying to get a clear picture about those clips. And, personally, I’d like to understand why people do this. What makes you want to hit someone and film it? I can’t find the motivation for that. Anger I can understand, how that could end up with hurting strangers. Getting rid of your aggressions that way. But is that it? Or is it for the recognition?"

      "I didn’t kill him. That’s all I have to say."

      Trokic bit his lip. He wasn’t going to get an answer. And there was something in the boy’s eyes that didn’t fit with what he was expecting. It was as if he’d opened the boy up and touched something dirty, depraved. He also sensed the boy’s anxiety. Was he scared about the sentence he’d likely receive for hitting the other kids? Or was it something else?

      He took a different tack, along the lines of the next thing they’d found during the search. "Do you take any kind of drugs?"

      After a moment’s pause, Mathias said, "I smoke some pot a few times a week."

      "Which you buy from Poker Johnny?"

      "Yeah."

      "Anything else?"

      "That’s it. I don’t take ecstasy and all that crap if that’s what you mean."

      "No mushrooms, no psychedelics?" Trokic said.

      "No. I don’t even think any of that goes on in Mårslet unless somebody picks the wrong mushrooms in the woods and eats them."

      "Okay. Your teacher says you’ve had serious problems in and outside school. Fighting, that sort of thing. He also says it’s gotten worse this past year. You’ve been skipping school a lot. And flipping out when you are in school. What do you say to that?"

      "They’re a bunch of idiots. I’m sick of school."

      "What do you do when you skip school?"

      "I play computer games."

      "How does your mother feel about that?"

      "She doesn’t know. I keep my window open, and I get in that way. And even if she did find out, she wouldn’t give a damn."

      Trokic fiddled with his pen while he thought about his next move. They had enough to arrest the boy and charge him with assault, but he wanted to get as many details as possible. "You like playing with fire?"

      Mathias’s eyes narrowed, and he made a face. "I hate fire."

      Out of the corner of his eye, Trokic caught Lisa’s warning glance. Someone knocked on the door again, and Jasper stuck his head in. He pulled Trokic aside and closed the office door.

      "They found something else. And it’s worse. Much, much worse."
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      It was the first thing Sidsel noticed when she stepped out into the sunroom that morning. Tracks out in the yard again. Like gray shadows marking the snow that glittered in the intense winter sun. At once, she set down her cup and thermos with coffee and peered out the window. The tracks disappeared around the house. They looked deep like before but clearer, more pronounced. She noticed the snow was beginning to thaw.

      

      She strode out into the hall and put on her boots, coat, and scarf. When she stepped outside, the cold wind blew the swirling icy particles up her nose and onto her face, where they melted. She followed the tracks along the side of the house and into the backyard. It looked as if the person had circled a spot under the ivy next to the living room window, then had backtracked. Sidsel stopped at the ivy and looked up at the house, the brown walls towering above her. Then she studied where the boots had tromped down the snow. Through the melting layer of snow on top, she glimpsed something dark, and she brushed the snow away with her glove to reveal a large metal ring, black but rusty with age. She kicked mounds of heavy, wet snow aside. The ring was screwed onto a wooden door, a hatch.

      After a moment, she decided it must be another way to get down to the basement. She’d just been down there; this must be the larder that Mette already had filled up with pickled rosehip and ginger, elderberry juice, dried herbs from the garden, and a freezer with a quarter of a beef. Where Søren was building a small wine cellar with shelves for each country.

      She sighed in resignation and let go of the cold, heavy metal ring. She walked back along the house, but when she reached the corner, she suddenly realized it couldn’t be right; the hatch was on the south side of the house, while the basement under the kitchen was at the other end. Besides, she hadn’t noticed any other entrance down there. Uneasy now, she walked back to the hatch and pulled up on the metal ring. There was still too much heavy snow on top to lift it more than a crack, so she scraped more off and opened it partway.

      The stink of mildew, urine, and something else–wet coal?–exploded in her face, and she gasped for air. She peered into the murk; seven small steps led down into what looked like an abandoned cellar, dingy and moldy, with whitewashed walls. She hesitated. Maybe she should just leave the cellar to itself and go back inside for a nice soothing cup of hot valerian tea. Later, she could ask Mette what was down there. Or maybe the snow would melt so the hatch could easily be lifted all the way up. It was just that her explorer instinct was awake now. She looked around in vain for a light switch on the filthy walls. The cave looked dark and uninviting, to say the least.

      She was about to give up the whole enterprise when she remembered the small flashlight she’d used the last time she’d gone out for firewood. Without removing her gloves, she fumbled around in her pocket and brought it out. The light was weak and bluish, but it was just enough. She checked out the walls; luckily, there didn’t seem to be any cobwebs.

      Finally, she started down, shining the light carefully on each step and supporting herself with a hand on the cold brick wall. A few of the steps were covered with some sort of thread that she kicked off. Was it fishing line?

      She reached the floor and looked around. The room was about three by four meters, empty except for a few old things. A loom with a wooden bench, an old trunk, and a bicycle that looked like some relic from the fifties. Something had definitely been burned down there, and in one corner, she noticed what was left of a small fire. Who would start a fire in a cellar? Crazy. Then she saw it among the coals and small half-charred pieces of wood. Sidsel froze. The ladybug on the flap of the schoolbag stared back at her in the dim light. Off to the side lay a cell phone on shreds of a blanket.

      Something banged from behind and startled her, and immediately the light above disappeared. It took her a split second to realize what had happened. She turned and looked up; the small cellar door had slammed shut.

      

      Sidsel’s heart raced as she stared at the steps. How was it possible? The hatch was heavy, and she’d needed every ounce of her strength to open it. Then she stared at the school bag. The young boy, Lukas, had been down here. The boy who had been murdered. Her throat tightened–had someone shut the hatch; were they standing outside? She climbed up and listened intently, but it was total silence outside. With both hands, she pushed up against the hatch, and it opened a crack, just enough for the wind to whistle through. But no more. She couldn’t hold it.

      A few seconds later, it hit her how deadly serious the situation was. Not only was she trapped, but for now no one would miss her. And even if they did, this would definitely not be the first place they looked for her. And even worse. What if the boy had been killed here, and someone outside for some reason was holding her captive? Because she’d discovered this place. And he needed his phone, maybe? The phone there in the cellar underneath all the snow. Which had been ringing, she realized that now–and she thought she’d been going crazy! Desperately, she ran over to the phone and tried to turn it on, again and again, but the humidity and cold had been too much for the battery. She threw it back on the floor.

      

      A loud thump from above startled her. She swallowed; someone had just stepped on the hatch. Definitely. The cellar was full of evidence–the schoolbag, fishing line, maybe even fingerprints. He must be desperate to clean it all up. She looked all around for something she could use as a weapon if it came to that, but there was nothing.

      Something smelled. She raised her face and sniffed. An unusual odor. For a moment, she was confused as it spread and made her nauseous, nervous. Then she noticed the liquid dripping from one edge of the hatch, down onto the steps. The wooden steps. Now she recognized the odor. Gasoline.
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      Mårslet was breaking free of winter. The ice in the streets and lawns was receding. Here and there a blackbird trilled a few notes, and cars and bicycles ventured out again.

      He stared at Skellegården’s renovated stable and thought about the secrets it held. During the search of the house, Trokic’s colleagues had found a gateway to darkness. But would they also find the answer they were looking for?

      

      "How can you bear to do this sort of thing?" Jasper asked the teacher, as two officers handcuffed her and led her out to the waiting squad car.

      Jonna Riise’s mouth formed a superior smile, though her face was quivering from the rage inside her. "One day, I decided to rid myself of the unnecessary concept of morality. It’s an annoying creation of society."

      The woman kept twisting around between the two officers, so much so that her blouse came unbuttoned. A scar that looked like a landscape of stain over her thin breasts revealed itself in the cold winter air.

      "Jesus Christ," Taurup said. "And a teacher, no less."

      Trokic ignored the woman and entered the house with Jasper on his heels. It felt colder than the last time he’d been there, likely due to the open window looking out on the yard. The officer in charge of the search, Morten Lind, met them.

      "Just happened to find this," he said. He didn’t look happy about his discovery. Trokic swallowed hard when he looked at the long coffee table.

      "We found the photos in a box in the attic closet. We were only going to search the boy’s room, but we noticed the closet and figured we ought to take a look at it too. The warrant only mentions his room, but we decided the closet was part of it. The photos are of her own children." He looked like he was about to throw up. Lind had only been in the department a short time, and Trokic doubted he’d ever been exposed to photos like these. And there were several piles of them. The children were naked. Tied to chairs, radiators, hanging from the ceiling.

      "Right now, she’s been charged with possession of child pornography," Lind said. "And we haven’t even opened her computer yet. Kornelius is going to be plenty busy."

      A minute later, Trokic had seen more than enough. A wave of nausea hit him; he gagged at the thought of what had gone on there. He glanced at the grandfather clock still ticking away. The things it had seen. It all felt anachronistic, a reality that should have stuck to its own time. Back thirty-four years ago, when Eigil Riise had preferred death to what his parents were doing to him. Now he was sure that the photos Lisa had shown him came from here. Why had Jonna gone down the same path as her parents? One thing Trokic had learned during his time as a cop: genuine evil like what he saw here, like what Lukas had met, grew in very few places. Had he found the killer? Had she strangled and burned Lukas?

      

      Except for the three police officers, the apartment was empty. The kids’ bedroom doors stood open, and Trokic peeked into the room of the youngest boy, Frederick. It was small, filled mostly with role-play toys. Half of the shelf was filled with painted figures. A man he’d once questioned who took a special interest in these things had said this was an expensive hobby that required a lot of time and effort.

      His phone rang. Agersund sounded oddly disappointed. "We got the photo back from England. The one from the bakery."

      "And?"

      "It wasn’t what I was expecting."

      "What do you mean?"

