
        
            
                
            
        

    OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  

OceanofPDF.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 -

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        SONGBIRD is translated from Danish after Sangfuglen by Mark Kline markwkline@gmail.com.

        Copyright © Inger Wolf, 2018

        Copyright this edition © People’sPress, Copenhagen 2018

        Cover: Juan Padron,

        https://juanjjpadron.wixsite.com/juanpadron

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in a retrieval system, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

        This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

      

        

      
        ISBN-13: 978-87-7180-901-5

      

        

      
        People'sPress 

        Vester Farimagsgade 41, 1606 København V

      

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        For Sille

      

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            Wednesday, May 6

          

        

      

    

    
    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Anja rose from the kitchen table and turned up the volume on the television. The helicopter hovering over the mid-city park was filming a roadblock and an army of police vehicles, as well as the large crowd gathering close by. Her eyes were glued to the screen as the morning news anchor described to the whole country the gruesome sight Århus had woken to. It was still unclear what had happened, but according to a witness, the body looked mangled. Then the victim’s name rolled past on the bottom of the screen, and she froze. Her hand shook, her coffee sloshed; for a moment, she relived the terror, all the empty animal eyes staring at her, the cloying smell of the headless horse. But only for a moment. Her rage swept the memory away.

      

      Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic walked across the dewy grass of City Hall Park. Strange place, he thought. A century ago, he’d have been making his way through a graveyard, Southern Cemetery. Now, people on their way to work passed through without a thought of the hundreds of souls once buried there; most didn’t even know about the cemetery. Beneath the tangled ivy clinging to the gravestones preserved in the park, the police had found the body of a young woman. From a distance, he saw her lying in front of a sand-colored headstone splotched by algae, its inscription eroded away. It looked like her limbs had been broken in several places, and her head rested on the ground at an unnatural angle.

      Despite the early hour, Trokic dried the sweat off his brow and opened his fleece jacket. He turned to his colleague, Detective Jasper Taurup, who stood by the barrier tape.

      “So, the cousin and his partner were the first responding officers?”

      Taurup nodded. “Yeah, unfortunately he was on duty, and I was called in right after. Of course, the guy flipped out when he saw it was his cousin. It shook me up too; she’s in really bad shape.”

      Trokic clapped his shoulder. The techs were taking photographs from every angle and measuring off the area. They looked fresh as a daisy, surprisingly so. Whereas he’d had to take an Arctic-cold shower to be even borderline awake. He crossed the last stretch of grass and joined them.

      As Taurup had said, the body of the woman in her early twenties looked horrifying. Besides her broken neck, she’d suffered several serious wounds to her skull, and both legs and one arm were broken. Her nose had been flattened. The extent of the wounds, together with her blue fingers and broken nails, gave her a demonic look. She’d been wearing a light green, flowered dress, a short leather jacket, a few pieces of gold jewelry, and ballet flats, though the right shoe was missing.

      He didn’t like the park, not at all, and he rarely went there. For him, it was merely a shortcut and a small breathing space in the middle of the city. The thought of the old cemetery made him shudder. It had been one of the city’s largest graveyards from the early 1800s until well into the twentieth century. Back then, it had been just outside the center of the city, but now the pedestrian traffic was heavy.

      A few minutes later, the chief forensic tech turned to Trokic, his face flushed and a bit sweaty. “Hey, Daniel. That was quick. Good to see you can still drag yourself out of the suburbs.”

      Trokic ignored the chatter. “How far along are you?”

      “She wasn’t killed here; that much we know,” Tønnies said. “You can see where she was dragged over the grass, and we’ve also found a tire track over at the edge of the park. The ground is a bit soft there, not much grass either. Perfect. We’ll take a cast before too long. We’re also sure she was dumped here under cover of darkness, even though that meant taking a big risk.”

      “So, she was meant to be found quickly.” He knelt down beside her and studied her battered face. A young woman who could have been on her way to school or work now, he thought. Her eyes were two empty ponds, separated by what must have been a broad nose. A brown birthmark stood out on her right cheek, as if it had been carefully drawn. Her hair was the color of an old oak table, and it was sticky from partially-dried blood. She’d been dead for a while; an army of flies was buzzing around, ready to do their part. It was the beginning of May.

      Trokic retreated a few steps and silently watched the two men do their jobs. Thick black clouds had moved in; only a few shards of sunlight slipped through. The city was on the cusp of its daily rebirth; swarms of sparrows began chirping monotonously, and the smell of the park’s wet earth and grass clashed with exhaust fumes from cars and the ventilation system from a nearby Burger King. The morning’s first diesel buses were starting up on the other side of the park, where traffic on the bicycle path was getting heavy. Another busy day in the city.

      “There’s a lot of dirt and muck on her dress. Is it from here?”

      The tech shook his head. “I don’t think so. We’ll take samples later; hopefully, we can locate the crime scene.”

      “What’s the story on her hands and arms?” Trokic asked.

      They eyed her long, thin hands. Her nails were mangled and broken, and it looked like several fingers had been cut.

      “She might’ve put up a fight or scratched at something. The cuts on her arms, that’s the pathologist’s call. Where’s Agersund? Shouldn’t he be here?”

      Lately, Trokic’s boss hadn’t been able to shake a bad spring cold. Normally, he’d be running around, cussing like a sailor. Must be really bad, Trokic thought, if a suspicious death couldn’t roust him out of his sickbed.

      “So, you’re the man today,” Tønnies said good-naturedly without taking his eyes off the young woman. “I guess we’ll get by okay.”

      A few moments later, Torben Bach, the forensic pathologist, approached them.

      “Morning. Looks like you two don’t have much time.” He knelt down by the body.

      “What do you mean?” Trokic asked.

      He looked up at the dark sky. “I’d say you have a half hour before the rains come and wash away all your evidence. We’re lucky she’s not already soaked to the skin.”

      Trokic and Tønnies moved back a step to give the department’s senior pathologist room. His hands moved swiftly and surely over the body to coax out the final chapter of the young woman’s life.

      Several moments later, he looked up at Trokic, his face grave. “She’s fallen from a significant height.” He pointed at her maimed legs. “Notice the way her feet are broken. That’s what we see in suicides when they jump. Or when someone gets pushed.”

      “How high?”

      “That I can’t tell you, not yet.”

      Bach glanced over at the City Hall tower. “Not from there; she’s too far away. I’ll have to check her internal injuries. You’ll just have to be patient until I get her on the table.”

      Tønnies shooed at some flies. They ignored him. “Maybe you can give us a time frame on time of death?”

      Bach frowned. “Since we don’t know if she was inside or outside before she ended up here; it’s hard to pinpoint. It makes a difference if she was warm indoors or out here in the cold last night. Body temperature isn’t going to tell me much.”

      Carefully, he lifted her leg. “Livor mortis looks diffuse, but it’s fixed anyway. I’ll have a better idea of how she’s been lying when we bring her in and get her clothes off. Minimal rigor mortis. I would say between eight yesterday evening and midnight. That’s as close as I can narrow it down right now.”

      Trokic glanced at her again. Her skin was showing signs of discoloration, and her bloody hair was stiffening. “What about all the cuts on her arms?”

      “My first impression is that they’re self-inflicted. Parallel, mostly on one arm. Some of them aren’t new. The rest is up to you to find out. Have we identified her?”

      Trokic nodded. “Unfortunately, her cousin was one of the first officers on the scene. Really unlucky he had to see her this way.”

      “So, maybe he’s the one who threw up over by the tree?”

      Trokic nodded again. “Yeah. Anyway, we know her name is Maja Nielsen, twenty-one years old, she lived by herself on Montanagade. I’ll go in and talk to the officer later, after I have a look at her apartment. He’s shaken up, of course. What about the autopsy?”

      The pathologist pulled his mask down and scratched his beard. Grayer than the last time Trokic had seen it. He’d be retiring soon, to Trokic’s dismay. One of his possible successors was a straight-laced young man with a body like a bowling pin, who had little respect for the theories police came up with. It wasn’t going to be fun.

      “Soon as possible,” Bach said. “I’ve already called a few of my people in; they’re waiting. I’ll call when I’m ready for you.”

      He paused. “Once in a while, somebody from out in the suburbs brings us bones, people digging a basement, that sort of thing. Skeletons show up; they’re from the old cemetery here. When it was taken out, the newer graves were sent to other graveyards, but the old forgotten ones were dumped in fields outside the city. Which, of course, grew. So, once in a while, these old ghosts literally rise up from underneath people’s feet.”

      

      Trokic left his colleagues and walked over the wet grass, back to his car. The much-too-large crowd looked like a bunch of prairie dogs, standing on their hind legs, gazing out over the park. One woman, fifty-ish, green scarf, leather purse, was talking to a friend while eagerly following the proceedings. The sleepy city was awake now, with a front row seat to the entertainment, that much he had to admit. As far as he knew, nothing this spectacular had ever happened here in the heart of town. Trokic shook his head as he fished his phone out of his pocket and called the dispatcher.

      “We need more bodies here at the park; we haven’t secured the area, plus we need room to maneuver. This isn’t a damn zoo here.”

      He got into his Honda Civic and put it in reverse. After a horrible fall, she’d been moved to the most conspicuous spot in the entire city. Who would run such a risk? It made no sense.

      Someone knocked on his side window, and he rolled it down.

      “Lieutenant Detective Trokic?” asked a young officer.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m supposed to tell you we have the key to her apartment. A few officers are over on Montanagade to seal it off. They’ll give you the key.”

      “Okay, good.”

      The young officer’s lower lip quivered ever so slightly. “They say there’s blood all over.”
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      Trokic parked his car on Montanagade and looked around at the early morning street. A few bicyclists raced by, their faces blank; fifty meters away, two men were dragging kitchen cabinets out of a white delivery truck. The colorful street with the numerous small houses standing shoulder to shoulder had been recently renovated, making it even more attractive, and the surrounding area was on the upswing. The shops and restaurants of the city center were nearby, but here peace and quiet reigned.

      He found the entrance to the courtyard of Maja Nielsen’s building and walked in. The first warning drops of rain began falling. The place looked dismal, dingy. Two officers were setting out barrier tape between the buildings and the many bicycles scattered around. The building’s maintenance man had given them Maja’s keys, and they handed them to Trokic.

      He gazed up to judge the distance to the third floor. Could she have jumped off or have been pushed and then moved? He visualized the scenario. A fall, a moment’s weightlessness, the body smacking into the cold, uneven cobblestones. It didn’t feel right. All the third-floor windows were closed, and it didn’t seem high enough to cause the terrible injuries she’d sustained.

      

      A wall of cool, clammy air met him when he opened the door to the cramped apartment. It was dark inside despite the hour, and he fumbled around to find the light switch. The narrow hallway had wooden floors. A glass vase filled with wilted flowers stood on a small bureau, a poster from an AroS art exhibit was tacked to the wall, coats hung from a hook.

      The Venetian blinds in the dim living room were closed. At first glance, the place looked ordinary. Plaster ceiling, stripped furniture, bookshelves, knickknacks. But when his eyes finally adjusted to the light, he froze. Several square meters of one wall was covered with dried blood. Almost black, not red, and several places in more than one layer. Other places, the blood seemed to have been flung. There were no patterns, no symbols or drawings; it was as if she’d sat at one end of the sofa and sloshed blood onto the wall in a fit of total insanity. One end of the sofa had also been splattered, and several of the vaguely green pillows were stained.

      He glanced at the other end of the room, and his stomach fell even further at the sight of small scraps of paper covering a small dining table. He walked over. Each message reported a time and place in chronological order, in feminine handwriting: “23/4, 11:45 kitchen,” “23/4, 14:22 shower,” “23/4, 22:40 telephone.” There were hundreds of them, written with various pens, and several places the scraps were riddled with holes. Apparently, she’d recorded what she’d been doing, when she’d been doing it. For some reason, time had been important.

      A small key was taped down close to one edge of the table. He stared for a moment, tempted to pick it up and inspect it, but that was the techs’ job.

      He turned to the room and tried to imagine what lay behind the lunacy. Two cups with mint tea bags stood on the table. The far wall had been papered, a beautiful green flower design; a shelf revealed a number of CDs, including Ella Fitzgerald, Jerry Lewis, Billie Holiday, and Anita Ekberg; two newspapers and a stack of sheets of music lay on the floor. Books filled another shelf: cookbooks, histories of rock and jazz, biographies of musicians and actors, three books about dream interpretation, a book about animals in sagas, an encyclopedia of psychology, and more sheet music. A musical girl who was curious about the world, he concluded.

      Out in the kitchen, he opened the refrigerator. A liter of organic milk, a stick of butter, two tomatoes, and liver paté with spots of mold stared back at him. Toward the back, he noticed nail polish and a dead homemade face mask, whose major components possibly had been cucumber and avocado. He closed the refrigerator, nudged a dried rag on the kitchen counter, and walked into the bathroom. It was a mess in there too. The counter was covered with small empty boxes. Makeup, creams, files, jewelry, perfume, hairbands, several oral hygiene products. He thought back to the sight in the park, the woman with filthy clothes and tangled hair, and he compared it to everything in front of him; apparently, it had been some time since she’d used any of it.

      Back in the living room, he peered out the windows. It was raining harder now; the panes were covered with drops. The two officers down in the courtyard were talking to a man in a blue hat. The faint sound of electronic music from another apartment seeped through the walls. Trokic studied the windows, all of them tiny and hinged from the inside. Everything pointed to her dying somewhere else. The possibilities were nearly endless, with all the tall buildings around.

      There was nothing more he could do there. Time to hand the apartment over to the techs. They would fine-comb the place and take all the things of possible interest that Trokic was keeping his hands off. Samples of blood, fingerprints, the small white scraps of paper and post-its and all her personal documents, her computer, everything that might be important. They would sweep in, a small mobile unit that processed physical material to produce information that would aid the investigation. Other colleagues would question neighbors and attempt to account for her movements before her death.

      He shuddered as he took a final glance at the room. The woman had lived in terror, and he had a hunch that’s what ended up killing her. It was time to visit Maja’s parents and see what role they’d played in all this.
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      Maja Nielsen’s parents lived in a large white house in Sabro, a suburb of Århus. Standing at the door, Trokic sensed the chilly atmosphere, and he and Taurup walking in seemed to violate the parents’ private space.

      They were shown into a large, light room with high ceilings and white walls, designer furniture several years old. A large bouquet of narcissus stood on a glass table. The house was lacking for nothing, but it was too white. Sterile, like a well-decorated operation room. Someone had mentioned that they’d owned a cannery.

      Trokic and Taurup sat down on a small, beige leather sofa and brought out their notebooks. Neither of them was very good with people who were experiencing the worst moments of their lives, but this was one of the first and most important tasks in a potential murder investigation.

      The man and wife were reacting to the crisis each in their own way. Maja’s mother, Helle Nielsen, sat across from them with a cold, silent stream of tears running down her cheeks. She was a thin woman in her mid-forties, with a longish, colorless face. Her uncombed blond hair was cut in a page. For several minutes, they waited respectfully while she composed herself. She’d been told the news earlier that morning; a light-blue robe hung loosely over her nightgown, which nearly blended in with the sofa. Maja’s father, Bo, paced relentlessly in his black suit. He was also pale. The only sign of emotion he showed was his clenched fists. Off to the side, a clumsy Labrador pup slunk around with its tail between its legs.

      It was much too early to be questioning these people. Only four hours had passed since Helle and Bo learned the horrible news and their world collapsed. But here they were, and they had a job to do; there was no avoiding it. Finally, Trokic cautiously broke the ice.

      “I know this is a terrible time, and I’m so very sorry about Maja. But we need to find out as much as possible about her, to help us put together what happened.”

      “I suppose so.” Bo swiped his bald head. “Her cousin came out and told us; he explained you’d be stopping by before long. We’d just as soon get it over with, so we can be left alone.”

      “First, I should say that we know very little as of now,” Trokic said. “We can’t rule out suicide.”

      The father looked back and forth between Trokic and Taurup. “Maja would never do that. And I can’t at all imagine who could have done this to her. It must be some psychopath she ran into. Have you checked the insane asylums and all the filthy criminals running around the city?”

      His words were indignant, yet he spoke without expression. When would he crack? Or would he? A clock ticked in the background. A slow monotonous sound that reminded Trokic of a metronome.

      “We’ve already started our investigation.” Trokic glanced over at the B&O stereo, the PH lamp above the glass table at the other end of the room, the numerous porcelain figures. Maja Nielsen had grown up in a prosperous, financially secure home. But had she been happy here? What lay behind the room’s closed doors other than white walls? Taurup sat beside him, blinking his weary eyes.

      “Of course, we’ll let you know if anything comes up,” Taurup said.

      “When was the last time you saw Maja?” Trokic continued.

      “It must’ve been five or six weeks ago,” her father said. “She was here for dinner; it was my birthday. In spite of everything, she never forgot our birthdays.”

      Trokic made a mental note of, “in spite of.” So. Maja hadn’t come home often.

      They both looked over when her mother finally spoke, though she still sounded choked up. “We didn’t see much of her after she moved out. She’s always been a bit of an introvert, even more so as she grew older, unfortunately. I think perhaps she blamed us for not being there for her enough when she was young. We both worked too much at our cannery; we only recently sold it. For several years, we were terribly busy with a new division up in Sweden, and she spent a lot of time alone. Though, of course, she had her grandmother; she lives nearby. And my sister and her cousin.”

      She hesitated. “She might have felt we failed her, but we never talked about it. And now, of course…”

      She stared at the table in front of her. Trokic jotted down a note. “You say you didn’t know so much about her life the past few years. What about boyfriends, that sort of thing?”

      “She was seeing a real estate broker, but she never brought him over to meet us. His name is Martin Isaksen. He has his own agency; I believe it’s called ‘Mansion’.”

      Trokic nodded and wrote down the name. “Her apartment is in bad shape, very bad, in fact. We found some blood on the wall, and she had several cuts on her arms. Our pathologist believes they were self-inflicted. Is this something you’d noticed?”

      “Of course not,” Bo Nielsen said. “Maja would never ever do that!”

      Trokic studied him a moment. There was something in his eye. A flicker of uncertainty. Or was it guilt?

      “Definitely not,” Helle Nielsen added.

      The Labrador pup squatted off to the side and peed. A small yellow pool appeared on the wood floor. She sniffed it and looked up with guilty eyes. Maja’s mother brought in a roll of paper towels and dried it up. The clock ticked in the silence.

      “Have you kept her old bedroom?” Trokic said.