      "It’s not a man. We were wrong; the photo was simply too blurry."

      "So, who is it?"

      "It’s a boy."

      Neither of them spoke. Trokic looked around the room and suddenly felt a chill as the pieces began falling into place. His eyes stopped at a sliver of yellow material sticking out of the closet. Something about the color seemed familiar. The world stood still a second, then he rushed over and opened the door. A long yellow scarf fell off the top shelf, and in his mind’s eye, he saw Torben Bach at Forensics plucking out a fiber with tweezers. A thought too horribly far out for his mind to reach before now suddenly appeared.

      "I’ll call you back," he mumbled. He hung up.

      In the sequence of events Mathias had described, Frederick had been with Thomas. Frederick was always with Thomas. He looked over at the boy’s computer on a small table in one corner. It tugged at him like a magnet. He leaned down and turned it on, and a moment later the Windows icon appeared along with the password box. He cursed under his breath, then he turned and hurried out.

      

      "Frederick is with a boy named Thomas," Lind said. "Jonna Riise mentioned that before we took her away."

      Trokic absentmindedly massaged his shoulder with one hand. The muscle was hard as a rock. And it was freezing cold in the room. "He’s probably a classmate. Do we know his last name, did she say?"

      Lind hesitated, afraid he’d made a terrible mistake. "No, she didn’t. But I saw a class list stuck on the refrigerator."

      Trokic and Jasper followed him out into the kitchen, where he pulled off the sheet of paper. "Take a look."

      Trokic glanced down the list. "How old is this? I don’t see any Thomas."

      "That’s strange; it’s from this year. Maybe he’s not a classmate?"

      Trokic pulled out his phone and called the first name on the list. Line, the class teacher. After being put through to a different number a few times, he finally got hold of her and explained what he was looking for. She hesitated a few moments, then said, "We don’t have a Thomas in the class any longer. He left two years ago. His family moved to Kolding because his father got a job at an attorney’s office there, so it can’t be him you’re looking for."

      "What about the parallel class?"

      "There’s no Thomas there either. It isn’t a common name for boys his age, and I don’t think there are any Thomases in the other grades either."

      "Thanks for your help."

      No Thomas. He hung up and stared into thin air. He’d just realized something that made his head feel as if he’d been sucked into a whirlpool.

      

      Back in the room, Trokic looked around again. He opened the closet and lifted up all the stacks of clothes, opened the Monopoly box, checked the racing car cards and the roller skates on the bottom shelf. He looked under the bed, under the sheets, the pillowcase, the curtains in the window. Finally, he pulled all the books out of the shelves and looked behind them. He was about to give up when he noticed the schoolbag on the chair in front of the desk. He pulled out several tattered covered schoolbooks and leafed through them. Nothing. Then he noticed the thin folder. A sketchbook covered with soft leather. It was a bit conspicuous, though it didn’t exactly seem out of place. When he opened the folder, dozens of sheets of paper slipped out onto the floor. Drawings of every sort of subject imaginable. Pictures that told a story. Trokic had a very bad feeling as he picked the first one up.
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      The drawing had caught his eye among all the cars, monsters, dragons, soldiers, etc. The sharp lines made the hairs on his arms stand up. It was surprisingly well-done, a pencil drawing of a small person walking along a field or open area. A gigantic school bag with the imprint of a ladybug hung on his back. The insect had seven dots, circles not filled in all the way, and six thin legs. In the background were trees and something that looked like a stream; further away stood a long building with several windows. It looked like a school. The details were scarce, but the drawing told a story; that much was clear. Farthest away stood a house under a black sky that Trokic thought he recognized: Muspelheim, the name of the house where Sidsel was staying. It seemed to have about the right number of windows, and one of the trees on the south side of the house had also been drawn. Snow crystals fell down from a single cloud in the sky.

      He sat down on the bed and searched through the other drawings on the floor. Several cars: Mercedes, Maserati, BMW. A farmhouse with a horse. A motorcycle. Finally, he picked up a drawing he wasn’t sure he wanted to see, but he studied it under a light. A house, primitively

      sketched, the only colored drawing. In the middle of a square box beneath the house, obviously the basement, an orange-yellow fire seemed to blaze up out of the paper. It stood out among all the black strokes. A boy beside the fire cried enormous tears out big, frightening holes–eyes. His mouth was a small gray line, and his stick arms reached out toward the flames; the schoolbag, again drawn with seven dots, was in the fire. A line of ants marched at the bottom of the picture as if the tears had fallen to the ground and come to life. At the paper’s edge lay an animal, probably meant to look dead. Trokic squinted to make sense out of the lines. Then he remembered something the aide at the club had told him about. The dead rabbit.

      He focused, concentrated, ran all this information through his brain as fast as he could. Was this some sort of cellar in Muspelheim? If so, they’d overlooked it. Though if the entrance was outside, it might be covered with snow. It had begun snowing after Lukas disappeared.

      

      Trokic laid the drawings on the table. The winter cold had seeped all the way into his bones.

      Could Lukas have followed the older boy? Maybe out of curiosity, or maybe as part of a game? He might even have discovered what was going on, gone down into the cellar, and then something went terribly wrong. A fight? Somehow, Lukas managed to escape. But by then it had already gone too far for Frederick. Lukas would have run straight home, screaming and crying, and even if he’d been warned to keep his mouth shut or else, the burn marks made it clear. Only the final silence could prevent that.

      

      Trokic sat for a moment and let this grim scenario sink in. He had to speak to Frederick. Then he began thinking again about Muspelheim, and suddenly he felt weak. The cellar was under the house, and the entrance must be outside and covered with snow. Sidsel didn’t know what was in there. He grabbed his phone and called her, letting it ring three times, the entire ringtone, before giving up. Then another thought came to him: if Frederick came back, he would know they’d found the drawings because Trokic had had to take them as possible crucial evidence.

      "We need to have a talk with Frederick," he said to Lind. "I’ll have someone look for him. And detain him if he shows up here. Another thing, there’s a yellow scarf in his room. It needs to be bagged and sealed."

      Out in the car, he said to Jasper, "Call the dispatcher, have him send a few officers out to look for a boy with Frederick’s description. And when they find him, detain him."

      "What about us? Are we staying here too?"

      "No, Morten stays. We’re going out to have a look at a cellar."
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      Sidsel was close to panicking. The gas fumes nauseated her; she held her collar up to her mouth to keep from vomiting. And she was horribly aware that the person above was about to set the house on fire to get rid of all the evidence. And to kill her. She was trapped, no way out, and her scream stuck halfway up her throat.

      Then it started. The fire raced down the small railing and at once began consuming the rotten wood. A few seconds later, it was attacking the steps. Next came the smoke. She strained to remember everything she’d learned in her first aid course about smoke inhalation injury or inner suffocation, actually, carbon dioxide blocking off oxygen. Her collar might protect her against the steam and burning embers, but it couldn’t do anything about the poisonous gases. The best thing to do was to stay close to the ground. The only way out, however, was above her.

      Instead, she hurried over to the farthest corner of the cellar. Some of the smoke was drawn upwards and out the cracks around the hatch. Was this really going to end with her meaningless death in a strange cellar? For a split second, she saw her life from a distance, and she felt impoverished as never before. She’d seen much of the world and experienced more than most, and yet in many ways her life had been emotionally barren, passionless.

      Suddenly, she recalled Annie Wolters’ burned face, her singed eyelids and charred skin, and she shivered. Moments later, she heard a noise far away, a murmuring just above the fire’s rumbling. Was it an engine, getting closer? Could someone spot the smoke from outside? Now she felt the heat from the fire. The sound of the car vanished. Did it stop, or did it drive by?
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            Chapter Fifty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The muffler took a beating as he flew over the bumps on the first stretch of Bedervej. In his mind’s eye, Trokic saw Sidsel’s open, friendly face. Worry gnawed at him; he hated the thought of her in such a dangerous place. The street stretched out endlessly in front of him.

      "But what about Annie Wolters?" Jasper said. Belatedly, he fastened his seat belt after another brutal bump. "How does all this fit?"

      "You had the feeling she was lying when you questioned her, right?"

      "Yeah. Just a quick something, how she looked away. The tone of her voice. She must’ve seen Frederick at the creek that day. Maybe she told him later on. If she’d only told us back then."

      They both noticed the thin, swirling column of smoke on the horizon. It looked as if it might be at the house. Jasper echoed Trokic’s thoughts.

      "Oh, my God, something’s burning! This isn’t good, Daniel; I just hope we’re not too late."

      "Call the dispatcher; we need the fire department."

      Trokic drove as fast as the weather permitted, or faster–he felt the car’s tires losing traction on stretches of melting ice. Finally, they pulled up at the hedge in front of the house. His heart shot into overdrive when he glimpsed the shadow of someone crossing the yard. On a sudden impulse, he grabbed the folder with the drawings. The story was starting to fall apart, and it threatened to take more victims with it.
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            Chapter Fifty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The boy watched the blue and white car brake hard, slide a few feet on the ice, and come to a halt in front of the brown house. His heart froze when two officers jumped out of the car on the other side of the hedge. For the first time, he felt the cold from the snowdrifts around him; somehow, they’d discovered what was going on. He glanced over at the now-visible entrance to the cellar where the long-haired woman was trapped. She’d stopped her long, shrill screaming, and for the last two minutes, it had been quiet except for the cold, totally beautiful roar of the fire that had taken hold of the old wood.

      A wave of rage passed through Frederick. He hadn’t meant to kill Lukas. But the pushy little creep had snuck after him. Snooped into his things again. Earlier, Lukas had almost seen him set the scooter on fire. He’d given the kid a warning by killing that stupid looking long-haired pet at the club, which he’d actually enjoyed doing, but the kid didn’t get it. Finally, the kid managed to trail him to the deserted house Frederick had picked out. His first house. What he’d been fantasizing about for months. Lukas had surprised him in the middle of the most magical moment when the fire started. When the flames flickered, and finally there was peace. When the screams he felt inside him died down, and everything turned perfectly silent.

      And in that moment of violent rage, his inner world blinding white, the voices shrill in his head, he’d grabbed Lucas and thrown him down on the cellar floor. Up to then, he’d had a way out, he could have stopped, but the boy lost his balance. If only he hadn’t hit the ground exactly where he did. When the boy screamed and reached for him with his burned fingers, he panicked. And when Lukas ran out of the cellar, Frederick realized it was all over, that all was lost. The voices had taken over. The boy had to be stopped.

      

      The two officers froze when they saw him, the whole world froze, as he tried to anticipate their next move. Would they shoot him? A flash of scorn bubbled up inside; no way they would shoot a minor, that was almost ridiculous. A child. For a second, he even considered just standing there; he could say he’d been walking by, and really, what did they have on him?

      He noticed the folder in the cop’s hand. It looked familiar, like the one he’d last seen…where? He remembered: in his school bag. Could they have found it? He spotted the bookstore’s small sticker on the folder, and he understood. The black-haired cop in the big leather coat he’d seen at the house several times held something that belonged to him. His drawings. At once his world, everything that held his life together, began crumbling like a house of cards. And behind it all, he saw what was waiting. An inner landscape where everything was burned to ashes from years of helplessness, where only the most horrible, unbearable, painful emptiness ruled. And the voices. Evil tongues from years of abuse began booming out somewhere in his consciousness. Voices from when he had been locked in the closet.

      His scream caught in his throat as he grabbed the gas container’s light plastic handle with both hands. Four liters or so of gas was left that he’d stolen from nearby cars and lugged up to the shed. The moment the two officers began running, he turned and headed for the fields behind the house. For the creek.

      "Jasper, open the cellar door!" the black-haired cop yelled, then: "Police! Stop!"

      The cold creek across the field was in Frederick’s sight now, and he heard Lukas’s muffled screams, saw the sharp fishing line, his moss-colored eyes bulging out of their sockets, arms flailing in the air.

      He stopped. The gas container was slowing him down, but suddenly he realized why he’d brought it. He stared back at the cop, who had rounded the corner of the house and was running toward him. The cop seemed to hesitate as if he’d guessed Frederick’s intentions.

      "Stop!" He held his arm out in front of him.

      Frederick smiled. He knew what he had to do. He lifted the gasoline up and poured it over his head. The cold, stinking liquid ran onto his hair, his face, and his coat, and though it stunned him, he felt right somehow. As if he belonged. The fumes stung his eyes and nose, and he was close to throwing up. Somewhere in his vision, he saw the cop’s startled face, his mouth opening and closing as he realized what was happening. Frederick found his lighter in his pocket, and for one last nauseating second before lighting himself and watching the world around him disappear, the sense of power was back in all its majestic might. They would never learn the whole truth.
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            Chapter Fifty-Eight

          

          Friday, January 12

        

      

    

    
      Outside the district hospital’s spacious windows, the world was clean. In keeping with the season’s unpredictability, two days of rain had washed the mountains of dirty snow away and overloaded the city’s drainage system with a massive flood of water. In the bed closest to the door, Sidsel smiled faintly at her visitor. Trokic dragged a chair from the wall over to the bed and sat down.

      "Are they treating you okay?"

      "Yes. But all I have to read are women’s magazines. I asked them about getting someone to bring my thesis in, but they wouldn’t even talk about it."

      The comforter on the empty bed beside her had been thrown to the side.

      "But I’m taking care of myself." She nodded over at the other bed. "My neighbor inhaled a poisonous gas at work; it burned away some of her windpipe. But now she’s out smoking. Isn’t that incredible? They offered her nicotine patches, but she’d rather smoke cigarettes, even though it must be excruciating."

      "I’m sorry we didn’t discover the cellar the first time we searched the place. You wouldn’t be in here if we had."

      "Don’t worry about it. They’re releasing me tomorrow. And I think I’ll stay home to write my thesis instead of going back to Mårslet. How’s Frederick Riise?"

      "He’s been transferred to the National Hospital’s burn center, but the last thing I heard was that his condition is stable. He’ll survive, and there’s a chance he’ll get off with only superficial markings from his little stunt."

      "I read in the paper that you tossed him into the creek?"

      "Yes, after I threw my coat over him and smothered the fire. But the cold creek water is probably why it wasn’t worse than it was."

      "So, what’s going to happen to him?"

      "The social services will take over because of his age. They’ll make an assessment of what steps to take. My guess is he’ll get psychiatric treatment, along with whatever they do to change behavior. And, of course, he’ll be removed from his home."

      "What about his mother?"

      "She’s in custody. She shouldn’t be making any plans for a while. According to the national IT center, there’s enough material on her computer to put her away for a very long time."

      Sidsel shook her head; she could hardly believe all that had happened. "The things those children were put through, the horrible humiliation and shame."

      "The oldest son, Mathias, broke down when we confronted him with it. He said it had been going on for several years. An extensive abuse of all three kids. A man stopped by regularly; she sold the photos on the net. The same way her parents sold pictures of her when she was a kid. They’re all damaged by it, but Mathias says that Frederick was always the most sensitive."

      They sat a few moments in silence. Trokic could still see the shock on the faces of his colleagues when he told them, how their expressions turned from alarm to disbelief. The level of depravity in someone so young was astonishing. But Trokic had glimpsed the boy’s helplessness, the vast emptiness and pain, and he had understood how it could happen. Later, he’d told Lukas’s parents, and he saw it wasn’t the answer they wanted to hear. It was a difficult answer, a new crime unfolding before them. Suddenly, they were part of a broader tragedy. More tears flowed, but they slowly began to come to grips with it all. The town would lick its wounds too; it would move on, but questions would remain. For instance, he would never find out if Lukas really had fallen on the stone steps in front of the house. Maybe it wasn’t so important any longer.

      "Would you like to have dinner sometime when I get out of here?" Sidsel said. "After everything has settled down."

      Trokic studied her pale face as he felt around for a spark of interest. It should be there inside him somewhere, for she was definitely an interesting woman. It was just that things always seemed to get in the way. She was part of Lukas’s story now; the terror of the fire would always be with her. And he needed some distance, time to prepare himself for whatever came next. Or maybe he’d spend some time looking into the tip about Sinka in Serbia. Or maybe he was just looking for excuses again.

      He knew he’d waited too long, which was an answer in itself. "Could I get a rain check on that?"

      She looked up at the ceiling a few moments then smiled. "I don’t know. What’s wrong with going for it now?"

      Trokic looked out the window. The city looked scrubbed down, the rainbow of colors beaming off the roofs again. Dry weather, clear, the temperature up to a more comfortable five degrees C. He stood up and pushed his chair back where it belonged.

      "Yeah…maybe another time."

      He turned and walked out.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for purchasing Frost and Ashes. I hope you enjoyed it.  

      

      This book is a reflection of my worst nightmare. When I started writing this book, my daughter, Cecilie, was eight years old, and as any parent, I was always worried that something bad would happen to her. One day, we passed a small frozen lake close to our house, and Cecilie said, “What if there’s a dead boy lying underneath the ice?” Her comment got my imagination going, and what you just read is the result of that.

      

      The research for this book was rather gruesome. I interviewed a Danish police officer, Lars Underbjerg, who had worked with the FBI in the hunt for online predators, and he helped me get all the details right. I was and still am grateful that we have people who dedicate their lives to this immensely tough work. If you want to know just how amazing these people are, I recommend the book One Child at a Time: Inside the Police Hunt to Rescue Children from Online Predators by Julian Sher.

      

      The picture on the cover of the book was taken by me this winter. It’s a lake close to where I live and not that far from the village of Mårslet. The weather that day was exactly what it was like when I wrote Frost and Ashes.

      

      You can see other pictures from my beautiful neighborhood on my Instagram profile. https://www.instagram.com/ingerwolf/

      

      Thank you for all your support. Don’t forget to leave a review; it means the world to me.

      

      Take care,

      Inger
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      Inger Wolf is an International Bestselling Danish mystery and thriller writer.

      Her first mystery novel, Dark Summer, for which she was awarded the Danish Crime Academy's debut prize, was published in 2006. Since then, her bestselling books have been translated into several languages.

      She loves to travel and get inspiration to her books from all over the world, but lives in the outskirts of the town of Aarhus, the second largest city in Denmark, close to the forest and the sea. In this beautiful place, she got a degree in English and worked as a translator for many years.

      Today, Inger Wolf works as a full-time author. The household also includes a dog called Harry Hole, named after one of her favorite detectives, and a cat called Mis (Kitty).

      

      
        
        Connect with me here:

        www.ingerwolf.com/us

        contact@ingerwolf.com

      

        

      
        To be the first to hear about new releases and bargains from Inger Wolf. Sign up to be on the VIP list below.

        I promise not to share your email with anyone else, and I won't clutter your inbox.

        - Sign up to be on the VIP list -
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          [image: Thrilling Scandinavian mystery           From an international best-selling author           Anchorage, Alaska: A prominent Danish volcano scientist, Asger Vad and his wife and son, are found shot on the outskirts of the city.           The killer has placed the victims around a table on which there is a doll house with four small dolls and a pile of volcano ashes. However, one person is missing at the table.           The Family’s 11-year-old daughter has disappeared from the house, and a massive search starts. Has she run away, or did the killer take her? Also, what secrets do the family keep?           Inspector Daniel Trokic is sent to Alaska to participate in the investigation. He teams up with the half native detective Angie Johnson, and their hunt for an insane killer and the missing daughter begins.           Grab a copy today.]
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      Asger Vad woke up because he wanted an apple. He lay quietly under his comforter for a while, listening to his wife's shallow breathing. Why an apple? Not the most filling of foods, to say the least. And did he really feel like getting out of bed? But suddenly it was very important to get something to eat.