      She sat down and shook her head. “No, we converted it into a guest room a few years ago.”

      “Okay, is there anything in particular you’ve thought of or would like to add? Someone, anyone who might have had something to do with her death? Situations that come to mind? Any unusual behavior at any time?”

      They both shook their heads again.

      “Do you have any knowledge of her having trouble with anyone?”

      “No,” her father said, “nothing like that either. In fact, everything seemed completely normal. She was busy with school and work, and we were looking at a new apartment for her. She was never a troublemaker.”

      “I’d like for you to make a list of everyone she knew. Especially girlfriends and former boyfriends.”

      He handed them his card. “You can email the list or call me.”

      Trokic glanced discreetly at his phone. A text from Detective Lisa Kornelius: Bach was ready to begin the autopsy at the Department of Forensic Medicine.

      “We’ll be doing the autopsy on Maja soon. If you’d like to see her when we’re done, we can arrange it in the nearby chapel.”

      “We’d like that.” Her mother began crying silently again.

      “We can also arrange crisis counseling if you wish?”

      Bo Nielsen shook his head. “No, we’ll deal with this ourselves.”

      Trokic wasn’t surprised. “All right. I’ll call you when the autopsy is finished.”
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      Trokic had read once that humans have around twenty million olfactory cells. As he drove alone down Randersgade toward Skejby Hospital, his windshield wipers on high, he wished he didn’t have a single one of the little bastards. Traffic was still heavy, and he turned up the volume on the 30 Seconds to Mars number, “The Kill,” as he tapped his hands on the wheel to the relatively subdued drumming. Recently, he’d stuck the heaviest of the heavy metal CDs in the back of his glove compartment, to make way for a slightly lighter sound in the Civic. Very slightly.

      The visit to Maja Nielsen’s parents had been a cool, clinical affair. What was it like being Bo and Helle Nielsen? Living in all that whiteness? If he’d been the one who’d moved out, he wouldn’t have hung around there one single minute longer than necessary.

      

      He parked in front of the red buildings at the Institute and sat for a few moments, listening to the end of the song. Then he shut off the stereo, hopped out, and sprinted the twenty meters to the door in the pouring rain.

      It wasn’t nearly as bad, though, after the Institute had moved to the hospital. No sense in being a whiner, either. The nauseating odors had been reduced to a minimum by a highly effective ventilation system that every year sucked out the smell of five hundred bodies at their first stop in death. The Institute wasn’t quite as repulsive to him as it used to be. And yet. He imagined the smell hiding in tiny, inconspicuous spots. In a lab coat swishing by, or a sample being taken from one room to another.

      

      The young woman had already been laid out on the steel table. He was close enough to notice small details. The dark, bushy eyebrows, the remains of the slightly broad nose, the small ears set back on her head. Her eyes were closed, and though facial expressions on cadavers never revealed what had happened prior to death, there was something horrifying about this young body.  Those scraps of paper with times and places back in her apartment—what was that about? The final thoughts of an insane woman?

      The only person Trokic had brought along was Jan, who would be doing the photography. It was almost like old friends palling around as they waited for the autopsy to start. Bach removed the dirty, stinking flowered dress from the victim, stuck it in a paper bag, and handed it to Trokic, who would deliver it to the Forensic Center.

      “It looks like she hasn’t had a shower for some time,” Bach said. “And her clothes are filthy.”

      There was a quiet dignity to the pathologist’s movements, a respect for the woman she had been. Once Trokic had asked him what he believed happened after death. Nothing at all, Bach had answered. Life, to him, was a cycle, where the body decomposes and becomes a part of nature. In a way, it was also a more beautiful and likely possibility than a permanent vacation with a bearded old man.

      “The skull has been fractured. Hemorrhaging under the dura mater, the outer membrane, typical of blunt force trauma. A few fragments are lodged in the brain, there’s a nasal fracture also, it looks as though the head rammed into a solid object during the fall. There are fractures of the heels, fracture and dislocation of the pelvis, a compression fracture of the spinal vertebra, cervical fracture.”

      It was hard for Trokic to look at so many fractures. He’d seen much in his time. Strangulation, knifings, a woman shot in the face with a sawed-off shotgun. Fifteen months earlier, he’d witnessed the worst autopsy of his life when an eight-year-old boy had been strangled in Giber Creek in Mårslet. But at least that boy had been in one piece. Trokic wasn’t thrilled about broken, splintered bones sticking out all over the place.

      “How high?”

      Bach switched to his faux-cheerful voice. “Usually, if you want to be sure before jumping, or if you’re pushing somebody, whatever the case, you need to be up on the fifth floor. You’ll seldom survive that. Less would probably have killed her if she’d landed the wrong way, which she obviously did here. I would guess that she landed on a very uneven surface, her legs took the initial blow and her head and neck then rammed into something sticking up. Something hard.”

      He lifted her fingers one by one and took a sample of the material under her fingernails. “Seems to be a bit of soil here. Probably the same as what’s on her clothes. Her nails are ripped up, as if she’d scraped them against something. She might have been trying to hold onto the edge of a balcony or something before falling.”

      Jan leaned in close and took his photos silently. He showed no emotion; he could just as well have been on a shoot for a furniture catalog. When Jan wasn’t with the head forensic technician, Kurt Tønnies, he was noticeably reticent, as if the missing synergy between them held him back.

      “Christiane is here with us for a while, by the way,” Bach said in passing, as if he weren’t busy dissecting a young woman only a few years younger than his own daughter. “Or I should say, above us, at Forensic Chemistry. She’s on the home stretch with her education, doing her thesis on poisoning. She’ll probably end up stuck here in this building. She’s also talking about a Ph.D., here with me.”

      Bach sighed in annoyance. “I admit, I’ve tried to talk her out of it. She’s stubborn as a mule. Not that she doesn’t have what it takes, she does, it’s just…”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Trokic said, trying to gently deflect the mood of disapproval. “It’s not exactly CSI here, is it?”

      “No, it is not, definitely not. So okay, she’s witnessed an autopsy during her medical studies, but she’s a sensitive girl. She has no experience with the really bad cases.”

      Trokic nodded politely. He had no desire whatsoever to talk about Torben Bach’s daughter, who as a teenager had sent him a constant stream of passionate love letters. While Bach took blood samples, Trokic steered the conversation back to the victim. “What about the cuts on her arms?”

      “They weren’t all done at once, as I told you earlier. Some of them are a few days old, others are from a week ago, maybe ten days. They look bad, but they’re not all that deep.”

      “So, you’re sure none of them were inflicted after death?”

      Bach lifted his head and smiled incredulously. “Dead people don’t bleed, Daniel.”

      “No, of course not. Were they suicide attempts?”

      Bach shook his head.“No. They’re nowhere close to the artery. It looks more like self-mutilation. Like these young girls who cut themselves. The cuts are typically parallel and usually on the right arm of southpaws like her and vice versa. And as you can see, most of the cuts are on her right arm.”

      “So, you think she’s left-handed.”

      “I do, and of course you should check that. There are also signs of tentative incisions. After all, it hurts, and sometimes you have to work up the courage to cut deeper.”

      “And there’s no sign of her letting someone else do it?”

      “No, it would have looked a lot different.”

      Bach stood up and studied her a moment. “Although…”

      “What is it?”

      “You can see she has a cut on the back of her left arm too. If she is left-handed, as right now we assume she is, she probably didn’t do that one herself. It’s odd.”

      Trokic thought back to the apartment. Had there been a cup on the coffee table with the handle turned to the right? Had there been someone else in there shortly before she died? “But if she was brave enough to cut herself, why didn’t she go through with it and cut her artery? That would’ve been the easiest way out. Since she lived on the third floor, she needed to look for some place to jump. And that makes it more difficult.”

      “I don’t know, Daniel. There’s a lot of blood involved; maybe she didn’t want to see it. Or have other people see it. So, she decided to jump somewhere else.”

      Bach resumed his work and spoke quietly into the microphone. Trokic stared at the earthly remains on the table in front of him. Everything she must have been seemed to have disappeared with all the knife cuts. All that was left was flesh and blood and bones. Had she really killed herself? Or had she been pushed off a tall building and moved by her killer? The self-inflicted cuts didn’t necessarily mean she hadn’t been killed, surely?

      They were almost done, and Trokic needed a cigarette and a cup of coffee. Jan had already packed up his camera, and he stood staring blankly with his arms crossed.

      “When do you think I can get a report?” Trokic said.

      “I’ll send something to you later today,” Bach said.

      Trokic turned to Jan. “Let’s go home.”

      

      The woman filled the entire hallway with her presence. She leaned against the wall with an unlit cigarette in one hand, a stack of papers in the other. “I’m here at the Institute for a while. I’m writing my thesis upstairs in Chemistry.”

      Trokic played it cool. “Yes, your father told me.”

      Bach’s daughter had grown from a messy teenager into a true neo-hippie. Black short skirt, black blouse open over a pink T-shirt, large stone on a leather string around her neck, high black leather sandals. Zero makeup. Christiane’s hopelessly naïve letters ten years ago, back when Trokic had just started at Homicide, had been difficult to deal with, to say the least. And Bach had been embarrassed and angry with his daughter. How old was she now? Twenty-six? Twenty-seven? There wasn’t a single hint of worship in her eyes, as far as he could tell. They were cool and observant, taking measure of what appeared before them. She studied him as if he were some mysterious animal that had crawled out of a hole. Jan stood beside him, fidgeting impatiently.

      “They’re starting me out by having me help with the analysis of samples on this case,” she said. “So, you’ve been warned if I call you.”

      She sent him a tiny smile. As if it was the last thing she wanted to do. Trokic didn’t know how to respond, and several seconds went by before he said, “And when can we expect the results of these samples?”

      He hoped she wasn’t going to follow in her father’s footsteps. It was very difficult for him to avoid forensic pathologists in Århus. Also, the rumors about her had made the rounds, which didn’t make things one bit easier. Rumors of her going through several men, dancing in stilettos on tables in punk bars when she got drunk, hopping into the ocean at least once a week in front of a crowd of male onlookers. Trokic didn’t want to know what was going on.

      He wondered if Bach had any idea what his daughter was up to, or if the rumors were exaggerated. They always were. When they weren’t outright lies. But anyway. Christiane gazed at him as if she was wondering what he was thinking. Then she shook her short, unruly hair, frowned, and spoke without expression.

      “Surely, you’ll get the results by tomorrow, don’t you think? Let’s count on that. I’ll take care of the blood samples up in Chemistry; one of the bio-analysts will help.”

      She handed him her card. “My office number is in the corner if you have any questions.”

      She turned and walked away. No goodbye.

      

      Back in the car again, Trokic thought over what he’d learned. The autopsy had confirmed some of their theories, but too many questions were left unanswered. He checked his watch. Time for a chat with Maja’s cousin.
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      Assistant Detective Lisa Kornelius had a bone to pick with her boss. A big one. In his green T-shirt, Trokic sat with his back to the window, patting down the rooster tail that sprang from his black hair, as if it wasn’t his fault she had to be in court in a half hour. On her way into the station that morning, Lisa had heard about the young woman found in Town Hall Park, a case that sounded a lot more interesting than defending IT evidence in a courtroom.

      She set aside her own concerns for a moment and took a good long look at Maja Nielsen’s cousin, Simon Møller, sitting across the table from her. Her first thought was practical—cynical, actually, very much so. Here was a valuable source of information about the victim, right in front of their noses. A coincidence, perhaps, but it was undeniably a major plus.

      Simon was one of their youngest officers. Crew cut, a bit of a flat nose, full lips. Too young to ever be called Assistant Detective, a title so out-of-date that only a few particularly stubborn officers bogged down in their careers still kept it in the post-police-reform era. Lisa had sounded out a few other officers before this interview, just to have a general idea of Simon, but the pickings were slim; he’d only recently been hired. He must be shaken up badly from finding his cousin dead, she thought. His head must be spinning, trying to piece together what had happened.

      Lisa shrugged off her annoyance with Trokic and settled her lanky body in one of the office chairs. She pulled out a notebook from her bag.

      “I’m sorry about your cousin,” Trokic began. “This won’t take long, and then you can take a few days off.”

      “I really don’t get it,” Simon said. His ashen face nearly blended in with the wall. “You think you’ve seen it all, and then something like this happens.”

      He stared out the open window at the city bus station, lost in thought for a moment. Lisa was sitting closest to him, and she reached out and patted his arm carefully. They sat for a while in silence, then the young officer took a deep breath and sighed heavily. He turned and stared down at the table.

      “There wasn’t a whole lot going on that night, nothing at all in fact, from the time we started our shift at eleven until…Peter and I had just grabbed a cup of coffee, the dispatcher got a call around five-thirty. A Radisson employee biking to work on Frederik’s Allé noticed her laying in the grass. Town Hall Park, believe it or not. Right in front of everybody.”

      Trokic nodded. He looked as if he couldn’t quite figure out how to say what he had to say. “Right now, what we know about her death is unclear and contradictory; let’s just forget she was found in the park. The pathologist thinks she fell from a significant height. It’s also very likely she cut herself, her arms. Was Maja right-handed or left-handed?”

      “Left-handed.”

      “You’re sure about that?”

      “Yeah, because I am too, and we’ve talked about it. Why?”

      “Because the cuts are primarily on her right arm. Which indicates they’re self-inflicted. At the moment, it looks like she might have killed herself and then someone moved her. What’s your reaction to that?”

      Simon threw up his arms and leaned back in his chair, upset now. “I can’t say it makes a lot of sense to me, but I suppose it is the most obvious explanation, under the circumstances.”

      “All right, good,” Trokic said. “No matter what did happen, the most important thing now is that we find where she died. I’ve been in her apartment, and I seriously doubt she fell from there. You have any idea where she could have fallen?”

      Simon seemed frustrated. “No, none at all.”

      Lisa held back a sigh. Maybe Simon didn’t actually know much about what his cousin did, where she hung out, yet some small detail could be important. And she hated the thought of missing it. Trokic hesitated a moment before continuing. Lisa imagined he couldn’t stand ransacking a colleague’s memory like this. Though, when she thought about it, very few things weighed heavily on her boss’s conscience. He was reserved; he never talked about his private life, and whatever went on inside his head was a complete mystery to her. He was forty-one and lived with his cat in a house in one of the city’s residential areas. That was it, the total extent of what she knew after working with him for three years.

      She felt nauseous as she discreetly waded through the photos they’d taken. The woman looked like she’d been dead longer than under a day, and her broken nose distorted her features horribly. At the bottom of the stack was a single photo of a living, unsmiling Maja Nielsen. Her hair was in a ponytail, her narrow face pale and blank. Lisa pushed all the photos back into the file where no one could see them.

      Trokic spoke slowly. “Her apartment didn’t look good, to put it mildly. There was blood all over one wall, and a table was covered with small scraps of paper with times and places written on them. There was a small key, too. And a big mess.”

      Now, Simon looked even paler. “A key? What did it look like?”

      “Small. It was taped to the table. Why?”

      He swallowed. “The key is for me. She must’ve known she was going to die. When she moved away from home, she told me she had a safe deposit box at a bank; there was some jewelry from our grandmother in it. She was afraid someone would steal it. At the time, I told her to take care of the key, and if anything happened, to make sure I knew where it was. So now…”

      He shivered and looked up at them. “Since she put the key in plain sight, maybe she planned to kill herself. We haven’t seen much of each other the past few years, but she knew she could rely on me.”

      Trokic nodded. “I get the impression your cousin was emotionally unstable. Is that true?”

      Simon stood up and paced around the small office. It was two-thirty, nine hours since Maja had been found, but in the office, time stood still.

      “Like I said, I didn’t see much of her,” he mumbled. “We were both busy. The last time was a couple months ago at a family get-together.”

      “So, you have no idea how she was doing?” Lisa asked. From the window, she caught a whiff of the dwindling rain. A short but pleasant moment.

      “No.”

      “Do you know if she was emotionally unstable in the past?” she said.

      Simon shrugged lightly. “She might have tended to be. Her moods changed a lot. She studied music; maybe she was having some problems in school.”

      “But she was around your house a lot when she was a child?”

      “Yeah, we lived just down the street. I moved back in the house when my parents died, matter of fact. I run into her parents once in a while. They’re weird, and they weren’t always there for her when she needed them. That’s probably why I’m the one she told about the key and the safe deposit box.”

      “But you don’t remember anything as bad as this?” Trokic asked.

      Simon shook his head and sat down with a sigh. “No.”

      “There was a cup of green mint tea on the table, too. Did she normally drink that stuff?”

      Pause. Simon stared blankly at them. “I don’t remember. Maybe. She liked tea anyway.”

      “You said she was studying music?”

      “Yeah, jazz. She was getting ready for auditions to get into the conservatory.”

      He stared down at his hands. “She had a great voice. Always did. And it was just the right kind for jazz.”

      Trokic nodded sympathetically, though Lisa knew he couldn’t begin to imagine why anyone would voluntarily immerse themselves in such “chaos,” his opinion of jazz.

      “She has a boyfriend, Martin Isaksen,” Lisa said. “A real estate agent. Her parents told us about him, and we’ve sent a few officers out to give him the bad news. What do you know about him?”

      “I only met him once, on New Year’s Eve. They rented a place down by the marina and threw a party. I wondered why she was with that type of guy.”

      She frowned. “What you mean, that type of guy?”

      Simon looked disgusted, as if an insect was swimming in his coffee. “He’s a real hustler. He talks way too much, and they rolled in to the party in this fancy car. A jerk. I guess you know he lives on Park Allé, right across from Town Hall Park. That, in itself, is fishy. Maybe she jumped at his place, and he moved her.”

      Trokic’s eyebrows fell. “We didn’t know he lived on Park Allé. Her parents gave us the name of his agency, and that’s where I sent the officers. How do you know this?”

      Her cousin suddenly looked a bit uneasy. Several moments later, he said, “I checked him out a few months ago. I wanted to know more because, yeah, he seemed like a jerk.”

      Trokic and Lisa nodded.

      “What about her free time, what did she do?” Trokic said.

      “Yeah, I think she was volunteering a few hours every day at Transit, on Jægergårdsgade. She did a lot of that sort of thing. It was like…”

      “Like what?” Trokic asked.

      Simon shrugged. “Like it helped her, I think.”

      Lisa knew about Transit. One of the town’s wealthy men, the owner of a large investment firm, had established a shelter in a building that once had been a family-owned hotel. It was a private charity project. Occasionally, the police sent a homeless person there.

      “Surely, she must have played music around town?” Lisa said.