      At least that's what he thought because when he finally got up and went downstairs, he heard Zenna growling softly in her laundry room basket. Maybe that was what woke him up. He stopped for a moment and listened, but since there was no other sound, he headed for the kitchen and the basket of fruit on the kitchen counter. The snow swirled in large flakes outside the window; the streetlight threw fluttery shadows around the chairs and table. Winter had dug in and Asger Vad had no problems with that. If you don't like a little snow, don't live in a subarctic climate.

      His stomach suddenly cramped up painfully at the thought of the message he'd received the day before. How could he have forgotten it? It was as if sleep and a blanket of sheer darkness had shooed reality away for a moment, and an apple had become important. As if his unconscious had put his brain on standby, in a sort of survival mode where it didn't need to deal with the big questions in life. Before long, everything would change, his life would be in ruins. There was nothing to do about it. He felt powerless, angry. Terribly angry. Suddenly, he wasn't sure he wanted the apple. Or anything at all.

      His heart heavy now, he walked around the corner to the kitchen and stopped abruptly. Something lay on the kitchen table; he could just make out its form in the darkness. Something square and solid. His right hand felt around on the wall for the light switch, and a moment later the room was brightly lit.

      It was a dollhouse. He squinted at the unexpected sight. It was big, made from some sort of dark hardwood, varnished. And it looked expensive. Even at a distance, he could see it was of exceptional quality; someone had spent ages on every tiny detail. Asger Vad had never seen it before. It certainly hadn't been there when he made the rounds and locked all the doors before midnight. It was a gift for Marie, it must be. But why? Christmas wasn't on the horizon, and she'd just received an ungodly number of presents for her birthday. He frowned. In light of the circumstances and the brutal message from the day before, it was wrong, so wrong, to buy her this.

      He leaned over and peered through the open windows of the dollhouse. His heart began beating wildly at the sight of four dolls sitting around a dining table inside. Two adults, two children. A family. Well-dressed. And in the middle of the table, a tiny mound of ashes. He pulled back. Ashes? What was that all about? He heard Zenna breathing heavily in the washroom; the dog was getting old, and sometimes it sounded like a locomotive chugging. Tonight it was bad, though. Unusually bad.

      He stiffened. Something was moving in the shadows. Something that had nothing to do with the streetlight outside. Thoughts about unlocked doors raced through his head. Then the figure stepped out of the darkness, and Asger swallowed hard, his mouth dry as a bone; suddenly he felt weak, powerless. How had this man in front of him managed to get inside the house? Why hadn't Zenna barked? Something was horribly wrong.

      "What are you doing here?" His voice sounded much too shrill in his own ears.

      The man didn't answer. He smiled weakly and shook his head, as if he were apologizing. And suddenly, Asger knew who had placed the dollhouse on the table. And why.
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      Angie Johnson could still recall the volcanic ash scratching her throat. That was her first thought as she approached the house, the crime scene, in the murky morning darkness, the snow crackling under her feet. Several years ago, the ash had gathered in a threatening mushroom cloud above Mount Redoubt and drifted over Anchorage, falling on the town, spreading a black film over the snow outside. The sulfuric air irritated everyone's throat and eyes. The birds perched silently in the trees, all air traffic ground to a halt, and a great deal of the state's population sat glued to television screens, following what was happening. A gigantic river of mud had flowed down the mountain in the Drift River Valley in the direction of an oil terminal, and everyone held their breath while much of the six million gallons of oil was driven away as quickly as possible. They had breathed a sigh of relief when a dike prevented the rest from causing a still-greater natural catastrophe.

      That was the first time she'd seen the Danish volcanologist, Asger Vad. He had towered above everyone at the round table in the television studio, and his deep voice and gruff expression behind his round glasses had calmed the newscaster and the Alaskan population. The catastrophe had been avoided, the volcanic ash cloud would soon pass, the health hazard was practically non-existent, and air traffic would soon resume.

      Angie had believed him. Fifteen years as a researcher. Employed at the Anchorage Volcano Observatory. One of the world's foremost experts, it had been said. And the town was back to normal after weeks of volcanic bubbling. It wasn't easy being a neighbor to an entire chain of slumbering volcanoes.

      Now he was behind this door, inside his house. And not just him. His whole family was there, all of them dead. One of the two officers standing guard at the driveway, a stout man in his fifties, wiped the snow off his blank face and nodded at her. "I just don't know what to tell you." He pulled his hat further down over his ears. "You better take a deep breath. Did you hear about the dollhouse?"

      She shook her head. "No, what about it?"

      His eyes darted around and his voice sounded a bit shaky. "It's sitting there on the table. It's really sick."

      "I can handle it," she mumbled.

      She swallowed heavily, fastened a hair tie around her long black hair, and put on a hairnet and mask. It was in the lower 20s with a light wind; snow from two cars parked in the driveway swirled into her face. A short time earlier, while drinking her morning coffee, she'd been called in by Sergeant Mark Smith. He'd told her she would be heading up the investigation on this case, and she had a serious case of butterflies.

      The two-story wooden house was painted an off-white. Round bushes lined the wall in front of a small, snow-covered lawn, and someone had made an eyeless snowman that faced the street. The small front porch was made of dark-stained wood, and the two steps up to it creaked. The front door was halfway open, as it had been at four o’clock that morning when the neighbor was leaving for work. The family dog had been barking like crazy inside, too, so she had called 911. Six techs had been hard at it since then.

      Angie stomped the snow off her shoes on the mat in front of the door, then she slipped on a pair of shoe covers and gloves. She opened the door wide and walked inside the house, which was so cold that she could see her breath. It smelled of wood, food left over from the previous evening's meal, a hint of orange. And the ash. Harsh dust. It reminded her of the Mount Redoubt eruption. She thought of her people, the native legends of volcanoes. About eruptions that darkened the sky.

      The moment she stepped into the open kitchen, she saw the family. Despite the officer's warning, she froze and gasped for air.

      "Morning, Angie. Welcome to hell." The technician, Ian Brown, gave her a strained smile. "This is the main stage. We're almost finished inside, so enjoy the show."

      Angie's eyes darted around the table as she tried to absorb the many details. The three members of the family, the dollhouse, the ash. She felt the blood draining from her head at the horrifying sight. Asger Vad sat at the end of the dark table, his arms, elbows, and hands resting flat on it. His close-set, slightly somber eyes were now empty, staring straight in front of him. At her, she thought at first; the dead, piercing eyes and downturned mouth startled her. But, in fact, he was looking straight at what lay on the table. He had visible marks on his throat and wrists. And a bullet hole in the middle of his forehead. Ian followed her eyes.

      "There's gunpowder residue around the entrance wound," he said. "All three of them were shot at close range. A straightforward execution."

      The two other family members sat on each side of Asger. A woman in her mid-forties, wearing a red sweater, her hair set up in a bun. Two empty eyes above powdered high cheekbones, staring at the same thing as her husband. Her lipstick was smeared, which made her mouth look crooked, sneering.

      And the boy. Angie guessed he was about ten years old, a young copy of his father, with the same empty stare directed toward the middle of the table. She shook her head and swallowed. He was just a child.

      They all stared at the dollhouse. It was made of dark wood, with small, open windows and a white roof. Under normal circumstances, it would be considered beautiful; someone had taken great pains in building it. Now, though, it looked menacing.

      "It's like they're supposed to see it, don't you think?"

      She spun around. It was her boss, Mark Smith. His usual suit had been replaced by a pair of black pants and a green sweater, most likely the nearest clothes he could get his hands on that morning. He was a tall man, around fifty, and his easy-going presence immediately made her feel a bit better.

      "Take a look inside," he said.

      She leaned down and peered through one of the dollhouse's windows at a tiny table with four chairs; on each chair sat a doll of plastic and cloth. Two adults, two children. They were well-dressed, with big smiles, and big eyebrows drawn on their faces. A small, peaked mound of ashes lay on the table. A teaspoonful.

      "Christ," she mumbled. Quickly she raised up. "What's this supposed to mean? And there are four dolls, but only three people killed. How many were there in the family?"

      "That's another problem," her boss said, frowning. "I've been told that one of them is missing."

      Angie stared at him. "Missing? What do you mean?"

      "They had an eleven-year-old daughter. Marie. She should have been home. The neighbor saw her outside yesterday evening with her brother, building a snowman. She thinks she remembers they were outside until around dinnertime."

      Smith bit his lip and studied the scenario. "The question is, why isn't she here at the table? She's definitely not in the house. So, either she went to a friend's house for some unknown reason or else we're missing a body. Or he took her along with him. Which I really hope he didn't. This is enough. More than enough."

      Angie nodded and turned to the tech, who was packing his gear in a bag. "Ian, you said this is the main stage. What did you mean?"

      "Yeah, well, I meant that there's a backstage too." He blinked his eyes slowly. "It's upstairs, and it's not one goddamn bit pretty."
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      So, there was one missing. Had the daughter escaped, or was she in the hands of a totally insane killer? Angie didn't want to think that possibility through.

      "They weren't shot here, then?" She heard how dry her voice was.

      Smith shook his head and scratched his throat as best he could with gloves on. "No. It all happened upstairs. Come on, the techs are finished up there."

      They walked through the kitchen with the light, glass door cabinets and into the television room. Dark wooden floor, big windows. A large set of antlers hung on one wall, together with two abstract paintings and a photo of a mountain. A volcano, Redoubt, if she wasn't mistaken. At one end of the room were two black leather sofas and a coffee table, flanked by a row of large potted plants. A long bookshelf was filled with books, and a standing lamp in the corner was turned on. Had they still been awake when the killer broke in, or did he turn it on to arrange the family around the dining room table? The Vad family's home looked nice, clean. At first glance, they seemed like a well-functioning family. Not like the usual victims in a homicide case.

      "How long have they lived in Alaska?" she asked.

      "I'm not sure yet," Smith said. "But I think for about fifteen years."

      "So, both kids were born here?"

      "I would think so, yes."

      This home could just as well have been American. They might have lived here a long time, but the parents, at any rate, were Danish citizens.

      "It doesn't look like anything happened here," Angie said.

      "No, it happened upstairs, like Ian said."

      They walked up the winding stairway. "No blood here," she said. "Did the killer wash the victims before dragging them downstairs? Or wasn't there much blood?"

      "He did what he could to avoid too much blood. He wanted them to look good at the table."

      On the second floor, they went inside a bedroom. The sight nearly knocked the breath out of her. Once it had been a showcase bedroom. White walls, parquet floor, salmon-colored bedding, two large plants, and a green dresser with a mirror above. Now there was blood practically everywhere. She shivered. While she had been sleeping in her own little place at the other end of town, her TV on in the background, a family had been put through the worst possible suffering. The story was right in front of her.

      "Christ." She shook herself.

      Smith walked around the room. "According to the techs, it went down something like this: the killer broke in by cutting a pane of glass at the back of the house. Most likely early last night. That got him into the pantry next to the washroom, which leads to the living room."

      "They don't have an alarm system?"

      "No, they probably relied on the dog. It's a big Bernese."

      "So, what about the dog? It must have been barking like crazy."

      "Yeah, we don't understand it either. Maybe it knew the killer, or maybe he sedated it. It's at a vet clinic, they'll keep it for the time being and take a blood test."

      "Okay, so what do the techs think happened then?"

      "They say the killer overpowered Asger Vad first. They're not sure where, but at any rate, he was tied to the chair over in the corner there."

      He pointed. "Then the wife was shot, here in bed."

      "And what about the boy?"

      "They think he was dragged in here because it looks like he'd been asleep in his bed. It was unmade."

      "So, the boy was shot in here too?"

      "Yeah, up in bed. And either before or after, we're not sure when, he stuffed ashes into Vad's throat. As you can see, that made a mess. It's clear that Vad was supposed to see and hear his wife and son die."

      He shook his head. "Watch his family being killed. For God's sake. Anyway, the killer took care of Vad while he was in the chair. We'll get a bloodstain pattern analysis, that might shed some light on what happened. Ian's pretty sure about the order of the killings. Not a hundred percent sure, but close."

      "But had they gone to bed?" Angie asked. "Because they're all dressed downstairs at the table."

      "The killer dressed them when he was finished up here. There's blood on their underclothes, and the techs found a bunch of bloody night clothes, so that must be how it happened. Then he either dragged or carried them all downstairs and arranged them at the table. For his amusement or for some other reason we don't understand."

      Angie shook her head. "Whoever did this must be crazier than I can imagine. The dollhouse tells me we're dealing with a totally warped sense of reality."

      "Yeah. We've contacted the psychiatric hospital. We'll need information on all former patients who could be dangerous enough to do this, or who have something going on inside their heads about dolls or dollhouses."

      Smith's light blue eyes were now dark against his pale face. But he was always pale. Angie looked out the window. A spot between a few tall pines in the yard showed a faint pink dawning. A new day was coming and she'd hardly slept. "The weapon?"

      "Probably a high-caliber pistol. Something powerful anyway, all the victims show a large exit wound in the back of the head. But he took all the bullets with him, it's going to be hard to pin it down precisely."

      She noticed a gray stuffed rabbit halfway under the bed. There was blood on its fluffy tail. For a moment, she imagined the boy trying to hide under the bed. Hoping he wouldn't be discovered.

      "Could it be a break-in that got out of hand?"

      "I think we can eliminate that for the time being. Asger's wallet is still down on the kitchen counter, and none of the drawers have been touched. The killer doesn't seem to have been interested in money. It looks like something very personal. Not necessarily aimed at Asger and his family, but certainly personal in the killer's head. And it must have been planned to some extent. It could be he just picked out a family at random, kept them under surveillance for quite a while. It's impossible to say at the moment."

      "Or he could've seen Asger on TV."

      "Possibly."

      She inspected the bloody bedding. It was already turning dark, and she noticed small clumps of tissue and bone fragments here and there. She felt nauseous. Clumps of people. In a way, this was worse than the bodies downstairs. This was a story about pain. So many lives ended in such a short time, in such a small space. And the chair where Asger Vad had sat, now covered in blood, where he had watched his family being killed one by one. Heard them scream, beg, plead for their lives, draw their last breath and wait for death. Had he finally wanted to die himself, just to end the pain? She breathed out heavily.

      "There's quite a bit of ash here. Is it from a volcano?"

      "We don't know," he said. "Who the hell knows. Maybe you're right, maybe it's some crazy obsessed with volcanos, and he saw Vad on TV. In any case, we'll send the ash to the Volcano Observatory. Our techs have no idea if it can be pinned down to any specific place."

      "But why the ash in Vad's throat?" she wondered aloud.

      Smith shrugged. He seemed to be taking this better than she was; after twenty years in Homicide, he'd seen plenty. "Only the killer knows. I don't, that's for sure."

      "So, there's nothing that points to the daughter being in here? Marie?"

      "No. Not in here. But it looks like she'd been asleep, and there are four plates and glasses and silverware in the dishwasher, so right now we're assuming she ate dinner here. She's not here, though. She might have been sleeping over with a friend, we have a few people checking on that. I hope so, but I'm not optimistic. She'd been seen making the snowman before dinner. If we are that lucky, I hope we find her before she sees the news. The media is going to be all over this."

      "Imagine waking up to this," Angie said. "Your whole family dead."

      He looked over at her, concern written on his face. "Yeah, and knowing whoever did it is still out there. We have a briefing at ten o'clock, but Marie is our first priority right now. I want you to talk to her babysitter, she's the last person besides the neighbor who we're certain saw her alive. The neighbor said her name is Joanne, I found her number in an address book downstairs. She's a student at the university. I've already called her and said you were coming."

      Angie zipped her coat up. "Okay, I'm on my way."

      She took a final look around the bedroom. It was the worst thing she'd seen in her entire life. She noticed a picture of the kids on the dresser. There was blood on the frame, and for a moment she imagined the killer stopping to look at it. Marie was very young in the picture. Maybe five years old. Wearing a pink dress, looking into the camera with a shy smile. Her hair was short, and she had small, pointed ears and dimples.

      If you're out there alive, I'll find you. She turned and left the room.
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      Detective Daniel Trokic stretched his legs and leaned back in the chair facing Captain Karsten Andersen. He'd just been given the first details of a case halfway around the globe that his boss had apparently taken an interest in. Trokic had sensed something going on from the moment he was called into the office. Right before he was about to dive into a steak. And even worse, just before having a glass of the red wine he'd opened. And he had wondered. It wasn't like his boss to call him into a meeting without very good reason. In fact, it almost always meant something very bad had happened. He hadn't said much on the phone, and because Trokic hadn't heard of any homicide in their district that demanded his presence, he'd been completely in the dark until now.

      The question was what this volcanologist's death had to do with him. And where exactly was Anchorage? He stared suspiciously across the large black desk. "A dollhouse, you say? In the middle of the table? What's that all about?"

      Andersen shook his head. "I have no idea, but it looks like one of their sicko serial killers. You know, there are always several of them on the loose."

      Trokic was about to mention that they'd just finished a case with their own serial killer, whose insane use of leeches was still the talk of Århus. They weren't all that far behind the Americans. But Andersen was all worked up. "I got the news from the Copenhagen Chief of Police, who got it from the American Embassy, who got it from the consulate in Anchorage. The killings took place last night, local time, so we're talking about a matter of just a few hours since the victims were found. The consul was pretty upset. Especially about poor Marie, they haven't found her yet."

      "But I don't understand why we're –"

      "It's like this," Andersen said, trying to be patient with Trokic. "I know Asger Vad. Really well. We went to school together here in Århus a few centuries ago. Catholic school. If I remember right, he would've been fifty in a few months."

      He stared off into space. "He was a good friend, and we've stayed in contact since he moved to Alaska fifteen years ago. When he came back to Denmark, he always stopped by for dinner and a game of backgammon. And he was damn good at what he did. He studied geology here in Århus, and he's worked in Iceland and then Alaska. Dammit anyway."

      He swallowed the lump in his throat, plucked some lint from his blue cashmere sweater, and looked away. Trokic fidgeted in his chair; he wasn't used to his boss being so emotional.

      "Sounds like a tragic case, but why are you telling me all this?" Trokic gazed at an October-red tree just outside the captain's window.

      "I'd think it's obvious." Andersen sighed and stared straight at Trokic. "I want somebody over there to follow the developments."

      "Okay. And?"

      "And now that law and order has once again been established in our fair city, I was thinking this might be something for you. A little trip over the Atlantic to join our American colleagues. The last time we spoke, you were wanting to take a step down the ladder. You were sick of paperwork, remember? So, here's your shot at some of that action you obviously want. Plus, you speak English fluently; you're the perfect candidate. The Danish police often send officers out into the big wide world, and now it's your turn."

      "But why don't –"

      Andersen waved him off. "I can't possibly go myself. I'm too busy here, and besides, I'm too involved personally. I'd shoot the bastard on sight if I ever found him. In fact, I'd like to shoot somebody right now."

      Trokic stared at him. Alaska? It was cold as the North Pole and full of bears of all sizes and crazy trigger-happy Americans. Not long ago, he'd seen a documentary series from National Geographic; the state seemed to love guns and illegal substances. And maybe it really was incredibly beautiful there, but if he was going to barge into an investigation, he wouldn't have time to see much. At first glance, it didn't seem all that appealing. On the other hand, he really was tired of all the paperwork, and Andersen had yet to find a replacement for him.