      “Yeah, I think several people get together and jam different places, but I don’t know who they are or where they play. She also sang in several bands, far as I know.”

      Trokic stood up and stretched his legs. He walked over to the window and leaned against the wall. “Is there anything at all that makes you think this might be a homicide?”

      “No. I think she killed herself, and somebody moved her.”

      “No matter what, it’s illegal to move a body. We need to find whoever did it as soon as possible.”

      “Sorry,” Lisa said, “but I have to go. I have to be in court.”

      She sent Trokic a dirty look, and he stared back at her. His dark blue eyes seemed to say it wasn’t his fault there was a judicial system. “Of course. I think we’re done here for now anyway.”

      He turned to Simon. “I know it’s not easy but go home and try to get some sleep. Take the next few days off, or however much time you need. We’ll figure it out. And don’t be tempted to snoop around on your own. This is our investigation, and we don’t need anybody personally involved getting mixed up in it.”

      Simon shrugged. “Of course not.”

      “Good, just so we understand each other.”

      Trokic grabbed the car keys on the table and tossed his coat over his shoulder. “I’ll take Jasper along; time to have a look at this real estate agent.”
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      Trokic and Taurup parked in front of an old but well-preserved white building with a view of the ocean. Times were tough for real estate agents. Sales were down, foreclosure auctions were way up, and several agencies had given up the ghost.

      Taurup looked tired. And he’d forgotten to shave, Trokic noticed. The detective had become one of his closest colleagues. In addition to being a genius at numbers, he had an incredible memory. Plus, he was one of the most logical human beings Trokic had ever known. Allegations, speculations, hypotheses, metaphysics—Taurup would have none of it. He always contributed useful, rational ideas to an investigation. In other words, his processor powers were sky high.

      They were ushered into Martin Isaksen’s office. It was pleasant enough, though without personality. Large, boring abstract paintings, stripped wood floors. Isaksen turned and introduced himself when they stepped in. Maja Nielsen’s boyfriend wore a blue suit, and he was tall, with a square face, broad neck, small eyes, and wavy, stylishly cut hair. He was in his early thirties, but his bushy eyebrows made him look older. The smile he flashed at them revealed pointed teeth. Here was a man who projected a sense of order, structure, deliberation. Trokic recalled Maja’s apartment; she must have been terribly lonesome in her final days of fighting her demons because this man had almost certainly not been around to help. But Isaksen was also a man with an apartment at an extremely incriminating location. Trokic decided to hold back on that point, however. For now.

      The room stank of an aftershave he recognized: Eternity. A former girlfriend had given him a bottle of it once, but he’d thrown it away. It put him in a bad mood.

      “I’m sorry to barge in on you like this,” Trokic said. “My condolences with your girlfriend.”

      “A few of your people were here this morning.” Isaksen eyed them. “They didn’t say much. Have you found out what happened to her?”

      “They came by just to ask a few routine questions.” The boyfriend didn’t seem particularly upset, Trokic thought. “But we need to dig a little deeper, so to speak. As I’m sure you understand, we have to gather as much information as possible in a case like this, as quickly as we can. We don’t know exactly what happened, but it’s likely that Maja jumped from a significant height. And she was later moved by someone. We would very much like to find this someone.”

      Isaksen nodded silently. His face was pale, and puffy bags hung under his eyes. Trokic had seen this many, many times. Death slipping by those left behind, leaving them gray and lifeless. From sorrow, yes, but also from the sudden shock of death reminding them of its existence. Or was it something else in this case? The real estate man slung his arms out.

      “I was just heading for the door. I’d like to go home and be by myself; surely you can understand that?”

      “Of course. Let’s get started.” Trokic brought out his notepad. “How long have you known Maja?”

      “About eight months, give or take a few weeks. September of last year. I met her at a private party. We were talking about living together, in fact, but then she got sick about a month ago, and we set that aside temporarily.”

      Isaksen fiddled with a lighter on the table. Right-handed, Trokic noticed, and he thought back to the cup on Maja’s table. But that didn’t mean anything; ninety percent of the population was right-handed. Trokic bit his lip and looked out the window. A silver-gray Porsche Carrera was parked behind the office. A luxury car. The sun had risen between nearby buildings, its light reflected off the car’s broad wheel rims and side mirrors.

      Taurup scratched his acne-scarred face. “You say sick—what was wrong?”

      Isaksen showed his teeth again with a somewhat irrelevant smile. “She was very strange the past month. She kept saying over and over that she was sick, she didn’t want to see anyone, at all. Not even me. But I did stop by her place several times, and she seemed depressed and confused. It was really bad the last time I was there. She was having delusions; she thought there were evil animals in her building, coming to get her. One other time she said someone was listening through the walls. She was confusing fantasy with reality, talking a lot about some very bad dreams she’d had. Evil horses, closed-in rooms, death, people stalking her.”

      He sighed and caught his breath for a moment. “I asked her, I begged her to see her doctor, and she promised she would. It was odd, because she wasn’t so bizarre all the time. Sometimes she seemed like she was really there, just weak, without any will. She’d given up, and that wasn’t like her at all.”

      Now, he sighed even deeper. “Of course, I feel terrible; it’s tragic if it really was so bad that she wanted to end her life. But I can’t say it’s a complete surprise.”

      “But what do you think went wrong?” Taurup said.

      “I don’t know. I never managed to find out what was really going on inside her. She had secrets, I’m sure of that. I admit, it fascinated me.”

      “But you must’ve felt you made a good couple in some way,” Trokic said.

      “I was attracted to her. We both knew what we wanted. She lived and breathed for her singing, and she was so focused on getting into the conservatory that I started to worry about what would happen, if for some reason she wasn’t accepted. Everyone thought she was a natural; there were a lot of major expectations. Of course, she must have felt the pressure. I was glad she had her own projects, though. I’m a workaholic; it was a relief knowing she was so involved in something.”

      Trokic nodded. That wasn’t such a bad foundation for a relationship. Unfortunately, he had yet to find a woman who was okay with playing second fiddle, which was why women came and went in his life. And maybe that was for the best.

      “So, everything was great between you?” Taurup asked.

      “Not quite. I told her I wanted children at some point, but she was totally against it. She wouldn’t even discuss it.”

      They sat in silence for a moment.

      “These problems of hers…did you talk about them?” Trokic said.

      Isaksen shook his head and scratched his neck. “I have to admit, talking about things like that isn’t easy for me. I’m nobody’s therapist. I was hoping it was something her girlfriends and her doctor could help her with. But it worried me, a lot.”

      “What about her parents?”

      The real estate man fidgeted, and his small eyes grew even smaller. “What’s that got to do with your investigation? I don’t know them.”

      “That’s what I mean,” Trokic said. “Shouldn’t you have been introduced to them?”

      “I suppose, but she didn’t see them very much. I don’t think they were around a lot when Maja was a kid. They were career people, they had a lot on their plates, that’s probably why she was an only child.”

      “So, you don’t know much about her past? Other than what she told you?”

      Isaksen shrugged. “Is that so strange?”

      Trokic thought for a moment. How much did his own girlfriends ever find out about him? It couldn’t be very much. On the other hand, he had little family left for anyone special to meet. His father and brother had been killed in the Balkan war, and his mother had died from cancer a few years after. He had a few cousins; that was it.

      He felt a familiar knot in his stomach; one of the cousins, his favorite in fact, Sinka, had disappeared during a trip to the Croatian archipelago many years ago. Last year, someone claimed to have seen her in Serbia, of all places, and now he was convinced she was alive. He had contacted the Serbian authorities and even flown down to Beograd, but to no avail. He’d managed to establish a good working relationship with a Serbian police chief who had taken an interest in Sinka’s story. And two days ago, the man had sent him an email with several new ideas. Trokic was waiting anxiously to hear how they turned out.

      “When was the last time you saw Maja?” he asked.

      “It feels like I’m repeating myself a lot,” Isaksen said.

      “Yes, but please, if you can tell us again,” Taurup said, taking pains to keep the mood friendly. He began drawing stick figures on his notepad.

      “I’m thinking it was two weeks ago.”

      Isaksen’s voice broke, and he had to swallow a few times before continuing. “We spent an evening at her place. It already seems like an eternity.”

      “How did her apartment look then?”

      “What do you mean? It looked normal. Maybe a little bit messy.”

      “Okay. But you were lovers; didn’t you normally see each other more often?”

      “Normally, we did, but she was feeling so bad. Hasn’t that sunk in with you guys yet?”

      “But why weren’t you more persistent, break her door down? I would have.” That was a bald-faced lie; Trokic had never felt that strongly about any woman. “Were you two having problems? I think it’s strange you weren’t with her more. Weren’t you worried about her?”

      “Of course, I was worried about her! But she didn’t want to see me. I asked her several times.”

      “And what about yesterday evening?” Taurup said. “What were you doing?”

      A glint appeared in Isaksen’s eye. “You would have to ask me again, I suppose, wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes, we would.”

      “I had dinner at Substans on Frederiksgade. A business dinner.”

      “Did you at any time have any contact with Maja?”

      He shook his head. “I tried to call her just before dinner, but she didn’t answer. Later, I went home and fell asleep; I’m afraid I was a bit drunk.”

      Isaksen seemed surprisingly ignorant of what his girlfriend had been doing, given that they were planning on living together. Trokic sensed that this real estate man was mostly interested in himself. And that the relationship might not have been particularly important to him.

      “When did you get home?” Taurup asked.

      “I don’t remember exactly. Maybe around eleven.”

      Trokic sighed. “It’s unfortunate you can’t account for your whereabouts at a time when she might still have been alive. Very unfortunate.”

      “I was asleep, for chrissake!” His eyes darted back and forth between the two detectives.

      “So you say,” Trokic said. “But you know what we think is a bigger problem? You live on Park Allé, which is close to Town Hall Park. Remarkably close, in fact. She could have jumped from your apartment, and you didn’t want your name in the papers.”

      Taurup broke in. “Or. You might’ve been jealous or pissed off about her kicking you out of her life. Enough to kill her. Bottom line is, you don’t have an alibi for that late evening and night.”

      “Christ, I don’t believe this! I didn’t kill her—why would anyone want to kill her?”

      “Take it easy: we just have to look at every possibility,” Trokic said.

      “If you really want suspects, check out where she worked, Transit. I even had a suspicion she was seeing someone from there. Though I can’t see why she’d hang around with those losers.”

      “Okay,” Trokic said. “But you don’t know who that might be?”

      “No. I just had the feeling. Like I said, she had her secrets, like sometimes she got home later than she said she would.”

      “We’ll look into that,” Trokic said. “You own a chain of real estate businesses around here, I understand?”

      “Yes. I started Mansion eight years ago. Most of our business involves larger houses. Mansions, you could say. The first few years were incredible, but lately… Well, it’s no secret, business isn’t good.”

      “What does it mean for your chain?” Trokic said. “Just out of curiosity.”

      “We’re getting by. Our equity is sound. Probably better than most. And we’ve picked up quite a bit of business from competitors gone bankrupt.”

      Trokic thought about an article he’d read, describing the threat to the ecological balance in southern France. An American bullfrog with a leg span of up to a half meter had inadvertently been introduced into France from the States about fifty years ago. It had no natural enemies, and now it practically had a stranglehold on every waterhole in the region. Snipers equipped with rifles with silencers were necessary to pick off the ferocious Yankee monsters. Isaksen reminded Trokic of the bullfrogs.

      The real estate man seemed to read Trokic’s mind. “That’s business. The big fish eat the little fish, right on down the food chain.”

      He continued with a short lecture about bonds and currency rates that was incomprehensible to mortal man. Which annoyed Trokic.

      “What about Maja? Did she have anything to do with your business?”

      “Of course not. She was very interested, though; she followed what went on.”

      “I think that’s about it.” Trokic was disappointed; he felt they’d gotten very little useful out of him. “But don’t wander off too far. I’m sure we’ll have more questions, and I don’t want to have to look for you in Timbuktu.”

      Isaksen stared straight ahead and shivered, as if a cold wind had just blown through the room. “The last time we were together, she had the worst nightmare. Yelled out in her sleep. It was scary, in fact. She almost couldn’t breathe, started babbling about things I couldn’t understand. Like someone was after her. And suddenly she sat up in bed and screamed something about wild horses and a dark room. And her eyes turned black, like she was seeing something way far away in another world that terrified her.”

      Isaksen’s face was ashen now.

      A few moments later, Trokic said, “The first results from Forensics will be coming in soon. And we’re going to check your apartment and courtyard; you can count on that.”

      He pulled out a form. “If you give us permission to search the premises by signing here, everything will go a little bit faster.”

      Isaksen peered suspiciously at the paper, but then he found a pen and signed.

      “Thanks. Now you can hope we don’t find anything that implicates you.”
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      He stared down at the carnage just below the front door of his house. Three mice and a bird had been executed by his Norwegian forest cat, Pjuske, and laid to rest on the doormat. It wasn’t what he needed to see so late in the evening. He sighed, then he unlocked the door and went inside to find a sack for the funeral.

      The sounds of spring had disappeared. Lawnmowers, grass trimmers, children playing—all were gone, as the fumes of freshly-painted rafters and carports rose into the atmosphere.

      He’d lived in the house over thirteen years. At first, he’d rented, then later he bought it. A small, two-room house with a brown bathroom, shabby kitchen, scratched-up wood floors, and grayish-green walls. Up until now, he’d been fine with it all, but he knew that in others’ eyes it definitely needed some TLC. He just hadn’t pulled himself together to do something about it. The truth was, he hated changes in his surroundings. And anyway, he was having enough trouble with ants. Last year, the ant air force in the kitchen had been a nightmare, especially because of its formidable defense against all chemical warfare.

      The living room was sparsely furnished with a few older pieces, a bookcase with paperbacks, and a few too many lamps. New ones appeared constantly, as if by magic. The latest addition was a special apparatus that could send out light in every shade of the rainbow by pressing a button on a remote. You could also set it for any one specific color, depending on your mood—the choice being pointless in Trokic’s case because it always ended up on dark green.

      He stabbed two meatballs in the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of burgundy from his wine rack. After chugging his first glass, he walked into the living room with the bottle and wineglass and sat down with the first reports of the day. His homicidal maniac of a cat was too busy sleeping on the sofa to acknowledge his arrival.

      Two officers had checked the information on Maja and her family. Her father had for many years been the manager of their cannery, and her mother had been his closest assistant. The report gave a detailed account of the relationships in the rest of the family, which was unusually boring and almost as long as an Icelandic saga.

      He laid it aside and started in on the next report. An interview with two students at Maja’s music school who had shown up at headquarters. Apparently, no one at the school had been close to her. It was the same old story; Maja had been reserved, but when there was something she wanted, she’d been relentless. For quite some time, she’d skipped most classes, and she hadn’t shown up at all the past few weeks. A stubborn bout of the flu, she’d claimed. When she had shown up earlier that month, she’d been unusually brooding and distant.

      New report. Initial interview with the victim’s boyfriend. Nothing new there. He tossed it aside and thought about their own interview with Isaksen. They’d have another chat with him when things had settled down; he was probably the person with the most insight into Maja’s world, and he hadn’t told them much at all. Also, the more interviews with a suspect, the more likely it was to find holes in their story.

      He poured another glass of wine and reached for the next report, but his phone on the table discreetly interrupted him.

      “Agersund here.”

      Agersund, the stocky man with a gray crew cut whom they hadn’t seen at headquarters for several weeks. Trokic’s boss since 1998. For better and worse. He was amiable enough, with a sense of humor that at least most of the officers in the department appreciated, but he was also a disciplinarian of the first order, from a time when the police leadership was absolutist. Over the years, he’d tried to keep Trokic on a short leash, but he’d had only limited success.

      “So, you’re out of your coma now?” Trokic felt around in his pocket for a pack of cigarettes. He pulled an ashtray over, lit his cigarette, and watched the thin trail of smoke rise.

      “Only long enough to hear how everything’s going. I miss the entertainment, sitting on my throne, watching all you idiots screw everything up.”

      Trokic chuckled and took a drag on his cigarette. Then he gave his boss a lengthy description of the day’s events. “All in all, it’s a strange case. There’s not much more to say until we hear from Forensics.”

      “Jesus,” Agersund said. “Sounds bad, her apartment, the nightmares about evil animals. What does our pathologist have to say?”

      “There’s quite a bit that points to suicide. Bach wasn’t sure, though. Right now, it’s up in the air. We can’t even make an educated guess.”

      “Um hmm. Do you think you can take over for me?”

      Trokic stubbed out his cigarette. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s going to be a while before I’m back. Oh, hell, I might as well come right out and say it; these idiots have found a malignant tumor in my prostate. Apparently, that’s why I’ve been pissing blood and had all these bladder infections the past year.”

      Trokic sat in silence as his boss’s words slowly hit him. Cancer. The invisible enemy. Agersund had been his mentor the past ten years, and it was practically unthinkable that anything was seriously wrong with him. Through the phone he heard the soft tones of one of the female country singers Agersund liked.

      “How bad is it?” Trokic asked after settling himself. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer. And suddenly, he realized he actually might care a little bit about the old fool.

      “It hasn’t spread; thank God for that. They say my chances are good. I’ve been in for tests all week. But I’m starting radiation therapy and some sort of anti-hormonal treatment. It’s just going to take time.”

      “I’ll handle things,” Trokic said, though he wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea. At all. “Until you come back.”

      He thought about Agersund’s boys, two teenagers he’d gotten to know a bit. No doubt they feared for their father’s life, and he felt sorry for them.

      Several moments passed before Agersund spoke. “In fact, I’d like for you to take over permanently. This is going to be a long haul, and I can’t know when I’ll be back. And when I do, it won’t be as head of Homicide. I’ll talk to the higher powers about this.”

      “I…don’t know about this…” Trokic felt like a fish caught in a net, twisting and squirming to get out.

      “Of course, you do. I don’t have anyone else who can handle things, and anyway you’re too old for a new boss. I know you. You’d hate someone coming in and pushing you around. You’re just going to have to do it yourself.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Take over for now, temporarily. That way you can think it over. And act like a decent human being; otherwise, I’ll have to come in and straighten your ass out.”

      

      Trokic woke with a start on the sofa and sat up. He was sweaty and freezing too. Maja’s dreams had set off his own nightmare. He’d been trapped in a boat under a charcoal sky; the clouds were like bulging trash bags moving along on an assembly line. It had smelled like moldy earth, like something rotten. Then it had turned dark, and the boat was actually a coffin. He heard gnawing rabbits outside, their teeth sharp as ice picks.

      Night had fallen, and through the window, he glimpsed Saturn inside Leo. He’d fallen asleep right after hanging up. Though he was groggy, he walked out on the porch and lit a cigarette. He’d had the same dream many times, a leftover from his time in Croatia. He’d been driving back to Zagreb and had run out of gas. And there it was—the farm, the large red bricks pocked with bullet holes, the broken windows. As he neared the building, the stench hit him. The sickeningly sweet, horrifying smell. When he went inside to look for gas or a phone, he found hundreds of dead rabbits in the pen behind the house. Gray bodies, skin and bones. Starved to death. The Serbs had killed the owner and left the animals to their fate.

      Since then, the rabbits had followed him. Become a part of him, both in his dreams and during the rare times he happened to be around the animals. In his mind, he stuffed the horrible images into a sack and threw them into deep water. He knew they would rise up again.

      He went back inside and dove into the reports and the ton of information gathered to get an idea of who Maja was. Maybe they were wasting their time with all these interviews; maybe it was true that she had taken her own life. One that had hardly begun.

      After a long sigh, he started in on the final reports of the day. A female neighbor in her late fifties said that Maja was a very sweet girl. Except when it came to carrying her trash down to the dumpster. And the loud singing that streamed through the thin walls. And the girl had also been thinking about getting a dog—a dog! God only knew how much the animal would bark and how filthy the stairs would be.

      That’s odd, Trokic thought. Maja wanted a dog? Nobody had mentioned that before. It was a stupid little detail that suddenly didn’t fit; who would think about getting a dog while contemplating suicide? Dogs provided security. Protection. But people also became dependent on them, and they were demanding.

      His phone rang just after he laid the report down. It annoyed him to see the private number when he checked the display. For some reason, people believed he worked twenty-four hours a day and had no life. He couldn’t understand where they got that idea.

      “Yes?”

      “Christiane Bach.”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “We found some high substance levels in our analyses that could indicate she’d been under the influence of a drug.”

      “Which one?”

      “That’s what we need to find out because it’s not anything we’ve seen before. I think you should come in early tomorrow morning. We might be on the verge of finding something that caused her to jump.”
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      The rainy day had faded into a cool, wet evening. The sidewalk was still damp and the street dark and deserted when Anja headed for the bus stop. Five people had showed up for the DAMD meeting that evening, and the discussion about possible sanctions against a turkey farmer had been intense and loud. Three of them felt that the film of the abuser’s illegal slaughter of his animals should be leaked to the press, while the two others suggested a campaign of terror against the man, including the sabotage of his commercial vehicles. She had tried to mediate, but her thoughts had been far away.

      All day, since the morning news on TV, she’d been on edge, and now she could focus on thinking things out. Maja was dead, and for a moment, the horror of it had taken hold of her. Maja’s death couldn’t be a coincidence, and Anja might hold the key to the investigation; she was aware of that. She’d considered going to the police, but only briefly. She’d come up with an idea, one that could add to the coffers of her animal rights organization and help finance their future battles. Which was what led her to call and make her demands.

      And because she was lost in thought, Anja didn’t hear the car’s tires hissing on the wet street as it headed straight for her. She heard the engine a split second before the car slammed into her. Bones cracked and organs collapsed under enormous pressure. She was unaware of being dragged several meters underneath the car. Finally, it stopped and slowly backed up. She didn’t hear it drive away.
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      The trembling skin under Clara’s fingers felt as soft as the first goslings of the year. She leaned over and breathed in the scent of Miss Dior, then she took the erect nipple into her mouth. The girl beneath her sighed heavily and squeezed the pillow with her shapely hand. Clara had met her in Posh on 51st St. It had been easy to seduce the young, shy Latino woman, who had been eyeing her from one of the black leather sofas all evening. She’d pressed her body into the girl on the dance floor and whispered unintelligible Spanish words in her ears. The scent of this beauty blended with the slight breeze nudging its way through the open window, bringing with it the park on the other side of the street, car exhaust fumes, the deli on the corner with the fantastic bagels, and the contents of a tipped-over trash can. She stretched out luxuriously and gave herself to the moment.

      

      A half hour later, the girl was sleeping with her head on Clara’s arm, but Clara lay awake. Everything was perfect. Since January, she’d been studying economy at New York University. A special scholarship was paying for the small Manhattan apartment, which otherwise would have been beyond her means. But all her fantasies about the wild nightlife in the city had shriveled up. Her courses were beyond difficult, and her financial situation only permitted an occasional night on the town. This evening had been her first in a long time. In a week, she was flying home for her parents’ silver anniversary, and though it would be a special occasion, though they’d even paid her ticket, the thought of leaving annoyed her. She was happier now than she’d ever been. Even a long day of being bombarded by statistical analyses couldn’t spoil her mood.

      But she was worried about her good friend. A week earlier, she’d received a strange email from Maja. Distant, oddly so. As if she were writing only because she felt she had to. Yet Clara sensed something in the email. Fear. Clara hadn’t yet written back. She checked her mail every time she was on her computer; apparently, Maja only remembered her Hotmail address, though she seldom used it anymore. Everyone else used her new email.

      She slipped her arm out from under the girl’s head and sat up with a jerk. The girl lifted her head and stared at Clara with blurry eyes.

      The girl’s accent was thick. “Where are you going?”

      “Shhhh, just into the living room. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      

      There was something about email, this digital child of the letter. The words seemed less solid. Lighter. Maybe more honest, too. Whereas a letter had weight and a physical form that took an effort to be forgotten, emails lived shorter lives. Maja may not have sent all that many emails, but when she did, she seemed more open somehow than when she was physically present. And that was a mixed blessing, for sometimes she also showed more complex sides of herself that bothered Clara. A lot. Sometimes she felt that the past, back when they were playmates, bound them together more than anything. But Clara was the type who naturally cared about people, even when others didn’t return her concern.

      She padded bare-footed into the living room and turned on her computer. The room lit up. She logged onto Hotmail and stared uneasily at the screen. Another email from Maja. When had that come in? She counted back: six days. The day after she’d received Maja’s last email. She clicked on the subject line and began reading what proved to be a disturbing email.

      It was a dream, almost nothing more. They talked a lot about their dreams, tried to interpret them. Dreams as a distorted image of reality, a gate to another world.

      

      Dear Clara. I sleep so badly, and I have the most horrible dreams every night. It’s like I’m being pulled down into a bottomless well, full of black creatures. I can only see their silhouettes. And there’s a forest right beside it. A living organism. I’m alone in the well, and all I can hear is my own shallow breathing. It’s like I’ve lost myself, I don’t have any borders, I don’t know where I start or stop. All my senses down there are sharp as knives. Everything is painfully precise. Then it all changes. Gray horses with stiff hair and eyes like big empty marbles walk towards me. They smell rotten. This morning I woke up with this feeling that an animal was living in my mouth, and I went out to the bathroom and looked in the mirror to make sure there wasn’t one. But it was only me staring back with empty eyes. It was frightening. Somebody said once that a mirror image is like a curious house between reality and illusion. It feels like that’s where I am. But when I got back to the bedroom, I really could smell them. The gray horses. And the smell wasn’t like normal horses, it was more like predators, and it hung like a fog over my bed. And then I realized that I smelled too. From anxiety. Like prey. I don’t understand what’s happening to me. I think I’m getting sick. I don’t remember. Everything is just holes. Write me. Maja

      

      Clara swallowed and sat back in her chair. The hair on her arms, her legs, all over her body stood on end; it was the most horrifying thing she’d ever read. And it was shocking to know her friend was walking around with such terrible thoughts. Her chest hurt, and tears were welling up. What was going on? And why hadn’t she called if she felt so bad? The words gnawed at her; fear shot down her spine and wrapped around her legs like an icy robe. The email was six days old. An eternity.

      She checked her watch and calculated the time difference. Just before eight in the morning in Denmark. Determined now, she jumped up off the sofa and fished her phone out of her bag. She called her friend’s cell phone, but there was no connection. Maja had a landline number, and Clara called. To her surprise, a male voice answered.

      “Århus Police.”

      “I must’ve dialed the wrong number, sorry.” How embarrassing. And awkward. But the voice kept saying things that felt all wrong.

      “Who did you want to speak to?”

      “A friend of mine. Sorry to bother you.”

      “Maja Nielsen?”

      Clara’s hands shook and her heart pounded against the walls of her chest. Which it had been doing for quite some time, she realized. The words she spoke sounded tiny to her. “Yes. Maja.”

      “I’m very sorry to have to tell you, Maja Nielsen was found dead yesterday morning.”

      The anonymous voice was solemn, grave. Heavy as the muggy air outside. She could barely breathe.

      The clangy noise of New York outside framed the silence that followed. The siren of a firetruck pierced the soundscape. In her mind, she saw a photo of Maja wearing a graduation cap, a red rose in her hand. So long ago. And more images: Maja drunk, singing at a New Year’s Eve party in high heels. The girl she knew so well. Or did she? Hadn’t it always felt as if something was lurking under the surface? She thought about the city’s light, so luminous that it could be seen from space. The light of life. Turned off from time to time.

      “Hello,” the voice said. So far away, like a faint whisper. “Are you still there?”

      Finally, she answered, though her voice broke. “Yes. Please tell me it’s not true.”

      “I’m afraid it is. Where are you calling from?”

      “New York.”

      “That explains why you haven’t heard. I’m very sorry,” he repeated. And he meant it, she heard that. He felt for her. Which made her heart pound even harder; when someone speaks that way, they’re telling the truth.

      “How did she die?”

      “We don’t know yet, not exactly. She was found in Town Hall Park. We would very much like to speak to everyone who knew Maja; it’s important for our investigation. I’ll have one of our detectives call. When is a good time for you?”

      Clara glanced over at her computer blinking in the dark. Something told her that her trip to Denmark, to the silver anniversary, was going to happen sooner than she had expected.

      “You can call any time. But I’m coming home soon.”

      A minute later, after hanging up, she was left to her dark thoughts. And when she crawled back under the blankets, she began wondering what her friend had kept hidden from her.
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      Trokic eyed Christiane Bach as he followed her down the hallway. The short meeting with her the day before had brought back uncomfortable memories of her obsession. On the other hand, she’d been very young, not much older than a child. A lot of water had passed under the bridge since then. And from what he’d heard, a lot of men, too.

      She’d spoken only a few words since he’d arrived, but now she said, “We checked her blood samples yesterday. We do several routine tests. One of our techs will explain all about it.”

      She led him into a white conference room every bit as sterile as the rest of the Institute. At once, he spotted an enormous woman in her late forties wearing a thick green cardigan. Her glasses were square, and her reddish-orange curly hair seemed to defy gravity, the way it stuck out to the sides. The woman sent them a friendly smile over her double chin, and despite the early hour, she helped herself to a cookie from the bowl on the table.

      “This is Henriette Mortensen,” Christiane said. “She’s one of the country’s leading forensic chemists, luckily for you.”

      Trokic shook her hand. The orange-haired woman chomped away at the cookie, blushed at the compliment, and took over.

      “As you know, it’s usual in cases like this to perform routine analyses to determine precisely the circumstances surrounding a death, and to eliminate the influence of various drugs.

      That includes alcohol and medications like sleeping pills, tranquilizers, psychotropic drugs, opiates, and amphetamines. And to do this, we use gas chromatography, which separates the compounds.”

      She launched into a long science-fictionish account of UV absorption, fluorescence, and electrochemical detectors that Trokic could easily have done without.

      “All our analyses have been negative with the most common medications,” the woman continued. “Which leaves us with the question of what could have caused the high levels we found. We’re going to test for some of the more common poisons, but I’m not optimistic. Many of them have a very strong taste that can be difficult to conceal.”

      Trokic wondered how anyone could know what a poison tasted like. Were there people who risked their lives and tried them out? Maybe some managed to stammer out their taste buds’ verdict before keeling over.

      Henriette Mortensen sent them another smile that revealed small yellow teeth. She gazed down at her hands as if they held the answers. Suddenly, Trokic had an absurd impression; here they were, discussing something incomprehensibly small. All the way down to life’s tiniest details. And these minuscule molecules, which in turn were composed of oxygen, hydrogen, and whatever other atoms in an infinity of chemical bonds and structures, with electrons, protons, and neutrons—these molecules could solve the mystery. You simply couldn’t say the answer was simple.

      “According to her medical records, she wasn’t taking any medications, so if you found pills or anything else suspicious at her apartment, we would appreciate knowing. In the meantime, we’ll send this sample to Stockholm. I think someone there will be able to help us; they have different equipment at their disposal. And though I hate to say it, they have more experience too.”

      “But just looking at her symptoms, and they’re also noted in her medical records, do you have even the tiniest idea of what it could be?” Trokic said. “All this sounds like a long process to me.”

      “Possibly…” Mortensen hesitated. “But her records are vague, and as I said, I need to talk to my colleagues in Stockholm. Really, I can’t promise anything. You’re going to have to accept that.”

      Trokic wasn’t sure he could. He couldn’t even hide his impatience. “And how long will that take?”

      “That will depend on how difficult it is, won’t it?” Mortensen fired back. “Many substances resemble each other, and that might set us on the right track. But we will get back to you as soon as humanly possible, whether we’re successful or not.”

      

      When Trokic returned to his car, his phone rang.

      “Hi.” Lisa Kornelius sounded serious and troubled. “We’ve just been handed a case by the Emergency Agency. An animal rights activist was the victim of a hit-and-run yesterday evening out in Tilst. Her name is Anja Mikkelsen. They say she was walking alone in the dark, on the left side of a deserted stretch of road, and the driver hit her from behind.”

      “Is she dead?”

      “No, she’s in a coma at Skejby Hospital. But it looks bad.”

      Trokic gazed thoughtfully through his front windshield. Two acts of violence within such a short period of time. People losing their lives. His town suddenly seemed cold and gloomy. “Since you’re already up to date on this, drive over to Skejby and check on her condition. Then find out if there were witnesses.”

      “But I have to—”

      “Whatever you have to do, do it later.” Trokic hung up.
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      Rammstein thundered through the office like a freight train as Trokic began skimming a newspaper article some joker had laid on his desk. The article was about a new environmentally-sound, space-saving method of burial. The body was stuck into a steel cylinder, a type of pressure cooker, and with the help of lye, heat, and pressure, it was dissolved into a liquid the color of coffee, with the consistency of motor oil. Theoretically, the survivors could say their last goodbyes and pour the remains down the drain. So far, no Danish funeral director had tried out the new method.

      The session at the Forensic Institute was still on his mind. Had Maja been experimenting with drugs they didn’t know about? Possibly because of her mental instability? Or was it the other way around? But who would voluntarily enter a nightmarish world that led to self-destruction?

      Taurup entered the office through rippling shadows just as Trokic pushed the article aside and turned down the German band. He frowned and tried to look gruff. “I wish I could light a cigarette. Every time one of you walk in or call, all I hear is bad news. And there’s enough of that right now; people are dropping like flies.”

      Taurup took a bite of the banana in his hand and raised his eyebrows. “Bad night’s sleep? Sounds like it.”

      “So, what do you want?” Trokic patted down his rooster tail; the creature had completely taken over his nest of black hair that day, despite an extra dose of hair wax.

      “The press. They’re waiting for you. All of them.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      “Agersund is sick, if you remember. And you’re next in line.”

      

      Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic and his disobedient hair entered the briefing room in a black mood. He gazed out at the assemblage of approximately fifteen journalists and photographers with their dangling press cards and blitz-heavy cameras, then he slapped a sheet of paper full of scribbled notes on the table. Jasper sat hunkered down in the chair beside him.

      Successful press briefings were important. Not only did they prevent journalists from too much speculation and outright flights of fantasy, but they were also an excellent way of reaching out to people with knowledge of the victim. What the media definitely wouldn’t be getting their hands on, however, was the information he’d just received from the Forensics Institute. Trokic could just see the screaming headlines.

      “Morning. I’m Lieutenant Detective Daniel Trokic. I know you all want to hear about Maja Nielsen.” He tried to appear accommodating, though he realized immediately that no matter how vital, he would never like this part of Agersund’s job.

      Several in the room nodded, and a few of them looked up at him as if he’d fallen from heaven.

      “Where’s Agersund?” a reporter from Stiften was so bold to ask. As if radical changes were afloat.

      “Unfortunately, he couldn’t make it today. I’ll answer your questions as best I can, as long as they don’t interfere with our investigation.”

      Mumbling spread throughout the room; someone in the corner even grumbled. Most of them had likely known Agersund their entire careers, and they knew precisely what they could and couldn’t pry out of him. Some of them even sent him a bottle of wine at Christmas. Generally, they considered it essential to keep on his good side.

      Finally, a man with a long chin beard spoke. “Shut up, everybody.” The buzz in the room stopped, and a small woman with almost pure-white hair, a brown tent for a skirt, and a notebook a size too big for her stepped in like a kid jumping the line at the movies.

      “Have you found the murder weapon? I heard something about a hammer; can you confirm that?”

      No beating around the bush today, Trokic thought. Several other journalists nodded in support. He could already imagine articles with the dramatic intensity of a nineteenth-century Russian novel. That was to be avoided, but on the other hand, he’d often watched Agersund feed them crumbs.

      “First and foremost, we’re treating this case as a suspicious death, not a homicide. As it stands now, we can’t rule out suicide.”

      The room fell silent; that wasn’t what they wanted to hear. The scratching of pens stopped, and they stared up at him in suspicion. Suicide sold fewer papers than homicide.

      “But how?” the man with the chin beard asked. “She couldn’t have taken her own life in Town Hall Park; someone killed her. They must have.”

      Another reporter spoke up. “And isn’t it right she had numerous broken bones, that she must’ve been beaten to death? With a hammer, for example?”

      Trokic stared back at them. Where did they get all these stories? Then he remembered: she’d been found by a young guy, who must have noticed all the broken bones. And now the rumors were spreading like wildfire through town. The type of rumors nearly impossible to prevent and completely impossible to control. But before he could answer, Taurup took over.

      “Technical evidence leads us to believe she died somewhere else.”

      Another reporter broke in. “Can you describe the technical evidence? Can we get some details here?”

      The mood in the room was picking up.

      “The autopsy has shown that she fell from a significant height,” Trokic said. “In all likelihood from the fifth floor of a building or higher. Which eliminates her own apartment. That’s why we’re interested in locating where she fell, regardless of whether it’s a suicide or homicide. There was also quite a bit of dirt on her clothes. You can pass that on to your readers; maybe one of them can help us find the place.”