      "I'm really sorry about your friend," Trokic said. "But why do you think they'd want a Danish cop in on the investigation? Can you imagine having a Russian running around here?"

      Andersen wiped his forehead and clenched his teeth. "I'll take care of that. After all, we're talking about four Danish citizens, at least I think so. I'm not sure about the kids. They don't have any more family over there, so if Marie shows up alive…and honestly, I doubt she will, but we'd need somebody to bring her back to her family. And besides," he plucked a nail file out of a drawer, "they can only be happy to have another skilled investigator on the case, and you are one of the best we have. And I won't mention anything about your issues with authority, or any other problems you've caused. You'll have to try to fit in."

      Trokic scratched his black hair and shifted in his chair. Tried to look skeptical. Something like this could drag out. On the other hand, there wasn't much holding him back. He hadn't seen Christiane for a month, since telling her he didn't want children, that he preferred living alone. Maybe it would do him good to have something else to think about, and his neighbor could take care of the cat, now that he had trimmed her hedge for the second time this year.

      "Why am I sitting here discussing this like you had a choice," Andersen mumbled, "when it's actually an order?"

      They glared at each other. Despite having worked together for several years, they weren't friends. That Andersen, in fact, did have a friend was possibly the most personal thing Trokic had heard about him in all that time.

      "What exactly did he do over there?" he asked. He was trying to understand why a Dane would move to a colder climate.

      "He taught and did research the first several years. But then he had an accident up in the mountains, or the wilderness, or whatever the hell they have over there, on a hunting trip with a friend. He hurt his leg and he couldn't stand up for very long at a time. That made it hard for him to teach. So, the last two years he's worked as an advisor at the university, and he had something to do with a volcano observatory. And he wrote, too."

      Andersen sounded proud. "In fact, he's written three books about volcanoes. As I understand it, he did well for himself. Not rich, but he wasn't hurting. They had no plans to come back to Denmark. Anyway, not the last time I talked to him."

      "And what about the family?"

      "As far as I know, his wife worked as a secretary for an engineering firm owned by a Dane in Anchorage. The kids went to a private international school."

      "And the daughter, Marie?" Trokic asked. "She didn't just disappear into thin air?"

      "There's no sign of her whatsoever. They're afraid the killer took her with him, is what I've heard. Either he's holding her prisoner or else he's killed her. It's horrible. Asger brought her along to dinner one evening when she was a lot younger. She was such a pretty little girl, pigtails, carrying a teddy bear. She sat at the coffee table and drew, just jabbered away. My own daughter is only a few years older, and they had fun playing together."

      He slumped as his eyes lost focus. "It's almost unbearable to think she's in the hands of such a gruesome person. Or was."

      "What about the police in Alaska, what do they know?"

      "More or less nothing, just what they found at the crime scene. The only thing I could get out of them was that the three members of the family were shot, that Asger's throat had been stuffed with ashes, and that it was a damn slaughterhouse. And then there's the dollhouse, of course."

      A sense of horror rose up inside Trokic. His throat stuffed with ashes? "Sounds like a very disturbed person, someone who had something to say. Like that case with the Waspman, who cut off lips. It must mean something."

      Andersen laid down his nail file, then he grabbed a cigar from the box on the table and sniffed it. He laid it back down reluctantly. "I agree. And I want to know what. Anyway, they're ten hours behind us over there, and the trip takes about twenty hours. So, if you leave early tomorrow, you'll be over there in the afternoon, local time. Maybe earlier if we can find a good connection."

      Trokic let out a breath. It looked like it was time to bring out his winter clothes, whether he wanted to or not. "I'll do what I can." He stood up.

      "Thanks. And don't piss them off over there. That lone wolf attitude of yours isn't going to work. And watch out for the bears. I've heard they're man-eaters."
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      The student dorms were on the outskirts of the university campus, across from the town's hospital, Providence. Angie parked her black Ford in a half-filled parking lot, got out, and stuck her long, black ponytail under the collar of her black coat. She pulled up her gray leg warmers. The heat from inside the car vanished immediately as crisp, cold air surrounded her.

      Several officers had called around to every conceivable place Marie could have been, but there was still no sign of her. And Angie's thoughts kept running in circles. Had she escaped in the middle of the killings and hid? If so, where? In somebody's shed? The search of the area had turned up nothing so far.

      Once more, Angie looked at the unframed photo taken from the Vad family's living room. It was newer than the one in the bedroom. Marie had grown into a pretty young girl with long blonde hair, delicate features, and shy blue eyes. Something about the girl moved Angie deeply. Marie could be her own daughter. She stuck the photo back in her inside pocket and looked around. If you wanted to hide out in Anchorage, there were plenty of places to do so, but had she really done that?

      The university, the state's largest, was in the middle of town, surrounded by small green sections of thick underbrush with small pines, thin birches, and an extensive system of paths. It consisted of a long row of buildings of various architectural styles, some more attractive than others, and if you didn't know where you were going, it could take a long time to find your way. About a thousand students were on campus, strolling and walking and bustling along with their faces underneath thick stocking caps. It wasn't far from the police station and the Scientific Crime Detection Laboratory.

      Snow had fallen that morning, and most cars in the parking lot had at least some snow on their roofs and front windshields. A young guy in a sweatshirt, his hair wet from the flakes, stared first at her then at her car, as if she were a foreigner among all the young people. Then he hurried over to the university.

      She walked down a narrow path and soon reached the dorm building where Marie's babysitter, Joanne, lived. That morning the police had called all the teachers and students at Marie's school, and several of them had mentioned Joanne, who often picked Marie up after school. Angie's stomach felt leaden when she pushed the dorm door open. She found Joanne's room and knocked.

      The pale girl who opened the door had red, swollen eyes from crying. Her long, dull black hair was unbrushed, her matchstick arms stuck out of an oversized light orange sweater. She looked tiny, fragile, like an anorexic. The faint odor of marijuana hung in the air, but she didn't look stoned. Angie decided to let that go for the moment.

      "Come in," the girl said, opening the door wide. The room had two unmade beds, a desk, and a small flat screen TV hanging from the ceiling. A report from the local television station was blaring, and Joanne grabbed the remote and shut it off. "I can't stand to hear the news anyway."

      She pointed to the office chair. "Sit down if you want."

      "That's okay, I'll stand." Angie fished her notepad out of her shirt pocket. "You're aware that we're investigating Asger Vad's death and the disappearance of his daughter. You babysat her and her brother often, isn't that right?"

      "That's right. Mostly Marie, though. I've known the family a few years. I don't understand; did the killer take her after murdering the rest of the family?"

      "We don't know," Angie said. An honest answer.

      "Marie is so sweet. I can't stand thinking about it."

      Angie grimaced and silently cursed the media, which all morning had been obsessed with theories about the deaths of the volcanologist and his family, as well as the disappearance of the daughter. "We don't know yet," she repeated. "We're trying to establish where she was yesterday, and I was hoping you might know something. As we understand it, you picked her up after school, is that right?"

      Joanne nodded. "Right, but I really don't know very much. I picked her up at three; I do that three times a week. We hung out here and read Harry Potter, and I helped her with her math. She had to go home at five."

      "How did she get home?"

      "Her mom stopped by around that time. She was almost always the one who picked her up. Her dad did it once in a while."

      Angie thought about the two cars parked in the Vad's driveway. Nothing had seemed unusual. They hadn't yet established whose winter clothes were hanging in the hall, which was why they didn't know if Marie had left the house dead or alive, wearing her coat. "Do you know which coat she had on when she left here?"

      "Yeah, she had on her thick down coat. Light purple. I don't remember the brand. She loved it; it was fairly new and she wore it all the time."

      "What about the rest of her clothes?"

      "A light-colored pair of jeans and a sweater. I think maybe it was a purple fleece. Purple was her favorite color. I can hardly stand thinking about it. I mean, God, what if she's being tortured?" She sniffed and dried more tears off her cheek.

      Angie swallowed the lump in her throat. "What's she like?"

      Joanne thought that over for a moment. "She's wonderful, I just love that kid. Some people might think she's a bit introverted and odd, but that's only until you get to know her. Really, she's great. Fun to be with. Even though we've had a few ups and downs."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Sometimes she tells so many stories that I don't know if she's lying or not. Nothing serious, but it's enough that I've had to straighten her out when she's tried to lead me on. It can be a bad habit."

      Angie frowned. "What about other people? Does she talk about her school, her girlfriends, her teachers?"

      "Some. She really likes the school. Sometimes there's some girlfriend stuff that goes on, catty stuff, but that's normal for her age. She gets along with her teachers, too. Even though she thinks her English teacher is a little bit too rough on her."

      Angie looked over at several Take That stickers on the desk. Wasn't Joanne a little bit too young to be a fan? Maybe it was someone else's desk? "Has she mentioned anything lately about any new people in her life? Someone bothering her or trying to make friends with her?"

      "You're thinking about a pedophile or something like that?"

      "I'm just trying to cover every possibility."

      Joanne shook her head. "Nothing like that. I think maybe she would've told me, she's always talking to me when I pick her up. It's like she has to tell me everything that happens to her that day. So, no, I don't think she met anybody on the street that tried something with her."

      "What about here?"

      "Here?"

      "Yes, have any of the other students talked to her or shown any interest in her?"

      "No, not at all."

      "Okay. I'd like for you to make a list of everyone she's talked about, in any way, bad or good, so I can get a picture of who she's been around. We're going to have to talk with all of them."

      Joanne raised an eyebrow. "It won't be a very long list. It's mostly her classmates, like that."

      "Just write them all down. Anyone you can think of. Is there anything else you can tell me about her?"

      Joanne began crying again, and Angie paused for a moment before finding a Kleenex in her bag and handing it to her. She repeated her question.

      "She likes animals. She has Zenna, you know, their dog, and she talks a lot about it. And she says she wants more dogs and a cat as soon as she moves away from home."