      There it was, the crumb. A delicious main course for them, actually, with exciting ingredients to speculate on. As they scribbled furiously, Trokic hoped he hadn’t screwed up. He shuddered at the thought of the station’s phones ringing off the hook.

      An attractive young female journalist with her hair set up in a bun asked, “Could it be a construction site?”

      Trokic froze. It was true, Maja could have been lying at a construction site or someplace being dug out. She’d been dirty enough. But they’d been focused on so many other things that they hadn’t yet begun to kick around ideas like that.

      The journalist smiled when she noticed his reaction.

      “So, that’s a possibility?” a senior journalist called out. The pack had sniffed out another crumb.

      “Or maybe someone dumped her there first and then moved her to the park later,” another journalist suggested. “Maybe he changed his mind or got interrupted.”

      Trokic drummed his fingers on the table. “Everything’s a possibility at the moment. We really don’t have much more to give you.”

      The mood during the rest of the briefing was cordial and undramatic, and when the photographers were finished snapping off photos with the persistence of the first man on the moon, when the crowd headed for the exit, he breathed a sigh of relief. No one had asked about the animal rights activist being run over. Maybe the news wasn’t out yet. Or maybe they were only interested in Maja Nielsen.

      

      When the reporters were gone, Trokic said, “I talked to Agersund yesterday. It looks like his sick leave will be long term, so I’ll have to take over for him. At least for a while. And since I’ll be stuck with all his responsibilities, someone gets mine. And you’re the logical choice.”

      Taurup suddenly looked full of hope. “Does that mean Morten Lind isn’t my partner anymore?”

      Trokic nodded. “For the time being.”

      “Sounds great!”

      “Yeah,” Trokic agreed.

      Taurup’s smile was subtle but impish. “So, who gets to be Morten’s partner during the investigation?”

      Trokic searched the drawer of his desk for a CD. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Okay. Just not Kornelius, she doesn’t deserve that.”

      “Exactly what is it you have against Lind?”

      Taurup wrinkled his nose and kicked at a wadded-up ball of paper on the floor. “He’s dry as sandpaper, as the Sahara. Believe me, I’ve tried to light a fire under him, it’s like a few billion years ago, trying to create life out of the primordial soup, and he—”

      “Okay, okay, I get it. But we’re going to have to make this work somehow.”

      Taurup sat silently on the edge of the desk for a few moments. “She had a point, that journalist. We need to check construction sites. Maja was covered with dirt. Like she’d been dragged over bare earth.”

      Trokic nodded. “I’ll be talking to the techs in just a bit. Let’s hear what they have to say. They’re checking the dirt samples. When Kornelius gets back from Skejby, you two pay a visit to Maja Nielsen’s ex-boyfriend; we couldn’t get ahold of him yesterday.”

      Trokic’s phone rang. Kurt Tønnies, the head technician at Forensics. “Where the hell are you?”

      “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “I hope so because I have a few goodies for you.”
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      The Forensic Center was located on the floor above the CID. It was manned by ten technicians and an office assistant. Literally manned—at the moment, there were no female technicians working there, nor had there been for the past eight years. Possibly it was a coincidence, or perhaps the job didn’t appeal to female officers. The techs always had their noses stuck in the worst part of an investigation, and whereas Trokic’s work was limited to most of the murders committed in Århus, the techs were called in when someone was killed anywhere in the district.

      Tønnies had worked there as long as Trokic, and he’d been appointed head technician several years earlier. The graying man’s expression was permanently serious, underlined by the reddish bags under his eyes. He was one of the most direct people Trokic knew. The silent witnesses, as Tønnies called the technical evidence, spoke their own language, and he felt there was a certain beauty to it. It could be misinterpreted, but it never lied. Tønnies was also proud of his work. “We’re not playing a guessing game here,” he often said, when they were searching for answers.

      “So, how are things this morning?” Tønnies said. “Happy to get a little help to nab another bad guy, right?”

      “That would definitely be nice.”

      “Looks like we’re holding all the cards up here, right?”

      Trokic tried to look humble. “You most certainly are.”

      “All right then. We have tire tracks. Very interesting tracks, too. First things first, though. Follow me.”

      They entered an office where photos of two tire tracks were hanging on a back-lit evidence board to bring out the patterns and grooves. Earlier cases had given Trokic experience in working with tire track evidence. Entire books were filled with examples of tracks, but that was a slow process. Which is why the techs had been inspired by foreign colleagues and, in collaboration with Lisa, had recently created a database of tracks. By searching keywords, they could find the right tire and make a visual match. The database had already helped them on several cases.

      “We think these two tracks come from the left and right rear tires,” Tønnies said. “The driver backed up over the bike path and onto the grass. What’s interesting is that there are two brands of tires. Michelin and a Dutch brand, Vredestein.”

      He tapped both photos. “Vredestein is a very rare tire. Obviously, he’s changed one tire; he might’ve had a flat. If you find a car with these two different tires on back, it would be a strong indication that the car had been in the park.”

      Tønnies looked like the cat that just ate the bird. And Trokic definitely was pleased; too often they had to work in the dark, so to speak. But this was solid evidence, a clue they could follow. Not like human beings leading the police on wild goose chases.

      “But,” Tønnies continued, “the thing is, these are winter tires, which means he’ll probably be changing them before long. They’re relatively new, though, so it’s doubtful they’ll be thrown away. Remember to take a good look in a suspect’s garage.”

      “Right now, we’ve got nothing,” Trokic admitted. “I almost think the press knows more than we do.”

      “Let’s see if you feel the same way after you hear what else I have for you.”

      Tønnies was openly gloating now. He rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “We also took a precise measurement of the distance between the back tires, and we’re working at the moment to find the possible car suspects. We’ll get back to you on that.”

      Trokic peered at the photos of the tracks. They were meaningless to him. “And when can I expect this information?”

      “We’re working our asses off on this. I’m not going to promise you anything, but it could lead to something. We don’t see a lot of this type of thing.”

      Tønnies reached down in the pocket of his white coat and pulled out a roll of fruit-flavored Mentos. He eagerly pulled one of the mints out for himself and held the roll out to Trokic. “Want one?”

      Trokic shook his head.

      “Your loss. Personally, I’ve been eating like a sumo wrestler since they banned smoking in the building. I’ve put on five kilos. I wonder if they’ve thought about how that damages our health? A smoker who turns fat. What bullshit…”

      Trokic mulled all this over. When they collected this type of evidence, they had to contact retailers and garages and maybe even all the owners of a certain car model, if it came to that. It could be an enormous amount of work. And if they found the owner of the car, they couldn’t be absolutely certain that he or she was the one who had disposed of Maja Nielsen at the park. Worst-case scenario was, they might be sending officers out to check hundreds of cars to find someone who had made an illegal turn the previous evening. But they had no choice. They had to follow up on it.

      “I’ll get back to you today or tomorrow, I should have an answer by then.” Tønnies looked like he felt sorry for Trokic.

      “What about fibers? And the dirt on her clothes?”

      “So, you don’t think we’ve given you enough? The fibers have been sent to Copenhagen. I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you, but of course they can be useful if this turns out to be a homicide. They could be linked to a possible killer.”

      “And the dirt?”

      “Now, that might lead to something. Our geological expert will likely be able to tell us quite a bit, and we can take samples from various places and compare them. You must have people out looking.”

      “So, this geology guy will be able to pinpoint where she died?” Trokic said, hopeful now. “Somebody suggested a construction site.”

      “I wouldn’t place any bets on that right now. But okay, it’s an idea. And sometimes we’re lucky; sometimes we find fascinating things in soil samples. They can point us in the right direction.”

      “That’s good to hear anyway. We need to find where she died to have any idea of what really happened.”

      “You’ll know as soon as we know. Like I say, we’re working our butts off here, twenty-four seven. I’ve drank so much coffee that I’m pissing mud.”

      He opened the door and Trokic walked out.

      

      Trokic had just sat down to have a look at the departmental budget when his cell phone rang. It was his Serbian contact, the police chief from Beograd, Dragan Delic.

      “I was discussing the case about your cousin with one of my friends, a journalist here in town,” Delic said. “He said it rang a bell about a case he covered at the ICTY five years ago.”

      Trokic straightened up in his chair; a stack of papers fell off the side of his desk. “ICTY? The war crimes tribunal in Haag?”

      “Yes. He said it concerned the prosecution of a Bosnian-Serbian soldier, one of the men responsible for gang rapes during the war. Many times, he took women to a building used as a bordel.”

      Trokic shuddered. He’d heard far too much of that type of thing. Gang rape in particular had been used to break down Bosnian Muslim women, who had been herded together like cattle at collection centers around the country. Many of them had ended up as entertainment for the soldiers. Girls had also been subjected to white slavery. Which in itself indicated an unusual level of cruelty.

      Now Trokic was worried. “But what does this have to do with Sinka?”

      “I can’t be sure.” It sounded as if Delic lit a cigarette. “But I checked the ICTY court records on the net and read the testimony he talked about. No names were named, of course, all persons involved in the case are referred to by number, but there was a young woman who said something very interesting. She was held captive at a school where she met two young women from Zagreb. Not much was said about it; they didn’t even have numbers in the records. Only that they were taken to Karlovac in Croatia and then on to Bosnia. After what you’ve told me, I think this is worth looking into.”

      Trokic’s stomach sank. Karlovac had been hit hard during the war because it was close to the front lines. He’d visited the city two years earlier and had seen the buildings, pockmarked and pierced from bullets. The place had seemed dark and dismal to him. As if a black fog from the nearby four rivers had risen and slid over to cover the city. But what worried him was the motorway close to Karlovac that led west, toward the ocean and the countless islands. Which had been Sinka’s destination.

      “But how do we investigate this if we can’t identify them from the court records?”

      “Leave it to me,” Delic said. “I’ll try to find the witness, but it won’t be easy. I have no idea how to go about it; there must be a witness protection program in place.”

      Almost definitely so, Trokic thought. The question was, did it work? From what he’d heard, people who were going to testify at Haag had dropped like flies. Several of the accused had been released simply because of a lack of witnesses.

      “If I manage to find her, I’ll ask if she knows more about the two Croatian girls. In the meantime, you can have a look at the case if you’d like.”

      He gave Trokic the case number and hung up. Questions banged around inside Trokic’s head: could this be why Sinka and her friend Ana had never returned? The family had imagined all sorts of things, from a car accident to being slaughtered by a Serbian patrol. But not this.

      Tønnies knocked on the door and stuck his head inside. “I sent two men over to check the rear courtyard of Maja Nielsen’s boyfriend on Park Allé. Negative.”

      “Nothing at all suspicious? We need something, no matter how little.”

      “No. Sorry, but that’s not where she fell.”
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      A young girl with short, spiky, mousey-brown hair and smudged mascara guarded the bed of the animal rights activist. Earlier, the doctor in charge had told Lisa that the chances were slim of Anja Mikkelsen ever waking up. And if she did, it would probably be with permanent brain damage.

      The young girl cried soundlessly, and some time went by before she finally looked up at Lisa and blew her nose. “So, who are you, anyway?”

      “I’m Lisa Kornelius; I’m a detective with the Århus Police. My colleagues and I are trying to find the hit-and-run driver who did this to Anja. And you are?”

      The girl shrugged. “I’m her friend. Mette. We’ve known each other for ten years; this is so horrible, just so horrible. It’s weird to think she won’t wake up again, she looks so, I don’t know. So whole. But the doctor said her head was hit really hard.”

      Lisa nodded and looked over at the silent figure in the bed. Her head was wrapped in an enormous bandage, there were large abrasions on both arms, and she was attached to an IV. Only a few tiny parts of her, a bit of pale skin and a few strands of reddish hair, were visible.

      Lisa spoke quietly. “How do you know each other?” She pulled a chair over to the bed, closer to the girl.

      “Through DAMD.”

      “And that’s your animal rights organization?”

      “Yeah. We’ve both been members since the very start. I don’t know what we’ll do without her. Anja was our leader and my best friend.”

      Mette clutched her handkerchief and made an effort to get ahold of herself. Her spiky hair was tangled up, and her pink blouse was wrinkled, minor details she probably lacked the energy to deal with.

      “Besides heading up the organization, what else does she do?”

      “She’s a veterinary nurse at a vet clinic.”

      That makes sense, Lisa thought. “Do you know anything about last night, when she was run over?”

      Her friend nodded slowly. “Five of us had just held a meeting at Peter’s; he’s one of the others in DAMD. He lives in a house in Tilst, right on the edge of town. It was close to midnight when Anja went home. She was the first one to leave; her bus was coming before mine. It’s about a half kilometer to the bus stop. It’s pretty deserted on that stretch, and there’s just a few streetlights. And that’s where she was hit. I came a half hour later and saw the ambulance and talked to the policemen.”

      “Do you think she heard the car?”

      “I don’t know. There’s this constant buzzing sound when you walk there. It’s some sort of industry or something, I think. That’s actually the only thing you hear.”

      “Had she been drinking?”

      Mette shook her head and looked over at her friend. “None of us drink very much, and anyway most of us had to work the next day. Today. It was already getting late, we’d been talking about the girl they found in the park. Anja was pretty interested in it. Of course, it didn’t have anything to do with us, but that sort of thing doesn’t happen much here in town.”

      “Exactly what does your organization do?”

      Lisa hated to ask. Hearing about animal abuse and being confronted with the consumer habits that contributed to it made her sick to her stomach. It was unbelievable how primitive people could be when it came to safeguarding life on this ancient planet, where humans had existed for only the blink of an eye.

      “Different things,” Mette mumbled. “We stand up for animal rights in general; we don’t specialize in any one area like some of the other groups. Some of them focus on the fur industry, others fight against using animals in experiments, things like that. But we focus on individual cases of animal abuse, any kind of animal or situation. And we’re more hard-core.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Mette smiled. A glint of anger sprang up in her gray eyes, and her fists were clenched. “If my friend wasn’t laying here so close to dying, I wouldn’t say one word, but we can’t let whoever did this get away with it.”

      “So, you don’t think it was a coincidence that Anja got hit?”

      “Hell no, they drove right up on the sidewalk and ran her down. I’ve got a few ideas of who it might be. We aren’t exactly popular with some people, you know. What’s going to happen if I let you in on a few things?”

      “Some things I can choose to ignore,” Lisa said.

      “Good. Since you ask, sometimes we take action, you could say. Like, several times we’ve gone undercover as farm workers and revealed cases of neglect and outright abuse. Both on farms and in animal shipping. We’ve made video clips and sent them to the local police.”

      Lisa had heard of several animal rights groups around the world who used that method. Some of them uploaded the videos directly onto YouTube, videos that disgusted much of the general public.

      Mette gazed at her friend in the bed. “But there are other times too, and we do try to stay legal, but once in a while, we probably go a little too far.”

      “Maybe you’re the ones who liberate the minks, things like that?”

      “No, that was the fur activists. That’s not something we see eye to eye on because how can those animals survive in nature when they’ve lived all their lives in a cage? And what are the consequences for other animals? But okay, at least they gave the minks a chance.”

      “But if that’s not it, who is it then? Who might have wanted to harm Anja?”

      “I can’t give you any names, but it could be one of the farmers we’ve gone after. Or some of the others we’ve pissed off.”

      Lisa sighed. “Can’t you be more specific?”

      Mette looked doubtful as she blew her nose. “If I do, then I’m letting you in on some of the things we do. I’m not so crazy about that.”

      “I understand. But you do want us to find whoever’s responsible, if they did this on purpose, right? It could have happened to any of you. And all of you might be in danger.”

      Mette sighed heavily and sat for a moment in silence.

      “There was that thing in Videbæk. It was really bad, a herd of cows, way too crowded. I don’t understand why a vet or somebody else hadn’t reported it. But this farmer caught a lot of shit about it, ‘cause it was so extreme. He lost a hell of a lot of money.”

      A few days earlier Lisa had been walking along Åboulevard, by the river, and had noticed two white ducks struggling to paddle upstream. Two teenage boys on the other side had been throwing rocks, trying to hit them. That’s how it started, Lisa thought. Small episodes. Mindless disregard for living creatures.

      “Then there was what happened in Grenå. A man who went out at night and mutilated animals. Mostly horses, but also some sheep and cows. We did a lot of detective work, and I won’t bore you with the details. But we managed to find him and get him busted. We were doing your job for you, in fact. He got this enormous fine and a suspended sentence. It’s not like sentences for things like that are especially harsh or anything.”

      She stared at Lisa to judge her reaction, as if she were wondering if she could trust her. Lisa did her best to look trustworthy.

      “Anja was really upset; she thought he got off way too easy. We went out and slashed some tires and scratched up a car. The Grenå police talked to us, but luckily they couldn’t prove anything.”

      “Anything else you can think of?” Lisa said.

      “Yeah, there was something down south. Down by Hansted. A real irritating case, an over-enthusiastic cat hunter. Anja was really hot about it.”

      “Because she didn’t get him busted?”

      “Yeah, but there was more. She blew up, said he was a manipulating psychopath, and we all needed to watch our backs. I remember it; she sort of shivered and said something about his eyes, that you could feel him staring at you, friendly and polite and everything, while inside he was thinking ‘stupid bitch.’ But really, almost all of them are assholes, the ones we’re up against. Except for a few who are mentally ill and can’t take care of their animals.”

      Lisa nodded.

      “Most of these cases are from a long time ago,” Mette said. “I can’t say which ones came when.”

      Lisa glanced down at her notes. “Okay, is there anything else I should know?”

      “Well. Anja is definitely my friend, but it’s fair to say she’s not easy to work with. It’s like she’s totally unwilling to compromise and she’s not afraid of anyone. That’s why she’s our leader.”

      “Is there anyone else from DAMD or one of the other organizations you think we should talk to?”

      She thought for a moment. “Anja used to be in another activist group, AST.”

      Another acronym! “What does that stand for?”

      “Animal Swat Team,” Mette said. “Now there’s some rough people for you. An international organization, just one small branch here in Denmark. They attack all the businesses who have anything to do with animal abuse. They use violence, hacking, sabotage. Animal terrorists, you could say. Anja was a member for several years, but then she left. It had something to do with a group in France that blew up some chemical tanks, and two workers got killed. But I don’t think this has anything to do with them.”

      Lisa jotted it down anyway, then she fished around in her bag for a card and handed it to Mette. “Call me if you think of anything else. Anything at all. And the sooner the better, that’s how it is with investigations like this. My phone number is on the card, call any time.”