      She smiled shortly. "As if she's about to do that. We've also walked a lot of trails around here, she's always wanting to spot squirrels. Even though she's lived here all her life, it's like her fascination with nature is new somehow. It's all animals, animals, animals."

      Joanne frowned and looked down at her hands. Her nails were short and badly manicured.

      "Those stories she tells," Angie said. "Could you count on her telling the truth about things that happened to her during the day? Were there times when she'd say something, just to make her life sound interesting?"

      Joanne ran a hand through her dark hair and picked at a small scratch on her cheek. She looked uncomfortable. Finally, she said, "I admit I've had my doubts once in a while. I don't mean that in a bad way. I don't mean she was all the time lying to get out of something. It's more like…like her imagination runs away with her."

      "You mean, she's not a compulsive liar?"

      "No. That's an ugly label, and it doesn't fit her at all."

      "Did you know her parents well, Asger and Mette?"

      Joanne hugged herself tightly. "Yeah, because sometimes I babysat both of the kids at their place, and they let me borrow their computer equipment for my schoolwork. They have a color printer and a scanner. And if I was around at dinner time, I ate with them. They were really nice that way."

      "What did you think of them?"

      "I never really thought that much about them. They were friendly. The dad was a little formal. But he was polite. I liked the mom. Mette. She was pretty cool."

      "Cool, what do you mean?"

      "Like she was helpful, intelligent. She taught the kids a lot about Alaska and nature. How the native tribes lived, how people survived under tough conditions. I know because Marie talked a lot about it. Mette was really interested in the country around here. I liked that."

      "What about her relationship to her children?"

      Joanne shrugged. "I never saw anything to criticize her for. They were always well-dressed and had warm clothes. She didn't just buy clothes that looked good, she bought stuff that could stand the cold. Like Marie's light purple coat. Asger was more like he was living in his own world. But it seemed to me he treated the kids good."

      "What about their relationship. Did they seem to get along?"

      "The parents?"

      "Yes."

      "I don't know. Sometimes it was like there was something in the air. You know, you're sitting there at the dinner table and they only speak really shortly to each other. Like, one syllable words. One time Marie said they'd argued about money her mom had spent, and she was scared they were going to split up. But it was just that one time."

      Angie stuck her notepad and pen back in her pocket, brought out a card, and handed it to the young woman. "If you think of something else, call me. And one last thing. Yesterday, when you picked her up, what kind of mood was she in?"

      "Really good. Happier than usual." Joanne frowned. "In fact, I commented on it when she left. I said she was in a really good mood."

      "And what did she say?"

      "She said she was getting a new pair of boots."
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      Homicide was an open-space office environment, each officer with their own territory. A long table marked a conference area. The wall behind the table was covered by a large whiteboard and short shelf with a stack of files, a small American flag, and a green plastic crocodile that no one claimed to know anything about. Angie nodded at her fellow officers and sat down with a cup of coffee. The warm, comfortable room had come to feel like a second home to her.

      The interview with Joanne was swirling in her head. Marie's family seemed to be normal. If the killer had taken her, why? Why her? Were they looking for a pedophile the family had walked in on as he was kidnapping her? She hoped not; it didn't feel right, either.

      Today, Smith wore a gray suit with a green tie; he stood by the table in front of the whiteboard, scratching his thick salt-and-pepper hair and looking soberly at the many faces as they settled in their chairs. The unusual silence was awkward. Also, he looked at her a bit oddly, as if he had something up his sleeve.

      It had been business as usual the day before. Everyone was paired up and had their job to do. One team had been on a case involving a drunk criminal who had died accidentally during an arrest. Another had been investigating a man who had called and turned himself in after shooting his wife. And she had been finishing up a case involving the shooting of a pusher. Killers were identified quickly in practically every case, and their percentage of solved cases was very high. For the most part, Smith's close-knit unit worked well together. Everyone had their strengths, and Angie couldn't imagine a better place in the world to work.

      "All right," Smith said. "We're all here, I believe."

      Everyone focused on him. Cases such as this were rare in Alaska, and the state was already in an uproar. The phone had been ringing all morning, and she'd heard that Smith had been at his desk, trying his best to reassure the press and several people who had known the family. He began by summarizing what they'd found that morning.

      "Angie is leading the investigation," he continued. "I'll get to who will be assisting her in a moment."

      He stared at her and she narrowed her eyes and stared back, suspicious now. She'd known him for several years, and she could always see when he was about to pull something on her.

      He moved on. "There are a lot of aspects to this case we need to deal with; we're going to have to find the resources. Asger and Mette Vad's life and circle of friends, the murder weapon, the ashes, the dollhouse, their daughter Marie who is missing."

      He rubbed his eyes, tried to blink away their weariness. "The latter is our first priority, Marie might still be alive. Several troopers are searching around Anchorage, Matsu Valley, and down towards Seward and the Kenai Peninsula. They've been told to look everywhere. Empty buildings, abandoned houses, anywhere at all she could have been taken, and to talk to any witnesses who could have seen her with someone. If we find her, we'll probably find our killer."

      "We're almost sure she was home," Angie added. "But we can't be absolutely sure she was there when the killer broke in."

      "And," Smith said, "according to the babysitter Angie spoke with, Marie was wearing a light purple down coat. The techs say it's not on the premises."

      "So, she might actually be sleeping over at some girlfriend's house," a young officer said, his voice hopeful.

      Smith looked skeptical. "That's unrealistic. By now the whole town knows she's missing; the news has spread fast. The media has been on the story for two hours now, and already some students have printed up posters with her face and stuck them up over half the town. She would have gotten ahold of us somehow if she could or wanted to. She's vanished into thin air."

      "Maybe she got scared and ran away when the guy broke in," suggested Danny, a stocky officer in his late 30s. "She might be hiding somewhere."

      "But there are four people inside the dollhouse," Angie said. "Four of them were supposed to die. Why isn't she dead too? It doesn't add up, not at all."

      The sergeant paced a few moments with his hand in his gray pants pocket. "Exactly. And that brings us to the dollhouse. Somebody built it. The techs have looked at it and they say it's made of small pieces of varnished oak. Looks like professional work. It could be a cabinet maker or some other sort of craftsman. Maybe the killer made it, maybe not. I don't want any information about the dollhouse getting out; the public would be scared out of their wits. But a few of you are going to have to check this out. Maybe this type of dollhouse is sold somewhere. With or without the dolls."

      Smith pointed to the next line on the board. "We don't know much about the weapon yet. We might not be able to pin it down. No bullets or casings have been found at the crime scene; the killer knew what he was doing and he covered his tracks. But Danny, maybe you can check reports of stolen weapons. We can only hope it'll show up in some bushes or something."

      He knew it was a very long shot. He took a sip of coffee; his cup had "Hero" printed on it. "As most of you have seen, we're already bringing in all the neighbors for questioning. That's going to take most of the day."

      "But then there are the ashes," Angie said.

      Smith nodded. "That must be in connection with Asger Vad. It could be a co-worker he humiliated or some volcano-obsessed lunatic. There's no doubt it has some sort of significance. We're looking into it. Angie, we'll need to talk to the people he worked with at the university and observatory, and other people who knew him."

      "So, who's going to be with Angie?" said Linda, an investigator. She sounded hopeful.

      Smith frowned and glanced over at Angie. "It's a little complicated," he said through clenched teeth. "The thing is, the Danish police are sending one of their investigators over, and since we'll be talking to several Danes who knew the family, he'll be assisting us."

      Angie gasped. "What? That's lousy."

      "Angie!"

      "Why do I get stuck with him? Why can't he just hang around, be an observer? I don't have to haul him around in the car with me, do I?"

      Smith narrowed his blue eyes. "Look. There's nothing we can do; the decision was made higher up."

      "So what? Since when did we start sucking up to them? Surely the decision can be unmade."

      "They assured us he's extremely competent. Presumably, he's an experienced detective lieutenant."

      "Really?" Angie said. "Like that's a big deal. He's probably some snob Viking asshole who's not going to do us any good at all."

      "We're going to make him welcome. That's who we are. As I said, he could be very useful to us because the victims were Danish. He'll be arriving tomorrow around noon, and you can pick him up at the hotel later. I don't want to hear any crap about this."

      "Yeah," Linda said. She swiped a lock of her hair behind her ear. "He'll probably be so jet-lagged that he'll just snooze in the car. Or else he'll stare at all the magnificent scenery and babble about whales and bears. If you're lucky, he'll go skiing and you'll never see him again."

      Angie scowled. She was used to driving alone, taking care of herself; she didn't like having anyone else in the car. Especially some Danish stranger who knew nothing about their town or criminal justice system.

      Smith smiled. "Make sure he's issued a weapon and that you both make the best of the situation."

      Angie held back a sigh and mumbled something ugly under her breath. It seldom paid to discuss things with her boss.

      "And while you're waiting ..." He held a dramatic pause, "you can watch the autopsies. All the victims were brought in this morning, and Jane Lohan, the forensic pathologist, has already started on them."

      He glanced at his watch. "Good thing it's close by."
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      From the plane, Trokic looked down on the mountainous landscape below and wondered if some of them were volcanoes. He shuddered at the thought of a sudden eruption, ashes being spewed out into the atmosphere. Ashes with tiny rock particles that would fly into jet engines, melt, and shut the engines down.

      The plane was filled up, partly by an entire national hockey team planning to spend the winter in Anchorage, the passenger next to him had explained. Shortly after takeoff from Seattle, the pilot had announced it was snowing in Anchorage, with temperatures in the lower 20s. Half the passengers had applauded this news, which Trokic thought was bizarre. What had they been expecting? And was snow really something to clap for?

      He wondered how his American colleagues would receive him. Presumably, they'd told Captain Andersen that a Danish investigator was more than welcome. But really, was he? Would he enjoy having a foreign detective following him around? He hoped they'd be able to work together without any problems. Otherwise, the next several days were going to be awfully long.