      Mette looked at the card and turned it over, as if it were some sort of trap. “Thanks. Anja was so happy and optimistic yesterday at our meeting. We’ve been having a lot of money problems, funding, but she said those days were over.”

      “What did she mean?”

      “I don’t know; she didn’t explain. I guess she found some rich sponsor. It happens once in a while; someone sends us some money. Not too often, though.”

      Lisa nodded. She tried to think of more to ask about. This wasn’t a lot of fun, delving into things she really didn’t want to know about. It was easier to just wolf down your pork chop without speculating on how it got there on your plate. But she wasn’t getting off that easy.

      “Have you ever seen a poultry farm, a great big building full of chickens?” Mette asked. Her words were ominous, a warning shot.

      “No, I haven’t.” Lisa looked over at the door, her escape route. Then came the barrage that cut to the bone.

      “When you stand there looking at thousands and thousands of yellow balls of puff, and the place stinks of ammonia, you understand the scale of it all. Up to twenty-four chickens per square meter, standing in their own shit, hock burns. Lots of them starve to death or die of thirst. The artificial light causes stress and they peck each other to death, which is why their beaks are cut off without anesthesia by the growers.”

      Lisa felt horrible, she wanted to dam up the stream flowing out of the young woman’s mouth. It was as if the words were on a sound loop. She thought of her own parrot, Flossy, who was fed fresh fruit and vegetables, nuts, and a mixture of seeds every single day, who was outside its cage whenever Lisa was in her apartment.

      “Now see if you want to have chicken tonight!” Mette said.
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      “Thanks for spoiling my dinner too,” Jasper said, as he drove the patrol car up Banegårdspladsen. “Let’s go over this again, now that you’ve shaken off the chicken farm. We’re on our way to talk to Maja Nielsen’s ex-boyfriend, Dennis Nikolajsen. We’re doing so because we want to cover every angle, as fearless leader Daniel Trokic so wisely put it. This Dennis guy has a conviction for assault, and he’s in the Home Guard, we’ve been informed. But because we’re thinking along the lines that Maja committed suicide, it might be irrelevant. But we’re going to talk to him anyway. And our boy Dennis has so far refused to open his door to our colleagues, which is odd enough in itself.”

      “And we’re hoping he will now,” Lisa said.

      They stopped at a red light at the train station and waited while a stream of busy Danes slipped by, delivering more energy to the city. They heard the buzz through the car windows. Talking, shouting, honking yellow buses, a sea gull screaming, music from a 7-Eleven. Something had changed in the past few years. The City of Smiles seemed to have lost its innocence. Traffic cops reported more accidents leading to road rage; everybody’s patience seemed to be at low tide. As if time had run out for them, and tolerance along with it. Was this the first effects of the MTV generation? More alienation, callousness? You’d think the country was rich enough. But maybe that was the problem.

      Jasper floored it when the light turned green. He expertly maneuvered through the small streets and parked in front of an old apartment building.

      

      Dennis Nikolajsen was not at all what Lisa had expected. Though she hadn’t really been expecting anything in particular during the short drive there. The ex-boyfriend was thin and wispy. Bohemian clothing, a bit of a crooked nose, longish hair combed straight back. He wore a long-sleeved shirt, under which the contours of pencil-thin arms appeared. How he could have knocked down another man and been arrested for assault was beyond her.

      The apartment smelled musty when he opened the door. He didn’t look surprised to see them. “I’ve been expecting you. Come on in.”

      Lisa wasn’t sure she’d ever seen anything like the sight in front of her. The walls were painted in a myriad of colors, and it was hugely interesting as well as beautiful. Apparently, the theme was some sort of divine universe with flames, oceans, strange animal figures, and winged creatures. All framed by intricately ornamented trees.

      “These walls are amazing!” she blurted out. “Who painted them?”

      “I did. They’re stories from Celtic mythology.”

      They sat on a black leather sofa. A filled-up ashtray, two dirty cups, and a stack of M! magazines covered the ceramic tile coffee table. The rest of the apartment was decorated simply. A few pieces of wood furniture.

      Nikolajsen sat in the armchair across from them with his hands in his lap. He wasn’t on the verge of tears, but he seemed listless. Like someone who hadn’t slept well in days. His eyes were dull, his hair matted, and he looked pale.

      “Yeah, I haven’t been doing a lot since I got the news. I took off work for a few days, mostly I’ve been sitting here staring into thin air. It’s like somebody poured concrete over me. I just don’t feel like doing anything.”

      Lisa pulled off her jacket. “I understand. How long were you together?”

      “Only about six months. She broke up with me a year ago, last Easter. What’s this crap I read in the papers that she committed suicide? Maja would never do that.”

      “The autopsy revealed she fell a very long ways, and she was also emotionally unstable leading up to her death. But we’re not certain. Some of what we’ve found out doesn’t make sense at the moment, and because we can’t rule out homicide, we have to question everyone who knew her.”

      “Emotionally unstable? She never was when we were together, I’ll tell you that. She could be sort of closed up sometimes, and wishy-washy, but that’s totally different.”

      “What reason did she give you for breaking up?” Jasper said.

      “She said she didn’t want to be tied down. That we met each other too early.”

      “And were you mad about that, about her breaking up with you?”

      “You bet I was. But you got to move on, don’t you? It took me a while, then I found a new girlfriend last fall.”

      Lisa and Jasper glanced at each other, a silent mutual understanding. Lisa sent up a trial balloon. “So, it wasn’t a problem that Maja started seeing Martin Isaksen?”

      Pause.

      “I didn’t know about it before she told me, one day when I ran into her about two months ago. I don’t know the guy, so I didn’t really know what to think. As far as Maja’s concerned, she’d changed quite a bit. She looked different; she was wearing high heels, a bunch of jewelry and makeup. Because of him, I suppose.”

      Lisa chewed on that for a moment. Odd, how her perception of Maja changed, the more people they questioned. Identity wasn’t fixed, not even after death. Maybe all this was what could happen when a woman met a man. Could there be a problem buried here? It couldn’t be easy seeing someone you’d loved grow, take a new direction.

      “She was never that way with you?” she asked.

      “No. But it was none of my business by that time.”

      Lisa heard bitterness in his words. And jealousy, maybe? “You’re both musicians, right?”

      “Yeah, I play guitar. Though not much longer. I don’t have the talent to make a career of it.”

      “So, you became an electrician instead?”

      Nikolajsen threw up his hands. “Hey, you got to make a living somehow. But that’s how I met her anyway, music. I was in a band; we earned a little money playing weekends, the bars in town. The nightlife. She showed up at a gig one evening, and we started talking. And one thing led to another.”

      Jasper stepped in. “Did you two argue, have fights?”

      “All couples do, don’t they? But actually, we didn’t argue much.”

      “Did you ever hit her?”

      “What the hell kind of a question is that? Of course, I didn’t!” He stared at Jasper.

      “We’re uncertain about the circumstances surrounding Maja’s death,” Lisa said. “That’s why we have to ask. You have a conviction for assault, a five-week sentence and fine, for punching a doorman three years ago outside a bar, so it’s a fair question, isn’t it?”

      “That’s completely different. It wasn’t right; the doorman hit me first, but I couldn’t prove it.”

      “But you do have a temper?”

      “Not any worse than anyone else who gets punched in the face. Listen, I don’t care one bit for this; I let you in here and try to help, and suddenly you’re coming down on me with these questions. You think I’m a monster?”

      Jasper smiled good-naturedly and glanced around the apartment. “We really don’t know.”

      “You think I’m a snake; you see scales on me or something?” He wasn’t trying to be funny. At all.

      “We’re only doing our job here, that’s all,” Lisa said.

      “Then you probably want to know where I was the day before yesterday, right?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Nikolajsen thought for a moment. “Oh, yeah, of course. I was working out until 9 o’clock. Then I had a beer with one of my pals on the way home. At the Flintstones. I think we left there around eleven, and then I came home and hit the rack.”

      “So, you can’t account for your whereabouts from eleven to midnight?” Lisa said.

      “Well, yeah, I was sleeping.”

      “What we mean,” Jasper said, “is that no one else can confirm what you were doing in that time.”

      Nikolajsen threw up his hands again. “No, I was sleeping alone. I had to get up and go to work at six the next morning. We’re doing the installations in an office building down at the harbor; we’re behind schedule. I’m working practically twenty-four seven, except for these days I’m taking off.”

      “If we can get back to your relationship with Maja for a moment,” Lisa said, “how would you characterize it?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. We got along okay. I didn’t really understand why she broke it off. You’d have had to ask her that.”

      “Which obviously we can’t do,” Jasper said. “That’s why we’re asking you.”

      Nikolajsen sighed heavily. The mood in the room was suffocating. “What can I say? We had fun, caught a movie once in a while, things like that. She slept here most of the time. We listened to music a lot. It was quite a while ago, you know.”

      “Do you have any idea why anyone would want to hurt her?” Lisa asked.

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t in her music school, so I almost never saw her again after we broke up. I have no idea who she hung out with. Are we about finished here?”

      “Almost. We also need to know why we couldn’t get ahold of you yesterday. Like you said, you weren’t at work, but you weren’t home either.”

      “I was tired; I didn’t answer the door.”

      “But you must’ve known we wanted to speak with you.”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “Okay,” Jasper said. “Until we find out how she died, you’re not going anywhere, got that? And next time we come by, you open that damn door.”

      

      “What’s next?” Lisa said, as they stood outside.

      “Let’s stop by Transit, where she worked. Another shady place. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if somebody there is involved.”
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      Detective Jasper Taurup had been wondering for quite some time if he was on the verge of depression. Nowadays, in this country with the world’s happiest people, a level of stress leading to depression seemed remarkably common. And the police had more than enough problems. Budget cuts, reforms, terrible working conditions with unsympathetic politicians and vocal, dissatisfied citizens in the background. And all of it in a society where nothing could go fast enough or be good enough. In fact, it was surprising the entire country wasn’t depressed.

      But when he and Lisa Kornelius stepped into Transit, a drop-in center, he realized many moons had passed since his days on patrol when he rubbed elbows with the dregs. Down in the gutter, where former directors of international firms ended up as winos, where you were reminded of how the first human beings smelled. And it wasn’t like things had improved for the homeless. While the rest of Denmark was drowning in prosperity, the city’s drop-in centers reported overcrowded conditions and a lack of resources. Danish welfare skyrocketed, yet there was no room for the weakest.

      Two women in their thirties were eating soup near a window looking out on Jægergårdsgade. They were thin as starving dogs, plus they wore too much makeup and their skirts were much too short for the weather outside. Lifting their spoons from bowl to mouth seemed to be a struggle. They didn’t look up when the two detectives came in. Nobody was talking. Life happened somewhere else, not there. Five men of various ages sat in a corner and mumbled as they played cards. One of them, a man in his mid-thirties, lifted his pale face and stared at them suspiciously. But a second later, he was gazing down at the cards on the table. It was best not to be noticed. To blend in with the wallpaper. Jasper remembered the real estate man, Maja Nielsen’s boyfriend, saying that he thought she’d been meeting someone from Transit privately. That was difficult to imagine.

      Even though alcohol wasn’t permitted on the premises, the faint odor of booze hung in the air. The furniture was plain and practical, several unremarkable—boring—paintings in pastel colors hung on the walls. A few potted plants stood scattered around on tables, though they looked like they might keel over at any moment. Fitting, in a way, because the same could almost be said about the clientele. But someone had at least tried to make the place a bit cheerful. Tried and failed.

      Thor Jackson was what many would call a charming fifty-year-old man. After relating the story of his last name, a long saga starring an American sailor, he dragged them into a smoke-filled office with white furniture and a single window looking out on the courtyard.

      “She was one of the best employees we’ve had since Transit started up four years ago,” he said after serving them coffee. “We didn’t know a lot about her, but she was always polite and friendly. It’s horrible what happened to her; it’s just unbelievable. We’ve talked a lot about it here. Everybody is shocked.”

      “How many people work here?” Jasper asked.

      “Besides the leader, that’s me, there’s Mona, she does the books. Then there are two shifts working in the kitchen, two people who do the cleaning in shifts. We have a full-time social worker, plus a consultant who specializes in addiction, a psychologist, and a clergyman. Some we have an understanding with, others are partly paid by the district.”

      “And what did Maja do?” Lisa said.

      “She was a jack-of-all-trades. She ran the errands the rest of us didn’t have time for. She was here for two hours at the end of the day, and we would write up a list of things that needed to be done. Like picking up something at the post office, doing some shopping for the kitchen, setting out brochures, picking up newspapers and magazines, watering the plants. And talking to our clients.”

      “So, she was here every day in the afternoon?”

      “Yes, but I have to admit, a few times we also took advantage of her living close by. We called her outside her regular hours to do something or other.”

      He shuffled some papers on his desk as he smiled, almost apologetically. Jasper thought about what Thor had just said. That she lived nearby. Could someone have followed her home? Chased her up somewhere high and pushed her off? That didn’t sound plausible. But there were a number of men there outside the office, and given an unfortunate fact concerning human males, five percent of them presumably were psychopaths.

      “Do you have a list of your employees?” Lisa asked. “We’ll probably need to talk to them all individually.”

      Jasper clenched his teeth. Lists weren’t popular with him, all these people to be interviewed. The leader nodded eagerly and pointed over at a bulletin board.

      “You’re welcome to a copy of our schedule, so you’ll have the names and their work hours. Is that okay?”

      “Super,” Lisa said. “How did she get along with the others working here? Was she friends with any of them outside of work?”

      “No. We had the impression she was very busy with her music, but she did have a beer with Mona a few times, I believe. Mona’s only a few years older. But I don’t believe they were actually friends; they’re a lot different from each other.”

      “Who else comes around here she could have had contact with?”

      “Well, that would be our clients, for the most part. We have beds for twenty people, but once in a while, a few more than that stay the night. It’s hard to shut people out. They sleep on the floor with a blanket. It’s better than out in the cold.”

      He sighed and took a sip of coffee. “There’s more pressure all the time, with the cuts in psychiatry, fewer admissions. Fewer beds for patients. About thirty percent of our clients are emotionally ill. Maybe they don’t meet the criteria for being admitted to a psychiatric hospital. The short and long is, we have problems. A lot of younger clients show up, and we see the numbers increasing all the time.”

      “But is it mostly the same clients that keep coming here?” Jasper wasn’t about to start a discussion on political priorities. He heard plenty of that at police headquarters, and so far, it had solved nothing.

      Jackson tilted his head, as if he were giving the question thought. “Well. Some come and go, but there are a lot of regulars. If I had to put a number on it, I’d say there’s five or ten new faces every week. The rest have been here once or more. Luckily, some we never see again because they find a place to live.”

      “You keep records on who stays here, don’t you?” Jasper said. “We’d like to talk to as many of your clients as possible. Maybe someone knows something, or they’ve seen Maja talking to someone.”

      Jackson looked more businesslike. “No, we don’t keep records, definitely not. This is a free place for people to come. But you’re welcome to talk to anyone here, as long as you do so with respect.”

      “Of course, we will; don’t worry,” Lisa said. “Have you seen her speak to anyone other than employees? I mean, more than what’s normal. We’ve been told that she might have been seeing someone from here, privately, understand.”

      Jackson looked thoughtful again. “No, I don’t think so. Sometimes she would sit down and talk to someone for ten, maybe fifteen minutes. Listen to their story. We encouraged her to do so. It makes our clients feel at home, seeing a familiar face when they come in. But I really don’t think there was anything more than that.”

      “Did she ever look sad or maybe depressed in some way when she was here?” Jasper said.

      “She didn’t until recently. She never spoke all that much. But it’s really hard to say because she was only here for two hours a day, and everyone’s busy, so no, we never really talked very much.”

      “But surely you can sense something like that anyway?”

      “Yes, and I did have the feeling she was a bit down. But not enough to worry me.”

      “How much was she here the last month?”

      “She didn’t come in a lot the last few weeks. She called in sick…let me see…”

      Jackson pulled a thick, white calendar down from the shelf on the wall and flipped through it with nicotine-stained fingers. The calendar was already tattered, and yellow post-it slips stuck out from the sides.

      Jasper was relieved. Calendars, dates. Clear and comprehensible. The finger stopped flipping.

      “She was gone twice in week fifteen, also twice in week sixteen. The last two weeks, seventeen and eighteen, she didn’t come in at all. In fact, we talked about what to do, but we were so happy with her. All we wanted was for her to come back. We talked about getting a substitute because things had started piling up.”

      “So, she wasn’t about to lose her job?”

      “Not about to, no. None of us wanted to fire her. In fact, we sent a bouquet of flowers over to her, but she never called and thanked us for it.”

      “What did she say the reason was for her absence?”

      “Flu-like symptoms. And she was going to the doctor. She’d always been very dependable, so we believed her. By the way, do you know when her funeral is? Several of us want to attend, but we don’t know her parents or others in her family.”

      “There’s no date yet,” Lisa said. “The Forensics Institute has to release her first. But you’re welcome to call me; I’ll find out for you.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      “We’ll get back to you if we have any more questions.” Lisa stuffed into her bag the list of employees he’d handed to her. “First, we’ll speak to your employees and clients as soon as we can.”

      The center’s leader showed them out. Jasper looked back at Transit’s windows. The man who had looked up at them earlier was staring out the window, a thoughtful look in his eyes. Jasper felt like going back in and grabbing him and asking him if he knew Maja. If he could tell them about her.

      “Text from the boss,” Lisa said, her eyes on the phone. “Briefing.”

      Jasper gave up on going back in; talking to the Transit clients would have to wait. “Really? I thought we were stopping by Deedee for a sandwich.”

      “No time for that,” Lisa said. “I am so terribly hungry, though.”

      “The hell with him; we can’t live on air.”
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      Two portable whiteboards had been rolled into the briefing room. One for Maja Nielsen, the other for Anja Mikkelsen, the animal-rights activist lying in a coma at Skejby Hospital. The boards were covered with sketches of where they’d been found, photos of people close to the victims, timelines, clues.

      Everyone in Department A, two officers on loan from other departments, and the chief forensic pathologist, Tønnies, and two of his aides were present. It was crowded and stuffy in the room, close to Trokic’s limits for how many human beings should be gathered in one place.

      Jasper and Kornelius galloped in, each of them carrying a small bag. They sat down in the front row and looked innocently at Trokic, as if they weren’t the ones who showed up late. Lisa’s longish hair was pulled back in her usual skinny ponytail, and she wore a long green sweater. In the past few years, her self-confidence had grown to where she’d become a charismatic figure in the department. And she seemed happy. Which perhaps more than anything was a result of her boyfriend, Detective Jacob Hviid, transferring to the Århus Police. The decision hadn’t been easy; the past several years Hviid, who was also Trokic’s friend, had been with the MCI, the Mobile Crime Investigation Unit, based in Copenhagen, and he’d loved his job. But they’d had to pick between the two cities, and because house prices in the capital would have forced them to move far out into the suburbs, which meant long commutes daily to and from work, they chose Århus. Living together would also do them good; Lisa was apparently head over heels in love with the blond detective, and the long-distance relationship hadn’t helped her mood.

      Trokic nodded at Simon Møller, who was sitting on the right side of the room, a bit away from the others. He already regretted allowing Møller to attend the briefing. Officers who were personally involved in a case were unpredictable, and that could be critical if he let the details affect him too much.

      Trokic was still thinking about the key Maja had left behind. Two officers had located the deposit box in Nordea, and it was as Møller had said: the box had contained old jewelry. Nothing that in itself could help them, but she’d left the key for her cousin, and that indicated she’d known something would happen to her, that either she was going to take her own life, or someone wanted to take it from her.

      Trokic glanced out over the gathering. They were a bright group of officers, though most of them had been working more or less around the clock. Now that he was stepping in for Agersund, he would have to update them on both cases.

      “First, the most urgent.” He pointed at the whiteboard dealing with Maja Nielsen. “We still regard this case as a suspicious death, and we still haven’t located where she fell. She was last seen by a classmate named Rikke, the morning before she was found in Town Hall Park. Rikke stopped by Maja’s apartment to drop off some music, but she didn’t go inside. She says that Maja seemed a bit unfocused and edgy, but not really confused or spaced out. And that’s the last we know of anyone having contact with her. From then until five-thirty the next morning is a complete blank.”

      He took a deep breath. “Okay. The photos are from her apartment, taken by Forensics. As you can see, it’s a brutal sight.”

      “Psychosis,” said an officer in the back row. “My sister just had one, a serious episode, and she could have done something like that.”

      “At any rate, it looks bizarre,” Trokic said. “Morten and Anne Marie, you’ve spoken with her doctor?”

      Morten Lind checked his notes. “Maja did see her doctor a few weeks before her death; it’s in her medical records too. All he could do was refer her to a psychiatrist, but you all know how long the waiting list is for that. He also gave her the number of the psychiatric emergency room, if it got to that point, but she didn’t use it.”

      Trokic nodded. “Any questions before we go on to the autopsy report?”

      “What about a cell phone?” Anne Marie said. “Did she have one on her?”

      “No, and we didn’t find a phone in the park or in her apartment. But we know she had one. Telia reports that no calls were made from the phone that day. The last signal came from the center of town, and presently it’s turned off or destroyed. Her call records are on the way. Anything else?”

      After a few moments, he passed copies of the autopsy report around. “As you can see, Pathology pinned the cause of death to a fall from a significant height. Several things point to suicide, including the cuts on her arms that most likely were self-inflicted. As you also know, cuts like this aren’t unusual, especially with young women. Together with what we found in the apartment, it’s logical to regard this as a suicide. Just as interesting is the blood sample taken during the autopsy. Something’s wrong. It has to do with an unusually high amount of substances in the blood, but we’re still waiting on that.”

      “Could it be drugs?” Lisa said.

      “There’s a place on Jægergårdsgade, Buller Bar,” Lind said. “One of her classmates said she hung out there once in a while, and it’s not exactly a classy joint.”

      Trokic jotted down a note. “We’ll check that out.”

      Taurup smiled. “But really, there are only three possibilities. Either someone killed her and moved her. Or she killed herself, and someone else moved her. Or someone killed her and someone else moved her.”

      Anne Marie rolled her eyes. “Thanks for simplifying it for us, now we get it. But why would anyone clean up after someone else made the mess?”

      “Her suicide might have compromised someone, or made it uncomfortable for them, and they came up with the wise idea that moving the body would confuse everyone,” Taurup said. “For instance, her boyfriend. Or someone who knows something about the family or a life insurance policy.”

      “Why do you always come up with ideas that have to do with money or something embarrassing?” Anne Marie said.

      “Why do your ideas always have something to do with sex?” Taurup lifted his eyebrows.

      Anne Marie mumbled something about stuffing Taurup in the dumpster and sending him back to Mars where he came from, then she went back to jotting down notes.

      Trokic was annoyed with them, but he let it go. “The family is one of the angles we have to look into. Anne Marie, Morten, follow up on it. Talk to the family again, see if they’re hiding something.”

      “We looked at her financial situation too,” Lind said. “There’s not much going on there. She had quite a bit of money in her account, but there aren’t suspicious transfers or anything. No life insurance either. Boring consumer habits.”

      Anne Marie glanced over at Taurup. “So much for that theory.”

      A young officer they called Folle spoke up. No one could remember his real name. Trokic noticed the red stripe he’d added to his crew cut. “One of her classmates said she was extremely rich.”

      “That’s probably her parents,” Lind said. “And even if she had a lot of money, it would all go to her parents. She had no life insurance policy or will; it wasn’t going to some psychopathic monster.”

      “We’ve also heard a few allegations from people we’ve spoken to,” Trokic said. “The boyfriend, Martin Isaksen, said he suspected she was seeing someone from Transit. We have to keep all of this in mind.”

      He turned to Tønnies. “You have something for us too?”

      The pathologist rose and held up copies of the two tires. Trokic listened to him repeat to the group what he’d told Trokic earlier that day.

      “Did you find any retailers who sell that rare type of tire?” he asked, when Tønnies was finished.

      “Yes, and we made a list of the dealers selling them here in the metropolitan area. I say list—there are only three of them. One in Viby, one here in the center of town, and one in Egå.”

      Trokic nodded. That sounded easy. The mood in the room turned a bit lighter.

      “And you mentioned something about the distance between the wheels, also the width of the tires,” Trokic said. “Any more about that?”

      “It could be a commercial van, or a four-wheel-drive. We’re leaning toward the latter.”

      “Good. And the fibers?”

      “Several different types, but none of them special. It’s not going to move us forward, but of course they can be used when we have a suspect.”

      “And the soil samples?” Trokic felt almost as if he was grilling the head pathologist.

      “That’s another story, a more interesting one. Our geologist says it’s a mixture of clay and sand, and it shows signs of pollution.”

      “Pollution?” Lisa said. “What do you mean?”

      “There are particles of oil stuck to some of the grains of sand.”

      Trokic thought about what the journalist had suggested. “We need two men to check out every construction site in the area, have a look around and also take samples for comparison. Volunteers?”

      Two twin officers over on one side raised their hands.

      “But there’s more,” Tønnies said. “There’s quite a bit of pollen mixed in with the soil.”

      “That won’t help much,” Anne Marie said. “Like, we get birch pollen even from other countries, all the way from Finland I hear.”

      “Yes, but this is pollen from coltsfoot, and there’s such a high concentration that it must come from a local source.”

      “Okay,” Trokic said to the twins. “Keep an eye out for a lot of coltsfoot when you’re checking the construction sites. Maybe there’s some spot off to the side where it grows.”

      They nodded in unison.

      “What about footprints?” Taurup asked.

      Tønnies shook his head. “Nope, that’s all. Unfortunately, a lot of our time was spent looking at trash. We gathered up almost forty potential pieces of evidence in the area. Cigarette butts, plastic containers, pieces of paper. Most if not all of it probably has nothing to do with this case.”

      “People are so trashy,” Taurup said.

      “Anything else?” Trokic said.

      “Then there’s the blood in the apartment. We sent a sample to Genetics, but it’ll be a day or two before we get the results.”

      “Okay. We’ll be waiting. Lisa, you had a look at her computer?”

      “Yes. It’s a relatively new laptop; she bought it in January. Which means there’s not a lot of history. Several assignments, a lot of notes, some letters she wrote to various departments and such. She didn’t use her Outlook account a lot, and it’s filled with spam. Maybe she had Hotmail or Gmail, I don’t know—it’s complicated to go through the legal channels, we all know that. At least I can say she hasn’t written or answered any emails on Outlook in the last month. But her computer has been used, she checked her email and read the emails that came in. There’s nothing of particular interest in those emails, except for her not answering any of them, not even invitations and letters from friends. She didn’t create or make changes to any documents within that time period either.”

      Lisa stood up and grabbed a stack of paper. “On the other hand, search history tells us quite a bit. She’s made almost a hundred searches. I’ve listed them and made copies for all of you. I suggest everyone have a look at them; it gives a good indication of what’s been on her mind. Most of them seem ordinary, but maybe something rings a bell for some of you. What stuck out to me was several words that point to an illness, for example, ‘light sensitivity,’ ‘influenza,’ ‘memory loss.’ And she spent a lot of time on Netdoctor.”

      Trokic thought about all the scraps of paper on Maja’s table. He was more certain than ever that Maja had been trying to reconstruct her recent past. But was that something people did during a psychotic episode? Try to understand themselves? Wasn’t it more that people believed in a distorted version of reality?

      “Whatever the case, it’s consistent with the idea that she’d been sick recently,” Lisa said. “And I think we need to look into this more. Her dreams, the horses. What does it mean?”

      “It might just be some sort of psychobabble because she’d been having existential problems or trouble with the boyfriend,” Taurup said. “Maybe we ought to be careful about not reading too much into this.”

      “But it must mean something,” Lisa said.

      No one spoke, not even Trokic. Someone cracked a knuckle, and Folle tipped his chair back so far that he nearly toppled over.

      Lisa sat down, and Taurup took over.

      “I’ve been talking to people this morning who’ve contacted us. Nutcases, several of them, but also some who did know her to some extent. Several people also called concerning vehicles in the area within the time frame. We can compare them to the tire tracks and suspected type of vehicle, and we should be able to eliminate a lot of them. Then there’s a guy who played music with her a few years ago, and another who thinks he met her on the net.”

      “All this is going to take quite a bit of time,” Trokic said. “But we will check everything out. One last thing. We’ve been given the animal rights activist case, the young woman who was run over, Anja Mikkelsen. Kornelius, you’ve had a look at it. Do we need to call in more officers, or what?”

      Lisa stood up again and stuck a large photo of the woman on the whiteboard. “I spoke to her friend at the hospital, and apparently quite a few people have a bone to pick with the animal rights organization, in particular with Anja. She was the leader. I’ve made another list from the information the friend gave me, and she might have more potential suspects for us. According to the officer on duty, an elderly lady found her shortly after midnight. Several officers did a house-to-house in the area, but so far no witnesses to the hit-and-run.”

      “We’ll send out a witness appeal,” Trokic said. “What’s the word from Forensics?”

      “Several things point to it being deliberate,” Tønnies said. “The victim was obviously walking on the sidewalk, and the car drove up and hit her from behind. Then he backed up and drove on. Nothing on the road indicates the driver lost control of the car. It’s a straight stretch of road, and there’s practically no traffic at night. We have her clothes, but the only thing we found is a mixture of dirt and oil, probably from the undercarriage, since her body had been partly underneath the car. We found a tire track and we’re checking it, but it doesn’t look unusual.”

      “Those animal rights people are brain-dead,” Anne Marie said. “They do more harm than good.”

      “Really?” Lisa said. “Maybe we ought to know what we’re talking about before we stick all of them in one box.”

      After a moment, Trokic said, “We’ll be keeping the same teams. And as long as Agersund isn’t around, everybody will hand in their reports to me.”

      Agersund. Trokic was worried about his boss. True, he stomped up and down the hallways during cases like these and got on everyone’s nerves, yet somehow he was missed.

      

      When Trokic got back to his office, his head was aching from that stuffy, claustrophobic briefing room. All the information was rattling around in his head like numbered ping-pong balls in a glass bowl at a bingo hall. He’d taken one bite of a sandwich somebody had left on his desk when Taurup appeared in the doorway.

      “I called the guy who thought he talked to Maja on the net. It’s one of the more interesting calls we’ve gotten. There might be something to it; somebody should check it out.”

      “Text me his address. Lisa and I can have a word with him later.”

      “All righty.” Taurup vanished.

      Before he bit into his sandwich again, the phone rang. It was the front desk.

      “Someone else to see you,” the woman said. “A Clara Jørgensen is on her way up.”

      Trokic laid down his sandwich. Maja’s friend? The person who might have known her better than anyone?
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      A curtain of black locks hung down her back in waves, framing her long, elegant neck. Her eyes had a certain nuance, a storm moving across the sea. Her eyelashes were long and delicate, and her cheeks were rosy. Her tight blue dress emphasized the curves of her slim figure. Taurup stood speechless beside him, and he had to force himself not to stare.

      Clara Jørgensen seemed totally unaware of her effect on them. Her mellow voice held anger as well as sorrow. “I’m totally wrecked from jet lag, but I’ll try to answer your questions the best I can. I’m shocked too; I just can’t understand.”

      Trokic saw no sign whatsoever of jet lag on the woman. “When was the last time you saw Maja?”

      Her voice was more neutral now. “I’ve been in New York the last four months, so I haven’t seen her since New Year’s Eve. I’ve had very little contact with her. At first, we spoke online, but then we got away from that. Not because I didn’t want to keep in touch, but she was off-line most of the time. I felt bad about it, but I figured she was busy. She started a new job after Christmas. And of course, she was finishing school. How’s your investigation going? Do you have any idea who the psychopath is who did it?”

      “The truth is, we still can’t rule out suicide. But we have more than fifteen men working on the case. We’re doing our best.”

      “Suicide?” She looked back and forth between them, frowning. As if the word had an atrocious taste. “That’s strange. Or maybe not. I thought everything was okay with her until I found this horrifying email from her yesterday. The second one, in fact. The first one came a week earlier.”

      Trokic leaned forward in his chair. “Hopefully, you saved them?”

      She nodded and leaned over to pick up a brown leather bag with gold rings. “I made copies of both of them. Maybe she was just under a lot of pressure. I’ve had absolutely horrible nightmares myself when things weren‘t going well. But this seemed to be part of her day, too.”

      Clara handed the sheet of paper over to Jasper, who was sitting closest. Her voice broke as she clutched her arm. “I want you to know, honestly, this isn’t like Maja at all. If it hadn’t been sent from her address, I would’ve thought someone else wrote it. And that makes me feel terrible.”

      Jasper skimmed the emails and handed the sheet over to Trokic.

      “Our impression is that Maja was emotionally unstable before she died,” Trokic said. “These two emails are just a small part of the picture we’re getting. We can’t find out why she was having these problems, though. Why don’t you tell us a little bit about her, how long you’ve known her, things like that.”

      Clara settled back in her chair. “Where should I begin?”

      “At the beginning.”

      She took a moment to gather her thoughts. “I’ve known her since I was about fourteen. Her grandma was our neighbor, and Maja visited her a lot, so we saw each other on weekends and vacations. Her parents owned a cannery; they were always busy. Later on, we went to high school together. She moved away from home when she was really young; her parents bought her an apartment. They helped her sometimes, but not all that much. They believed she shouldn’t have too much given to her, but then, property is always a good investment. At least until a year ago.”

      Trokic and Jasper nodded.

      “What about her family? How did they get along?”

      “She never really talked about them. I think she felt her parents didn’t take good care of her when she was a kid. I was at their house a few times back then, but otherwise we were almost always at my place or her grandma’s. Grandma Johanne is such a wonderful old lady; she always had fresh-baked rolls and soda for us, that’s where we liked to be the most. As far as the rest of the family goes, she didn’t have any brothers or sisters, but there are quite a few cousins. I met a few of them at her grandma’s. At times, I wondered if she steered me away from her family because they didn’t want me hanging around with her. I mean, maybe they thought I’d turn her into a lesbian.”

      She looked down. “But I’m used to that.”

      Jasper looked like he’d lost his tongue again. A hint of an expression moved across his face. Something like disappointment. Trokic was sure that after she left, Jasper would moan and groan again about the bad luck in his love life. He hadn’t had a single girlfriend in all the time they’d known each other. He went for women he thought were goddesses, women he didn’t stand an earthly chance with. And there was something of the goddess in Clara.

      “And then she started at the music school?” he asked.

      “Yes, she was very ambitious with her music, and busy, but usually she had time to get together. Anyway, until she met Martin. I left for New York soon after that, but I already had the feeling she was dazzled by that lifestyle.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The look of distaste on her face appeared again. “I mean that Martin comes from a different world. Where people have insane amounts of money and love to spend it. Not that Maja’s parents were poor, absolutely not, but they were more conservative with their money, old-fashioned, something like that. And suddenly she was talking about these people flying off to Tokyo for the weekend, buying investment property in Dubai, spending fortunes on clothes and food. I remember her telling about going out for dinner one evening, and the bill for each person came to three thousand crowns. She didn’t even used to like caviar.”

      Trokic wasn’t wild about gourmet food either. It was all about experimenting with food nowadays, like it had turned into a worldwide competition. Camel cheese, mysterious mousses made from goat’s milk froth, whole miniature octopi, fois gras on vanilla ice cream.

      “But anyway, lately she seemed to be a changed person, and it just felt a little strange. Though, on the other hand, I never felt I knew everything going on with her. Not that she wasn’t a good friend, but in a way, she kept me out of her life. Surely, you know what I mean? People who never really open up? So maybe a more materialistic side of her came out when she met Martin. And we can all be blinded. That doesn’t make her a bad person, does it?”

      Trokic sensed something behind Clara’s words she was trying to disguise. A distaste. He studied the young woman, a good person, it seemed to him. One who had been truly worried about her friend.

      “But what about the boyfriend, Martin?”

      “I only met him a few times. He seemed a little bit slick, a little arrogant, but I think he was very attracted to her. And that’s the important thing, I guess. People were easily fascinated by her. In some mysterious way.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know much more about their relationship. Most of what I do know came from her, and like I say, she was wild about all of it, the lifestyle, so I don’t think there’s much I can help with there.”

      “Do you think he could have something to do with her death?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Any problems between them you might’ve heard about?”

      She shook her head.

      “What about her other friends?” Trokic said.

      “Most of them were from her music school. Especially a sister and brother she played with. I can’t remember their names. They were really nice, but I didn’t get the impression they were all that close to Maja. They played sax and bass.”

      Trokic glanced at Jasper. “Have we talked to them?”

      He nodded. “Yesterday. There should be a report on your desk. Nothing new there. She’d been letting things slide with them too. Hadn’t been showing up for jam sessions in town.”