      He had slept quite a bit on the way over, but now it was time to do some reading in Asger Vad's books, research articles, and interviews, which the captain had been kind enough to loan him. He tried to ignore the stewardesses banging around in the galley. Could the key to the family's murder lay in any of this? Was Asger the intended victim? Had he stepped on someone's toes? The volcanologist had written three books, all in English. One, "On the Edge of Hell," described the inner processes of a volcano. Dry reading about cracks in the earth, continental plates, magma, lava, and ashes. The various types of volcano were covered, and the book was full of illustrations, graphs, and boring black-and-white photos. Trokic emptied another glass of red wine from Alaska Airlines' dubious selection, skimmed through the book, and stuck it back in his carry-on. The second book, "The World's Volcanoes," was a reference work about the largest and most significant volcanoes, active and inactive. Hekla on Iceland, Etna in Italy, Colima in Mexico, Kilimanjaro in Tanzania, Mauna Loa in Hawaii, and a number of others Trokic had never heard of. Apparently, Asger had been to all of them; he'd written a short travel story to accompany each volcano. The writing was easily understandable and enthusiastic, and at least the photos were in color.

      The last book was dedicated to Mount Redoubt, an active stratovolcano southwest of Anchorage that Trokic had never heard of. Asger apparently had a thorough and unique knowledge of it. The book had several photos of the snowy, slightly asymmetrical, cone-shaped volcano. Its latest activity had taken place in 2009, the book said. Not all that long ago. It had erupted several times during a two-week period before finally calming down.

      Three hundred miles later, Trokic had reached the interviews. Captain Andersen had known Asger Vad well, and he'd had only good things to say about him. And because they were good friends, he had cut out newspaper articles about the volcanologist. One feature article in a Danish daily, Jyllands Posten, dealt with his leaving Denmark and devoting his life to a rare branch of science. Asger Vad was both witty and thoughtful, it seemed. He liked Alaska, one of the most beautiful places on Earth, and he and his family had adjusted well to American life. Americans were open and warmhearted, though there were also people who at times were limited in their world-view, and also a bit too religious, in his opinion. But for the most part he enjoyed his life there; he was an advisor for students writing their theses, he wrote books and studied Alaska's volcanoes, and along with his colleagues he kept an eye out for volcanic activity.

      Simply put, he came off as a serious and likable man with respect for nature, and none of the reading material gave the slightest hint as to why he was lying in the town's morgue, his throat stuffed with ashes, the victim of a mass murderer.
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      The Scientific Crime Detection Laboratory was located on Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue, not far from the police station. It was relatively new and tastefully decorated with white walls and a large glass mosaic gracing the lobby. It looked nice. That is until you opened the heavy doors and walked into the heart of the laboratory, where reality set in. The autopsy facilities were divided into what Angie thought of as the good and the bad section. The latter was closed off with a separate ventilation system; it was exclusively for seriously decomposed corpses that smelled horrible and whose flies and maggots needed to be held in check. The former handled new corpses without such problems. Due to Alaska's short summers, most autopsies were fortunately performed in the good section. The laboratory often received bones from distant parts of Alaska, where people stumbled onto the remains of humans and wanted them identified. Most were from old gravesites, but once in a while, a person showed up who had been buried underneath the snow and had gone missing for several years.

      Things were hectic at the laboratory. Office girls were busy at their computers when Angie signed in. Some mumbled a hello as she walked past, adding that people were apparently dying like flies at the moment. Angie walked into the autopsy room.

      The pathologist, Jane Lohan, was leaning over a corpse on the steel table in front of her. She straightened up when she saw Angie. "Have you found Marie Vad?"

      Angie shook her head. "No. But we're doing absolutely everything we can. The whole town is on the lookout, we're turning over every rock."

      "I can't bear to think about it," Jane said. "It hasn't been the best of mornings here. You're just in time for the grand finale. The main character, so to speak."

      The room was spacious enough to perform four autopsies simultaneously. For a moment, Angie had imagined the entire Vad family would be lying there, each on a separate table. But Lohan had apparently decided to take them one at a time.

      Angie dried her sweaty palms on her black pants and stared down at the body of Asger Vad. There was surprisingly little blood, and had it not been for the small entry wound on his forehead, he looked as if he might have died of natural causes. Someone must really have been angry, she thought.

      Jane carefully cut the victim's clothes off and put them in a numbered bag, to be sent to the lab for analysis. She was in her late forties, with a small, angular face, clear green eyes, and dark brown hair in a ponytail. Her face seemed frozen in a worried expression, and Angie was always surprised when her face cleared up and she suddenly smiled.

      She raised an eyebrow in Angie's direction. "I've been busy all morning and I've just about had it. I've seen a lot in my time, but this…I think this beats everything. I'm sorry I didn't have time to talk to you earlier; it would've been good for us both. But it was important to get them in here as quickly as possible and get started."

      "I was more or less in shock myself," Angie confessed. "The crime scene. It spoke for itself, way too much."

      The pathologist nodded. She lived within walking distance of Angie, and occasionally they had a cup of coffee together. Even though they seldom talked about anything other than work, Angie considered her a friend, one who knew her deepest secret and had once saved her from going off the deep end and losing her job. A friend she could trust, whose abilities she had the greatest respect for.

      "Anyway, it's time for the last man," Jane said. "Like I said, the main character, the one it's possibly all about. And everything he was supposed to see. But we'll get to that later."

      That didn't sound good to Angie. "What do you mean?"

      "Let's look at him first, then I'll explain."

      Angie studied her; she was hiding something, and that made Angie nervous. But Jane liked to work systematically. She would talk about it when she was good and ready.

      "He was dressed in these clothes postmortem, no doubt about that. The same goes for the other two."

      "Yeah. That had to have been difficult. Some of the clothes might not have fit them all that well."

      "It is difficult to put clothes on a lifeless person," Jane acknowledged.

      She worked slowly and in silence. Took samples, weighed organs, measured distances. Once in a while, she mumbled into a Dictaphone and wrote a note. Angie made an effort to endure the sound of the saw. The sight of blood and inner organs didn't bother her, nor did the smell, but the sounds were hard to handle; despite spending a lot of time at the lab, she'd never gotten used to them.

      She glimpsed her own reflection in a mirror above a sink. Strands of black hair had loosened from her braid under her white knitted cap, and her nervous, brown almond eyes and angular cheekbones made her look like a frightened bird.

      A raven, she thought. Her clan's animal.

      "I can only confirm our theories up to this point," Jane said. "He was shot at close range. There's only a faint trace of gunshot residue, which means the gun was pressed against his forehead."

      She measured the entrance wound. "I would say, forty caliber. The entrance wound is always a bit smaller when a shooting occurs at such close range because the skin stretches some and then contracts. And the exit wound on all three family members is bigger because the bullet hit the skull and tumbled before exiting from the back of the head. I would say from the trauma on all three that the weapon was a common handgun."

      Angie licked her dry lips. The pathologist might as well have said that Asger Vad had been killed with a fork. It wouldn't be any more difficult to find the murder weapon, unless it was found in somebody's yard or some other place the killer had dumped it. Even if they stumbled onto it, proving it was, in fact, the murder weapon would be tough, since none of the bullets had been found. Gun permits weren't required in Alaska, where everyone had the right to defend themselves against the wildlife they encountered, whether at home or out in the country.

      "I wouldn't count on being able to identify the murder weapon," Jane said. "It all seems very calculated to me. A crime of passion is possible, but if that's the case, he had the presence of mind to cover some of his tracks."

      Jane pointed to Asger's wrist. "He'd also been tied up and tried to escape. Fought like a maniac. His skin is flayed in several places, there are wounds. That's not the case with the other victims."

      Angie couldn't erase the image from her mind. "So Asger was tied up while the killer took care of the rest of the family? Is that how it happened?"

      The pathologist pushed a stray hair back under her cap. "Yes. It was probably necessary. He was obviously a strong man, and I doubt it was easy to overpower him. But it also seems that he was supposed to watch it. The violation."

      "What do you mean?"

      The furrow between Jane's eyes deepened. "His wife was raped."

      "No."

      "Yes. He used a condom, and she was bitten repeatedly under her clothes. On her breasts, stomach, and thighs. And there was some bleeding around her vagina. Can you imagine? That he was forced to watch it? It's gruesome." She sighed. "But not as gruesome as watching your own son being killed. In a way, it's the sum of all these gruesome acts that makes this so thoroughly evil."

      Angie felt wretched. Her braid was stuck to the back of her sweaty neck. A silence fell between them as they digested Jane's description of what happened. Someone in the building laughed loudly, and they heard a metallic sound, something being drug across a floor. What would the people of Anchorage think about this if all the details came out? The dollhouse, the rape, the violent deaths? The quiet town would panic. People would keep their children home from school. Everyone was used to dangerous animals, but nothing like this.

      "All of this puzzles me," Jane finally said. "He rapes the mother, but then he takes the daughter with him. Maybe he knew the family, but Marie put up a fight, so he took her away and killed her somewhere else. Some of this doesn't make sense, anyway."

      She looked worriedly at Angie and bit her lower lip. Then she walked over to the sink, pulled off her blue latex gloves, and washed her hands with her back to Angie. "I have to say, I'm pessimistic about Marie. You know how it is. Every hour that goes by, there's less chance we'll find her alive. It's almost unbearable to think about it. I'm thankful I don't have any daughters that age. Or any daughters at all."

      Angie nodded and glanced at Asger one last time. What suffering had he gone through in the final minutes of his life? Who could possibly deserve that? His face gave her no answer.

      "Maybe," Jane said, "the murderer got a kick out of Asger watching him rape his wife. Maybe you're hunting one of the worst sex offenders we've ever seen in Alaska. That's what bothers me. Not only that he has Marie, but that this family might not be the last."
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