      Trokic turned back to Clara. “We know she fell a long ways. We don’t know just what happened, though. Maybe it really was a suicide. Maybe she’d been with someone. Do you know anywhere it could have happened? Places she hung out?”

      Clara fished around in her bag again and brought out a pack of nicotine gum. After a few moments she said, “No, I don’t. I can’t think of why she would be up in a tall building because I don’t believe for one minute she killed herself. But maybe she was out on the town and someone followed her. She did hang out in a place called Buller Bar.”

      “Someone else told us that, too.”

      “You should check it out. Believe me; it’s not the classiest place in town.”
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      The guy who claimed to have met Maja on the net worked in a clothing store on the pedestrian street, not far from police headquarters. After Clara Jørgensen left, Trokic and Lisa navigated the city’s busiest streets to the store. Spring had arrived; people were walking around with the season’s first ice cream cones in hand, and vegetable shops were selling strawberries and cherries. Imported, but still.

      He met them when they walked in, and after a few words with the other salesperson, he led them into a dim back room with a round table, a coffee machine in the corner, and a half-devoured roll of chocolate digestive biscuits. The place smelled of new clothes and coffee beans. Madonna was playing softly on a radio.

      The salesman was tall and thin, in his mid-twenties, with shoulder-length blond hair gathered in a ponytail, dark blue eyes, a strong jaw, and a pearly-white smile. He looked like he could be Viggo Mortensen’s son—the poor guy, Trokic thought. In his eyes, Viggo was unusually ugly. It annoyed him that Lisa smiled broadly at this guy. With a sparkle in her eye, as if he wasn’t at least ten years younger than she was.

      He shut off the radio and they sat down. “I can’t be 100% sure it was Maja Nielsen, of course. She never told me her real name. She called herself Trinity, on Forum’s open chat room.”

      “But it could very well have been her?” Lisa said.

      “Like I told the other policeman on the phone, she said some things that made me think it was her. Like, she was a musician, she was going to music school, she was twenty-one. And she said she lived here in town, and I got the impression she lived close to Jægergårdsgade. Anyway, she talked several times about places there. Buller Bar, for example.”

      Trokic nodded. Usually something mentioned several times in an investigation had some significance.

      “But she wouldn’t tell you her name, or what?” Trokic felt like cutting the guy’s ponytail off, the way he kept eyeing Lisa. The bastard.

      “Sometimes, when you chat, it’s not really important.” The smug bastard.

      “So how did you two hook up in the chat room?” Lisa said.

      “Once, when I was in the black, I said something about a jazz concert I’d been to.”

      “In the black?” Chat rooms were disgusting to Trokic; he’d never lowered himself to enter one, but he imagined they were filled with all sorts of shady characters.

      “That’s when you speak in a room accessible to the public,” Lisa explained patiently. “The text is black, and in a private room, the text is red.”

      “Okay.” Suddenly Trokic felt older than his forty-one years. What’s more, the conversation seemed absurd to him. Had this meeting actually taken place, had this person sitting across from him really spoken with Maja? Or was it smoke and mirrors; was he just making this up? It all seemed confusing.

      Viggo’s son was clearly in the driver’s seat. “Anyhow, we started chatting privately once in a while, and that’s how I know her. Like, we had the same taste in music. The same sense of humor. It’s nice having somebody to clown around with on chat.”

      “But did she ever tell you anything of a more private nature?” Trokic felt he had to ask, though he seriously doubted this guy’s story now. He might just want to feel important, to have something to tell all the other guys in ponytails at the training center. Or he wanted to get somebody in trouble. An unnamed somebody, granted, but maybe he just hadn’t gotten there yet. And every minute spent here was a minute Trokic could have been reading reports in his office. Doing something useful, in other words.

      The guy stood and picked up his cigarettes on the table. He lit one and cracked open a small window. Then he pulled up his jeans, the type that apparently had to be worn at half mast, exposing innocent people to the sight of gross underwear.

      “Only once, the last time I saw her on Forum. Like suddenly she sounded really down. She said she was involved in something, it was complicated, and it was really bothering her.”

      “When was that?”

      “I don’t remember any date or the day of the week, but I’d say it was about three weeks ago.”

      “I don’t suppose you saved the chat,” Lisa said. “I know it’s unusual, but people do save an interesting conversation once in a while.”

      He shook his head; in fact, he looked sad, as if he’d made a big mistake. He blew smoke out the window’s small opening. “No, but I remember parts of it. Mostly we talked about music, film, that sort of thing. It was the only time she got into her personal life, and I got the feeling she really was hurting. She said there was something going on with somebody else, and she couldn’t get out of it, and there was going to be trouble. I got the feeling she was jealous, and mad, though she didn’t exactly say. And she also said, “That damn Louise,” that she couldn’t get rid of her. So, I figured it was something to do with a lover or ex-lover. Then she also talked about an apartment she was getting, there was some trouble with that. It was just a really strange conversation. Like she needed to get it all out with someone who didn’t know her.”

      Lisa nodded and glanced at Trokic, as if he should nod too. He wrote down “Louise” on his notepad.

      “I know what you mean,” Lisa said. “You feel free when you’re anonymous; you can say anything and everything.”

      “Exactly!” Son of Viggo looked as if he and Lisa were old friends. “When I started asking her about all this, she shut up. Later on, I thought about what she’d said, a long time, but she was so vague. And really, what could I do?”

      “Did she at any time talk about animals in her dreams?” Lisa said.

      He looked surprised. “Animals? No, why should she?”

      “It’s just something we’ve heard before.”

      “But she did say something that was totally bizarre. That her dreams were catching up to her and sucking up her soul. And that she’d had nightmares. That’s when I asked her what this was all about. But then she said she didn’t remember, that she was having trouble remembering things.”

      Dreams, nightmares. Maybe this guy wasn’t just blowing smoke, Trokic thought. There had been nothing in the press about Maja’s twisted thoughts and anxiety. How else could he know?

      Suddenly, Trokic believed him, and he put on a friendlier face. “But what about this person she talked about? Did she mention his name? Or anything else that might help us identify him? His work, his appearance?”

      “I’m not even sure it was a man. All she said was that she couldn’t get out of it, and that she felt like it was going to kill her. Of course, I felt terrible, hearing that. Sitting there in a stupid chat room, feeling like I couldn’t help her. It was like she was trapped.”

      After a few moments, Trokic said, “Anything more?”

      He shrugged and glanced at the clock on the wall. They’d been talking for ten minutes, and it was a busy time of day for the store.

      “That’s all I know. It was just a few short chats, and I didn’t have any idea at the time it would be important. If I’d only known, I would’ve listened a lot closer.”

      “You did the right thing in contacting us, and you have a great memory,” Lisa said. Her enthusiasm made Trokic’s toes curl. “And I think we’re through here. Thank you very much for your help.”

      He smiled, obviously flattered. Now, he had a story to tell on coffee break. He was part of an important investigation.

      “If there’s anything more I can help you with, just stop by.” As if meeting someone on the net who died under mysterious circumstances happened to him all the time.

      They thanked him again—one more reluctantly than the other—and threaded their way through the crowds outside toward headquarters.

      

      On the way, Trokic called Clara Jørgensen. She answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, this is Detective Trokic, from the police. I have just one short question for you. Did Maja know someone called Louise?”

      Pause.

      “No. I don’t think so. She never mentioned a Louise to me, anyway. It must be someone she met after I left for the States.”

      “Sorry to bother you.”

      

      Back at headquarters, Trokic rapped on the door to the office Simon Møller shared with another officer. Both of them looked up when he walked in.

      “Is there anything new?” Møller said.

      “I have a few questions about Maja. She talked to a guy on the net about a girl named Louise. Do you know her?”

      He frowned. “Louise? No, I don’t think so.”

      “If you remember anything, call me.”

      Møller’s frown deepened. “No, wait. I think I heard Maja talk about a girl she was jealous of. Maybe somebody Martin Isaksen flirted with?”

      “Maybe. Anyway, something tells me this Louise was involved, and I want to know how.”
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      Buller Bar looked like one of those places where people chip in to help pay the fine if the cops catch people smoking inside. A heavy fog hung in the air, nicotine clung to the pigeon-blue walls, and the black tables were dotted with overflowing ashtrays. Maja Nielsen had been in there at least once a week, and something told Trokic the real estate man would not have approved. Eyes from the bar followed him; cigarettes were discreetly snubbed out. As always, Trokic and Jasper weren’t in uniform, yet they were spotted the second they stepped through the door.

      While questioning customers in the far corner, they suddenly noticed everyone staring over at the bar. Trokic instinctively turned; the man stood out because of his dark skin, but there was something else too. Small restless movements, wiping off his nose with his hand, an unnatural brightness. He was high on something, and he was probably there to supply people with that something. He had shown some of them what was under his shirt, and now he was tucking it back in.

      When he noticed the two detectives, he pulled up the hood on his orange sweatshirt and headed for the door. Trokic and Jasper slipped over and cut him off.

      The man trained his black eyes on Trokic. “What do you two cops want?”

      He spoke with a thick accent Trokic couldn’t place. His face was broad, with skin stretched tightly over his right cheekbone. In his twenties, Trokic guessed. His eyes revealed nothing; it was like looking at a creature caught somewhere between life and death.

      “We’re from Homicide,” Trokic said. “You in a hurry?”

      “Have to get home.”

      “In a minute. First, we want to hear what you know about Maja Nielsen, the woman found dead in Town Hall Park yesterday morning.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know her.”

      “That’s odd. She hung out here.”

      “Maybe so. Probably a lot of people do, but I’ve only been here a couple times.”

      “And now, suddenly, you’re in a hurry to leave?”

      “Nothing illegal about that, is there?”

      “You want to show us what you have in your pockets?” Jasper said.

      The man showed them his crooked, brown teeth in a smile that vanished as quickly as crystals of ice under a heat lamp. “Take a look yourself. I got nothing.”

      “You have any needles I could stick myself on?”

      “No.”

      Jasper gave the man a routine frisk and shook his head at Trokic.

      “Told you.”

      There was a glint of something in his eye, though. Worry. Jasper sensed it, too. “You got coke written all over your face. I wonder how much you got rid of in here before we showed up. Did you sell to Maja Nielsen, too?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Lucky you, you get to follow us down to the station and tell us what you do know.” Jasper zipped up his leather jacket.

      “What? You’re arresting me? I hope that’s a bad joke. For what? I don’t have anything on me.” His voice was as lively as a bored announcer at a bingo hall, spouting out numbers.

      “We’ll think about it on the way to the station. Sometimes, we don’t worry a lot about details like that. And you get to stay overnight with us, free. They might have cut down on the cleaning crew again, might be some vomit on the floor, and piss too, mixed up. You know, like art. What do you think, Lieutenant? Shall we start by showing him the inside of a patrol car?”

      This was where the man was supposed to break down and confess something. Or at least look very worried. But Jasper might as well have been talking to a stone wall. Trokic studied the guy a few more moments.

      “No, let’s wait on that. May we see some identification?”

      He shrugged and pulled out a worn driver’s license from his wallet. “My name is Federico Carlos. I’m a Colombian citizen and only visiting family for a short time.” He laughed. “I’ll be gone in a few days anyway, so what’s the damn point?”

      “Give us your address here in town,” Trokic said. “We’ll call that good for now. And the next time you visit us, leave your jungle medicine behind.”

      Federico spat something unintelligible out, and he gave them an address in the north part of town and turned away. The interview was over.

      “Shouldn’t we have hauled him in?” Jasper said. “The guy’s creepy.”

      Trokic shook his head. “He’s not important to our case, and it’s not our job to round up coke dealers. Go home and get some sleep; we’ll see you in the morning.”

      Jasper took off. It was foggy outside, and dark. When Trokic got to his car, he checked his phone. One text from Tønnies, three words. “That goddamn coltsfoot.”
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      Trokic was restless. He’d made it home at eight-thirty, and since then he’d been staring blankly at the television, his thoughts racing through his head too fast to hold onto. On some level, he registered the rerun about Saturn and a space project costing thirty billion crowns, complete with computer animated images of the planet’s many rings. They’d been colored according to age. The project team’s challenge was to insert a space probe into Saturn’s orbit without it being smashed by the rocks, sand, and dust in the rings.

      Then he remembered the coltsfoot and decided to give Tønnies a call. Everyone called him late at night, why shouldn’t he do the same?

      “The little yellow bushy shit,” Tønnies said. “Your twins tore apart a bunch of construction sites around here this afternoon, looking for something yellow, before some genius checked when it blooms.”

      Trokic sighed. “Let me guess. Not now. And the soil samples are no help, right?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. They brought fifteen or twenty samples back with them, and it looks like we’ve narrowed it down to somewhere close to the harbor. The closest match comes from a section on the north part of the harbor, but it’s not perfect. And we’re still missing the pollen from our little yellow friend. But we’re zeroing in on it.”

      Trokic bit his lip and pictured the harbor area. He seldom made it down there, but he could see the yellow, red, orange, and green containers. Silos, cranes, heavy traffic.

      “Where the hell are you, anyway?” Tønnies said. “I can’t hear any of that sicko music you listen to all the time.”

      “At home.”

      “You’re not alone, maybe?”

      “No. I’m alone.”

      Lately he hadn’t felt like female companionship. Women, these strange creatures whose noblest goal in life seemed to be to dig their way inside him with kamikaze-like precision. Apparently, his reserved personality attracted them like a magnet.

      What had been occupying his thoughts was his cousin. Once more he pictured her long black hair and wiry figure. Sinka was a kind, thoughtful person, someone he could confide in. What had gnawed on him all these years was not knowing what had happened to her. Had she been killed? What could he find in a camp led by Bosnian-Serbian soldiers? Is that where her life had ended? Or had she really been spotted in Beograd, of all places? On the way home, he’d checked his email. Police Chief Dragan Delic had contacted the war crimes tribunal, who had consented to forward the question about the Croatian girl to the witness in the case. Now it was simply a matter of waiting, Delic wrote.

      “Is it possible to get up in some of the buildings on the harbor?” Trokic said. “A lot of them are tall enough.”

      He might have imagined the sigh on the other end. “I have no idea, but the twins say there are only four or five spots where there’s soil.”

      “They’re building there. I haven’t seen it, but I think they’ve started the harbor project, anyway. We’ll send the twins down there again; they’ll have to be more precise this time.”

      “We’re busy enough as it is, and it’s not just Maja Nielsen. There’s the hit-and-run, and it’s not like the other departments have shut down. We can’t keep up.”

      “I know,” Trokic said. “A good long time off in lieu will do all of you good when this is over.”

      “Time off? What, are you crazy? Since when have we been able to take time off? Anyway, I have to go.”

      Trokic pulled a stack of reports out of his bag. The television showed illustrations of how Titan, Saturn’s mysterious moon, might look. A yellow mountainous landscape, with rivers of liquid hydrocarbon. A brown atmosphere. Methane snow.

      Soon, he would be flying down to his second homeland. Usually twice a year, in summer and winter, he stayed with his cousin, who lived in a small city in the Medvednica Mountains. He’d been doing so since the end of the war, during which he’d worked for a humanitarian aid organization in Zagreb. Now the capital had grown into a modern western metropolis, and as a result it seemed a bit less exotic to Trokic.

      He was about to read a report on the license plates when Tønnies called back.

      “Good news on our four-wheel-drive. We contacted the importer of the Vredestein tires and found a mechanic in Egå who sells them. We got hold of him a few minutes ago, and he remembers changing the tires on a white four-wheel-drive two weeks ago. He knows the guy pretty well, a regular customer, Kurt Egebjerg. He lives in the area. Apparently sort of a drunk—I just checked him out; he’s a part owner of a business involved in the project down at the harbor. Ripe for the picking, I’d say.”

      “Good work,” Trokic said. “So maybe there’s something to the soil samples from the harbor after all. We’ll find the guy and bring him in.”
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            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Kurt Egebjerg meandered along in the park, sensing every blade of grass, every tiny mound, every rock strafing his thick skin. He slipped through the grass and dead plants, all the way down through the topsoil, down into the graveyard and past every layer of freezing earth, until he could smell the rotted corpses. He breathed with his skin, could barely distinguish between light and dark. Time had collapsed around him, an implosion, leaving only this. The ultimate terror.

      He woke up with his forehead against the wheel of his four-wheel-drive. A sour, bitter taste coated his mouth; his head was pounding and nausea rumbled in his stomach. Wednesday’s exploits had been dead and buried, but the nightmare had resurrected them.

      Beside him on the passenger seat lay a bottle of whiskey, the cause of his body’s rebellion. Almost empty, yet he’d had the presence of mind to screw the cap back on before passing out. The radio was playing the latest in an endless stream of pop numbers from Nova FM. The windshield was fogged over, but at least he knew he was in a parking lot near the new harbor construction. He’d been driving around all evening, unable to find peace of mind anywhere other than inside the bottle.

      As always, he’d tried to forget, but it was dawning on him that instead of saving him this time, the bottle would only delay the inevitable. When the fog lifted, reality would come roaring back, ten times as strong. Events had burrowed under his skin and through his muscles and bones, all the way into the marrow, feeding on his weakness. He took a deep breath and turned up the radio. Soon, it would be coming…the news he’d feared the last few days, the hourly reports that awoke his inner demons.

      “And now the latest developments on the death of Maja Nielsen,” the radio speaker blared out. “The body of the twenty-one-year-old Århus woman was found in Town Hall Park Wednesday morning. Police still regard it as a suspicious death, and they’re not ruling out homicide. Anyone with information concerning her death, especially anyone in the vicinity of the park between four and five-thirty on Wednesday morning, are asked to contact the police. Police are also looking for a white commercial van or four-wheel-drive with a license plate number starting with the letters SV.”

      He fought down the bile rising in his throat. They would find him. And everything he’d worked for would be ruined. He couldn’t allow that to happen. If only he hadn’t had so much money tied up in the project. All his financial eggs in one basket. He leaned his head against the wheel again and clenched his teeth until his jaws hurt. What now? Should he get rid of his four-wheeler? And how? He was tempted to drive it into the harbor, but that was something better suited for an American film than reality. After all, it was broad daylight. Not to mention that the vehicle had set him back a half million crowns.

      Get ahold of yourself, he thought. Think. How many four-wheel-drives and commercial vans were there in the metropolitan area? A lot. And they couldn’t be sure about the SV on the license plate, could they? It might take them months to do all that legwork. He chuckled to himself. When they got to him, he could simply shoo them away. After all, he had no motive. All he needed was a little time to recover and figure out some explanation. And with that in mind, he started the 4 x 4. He would go home, put some coffee on, and sober up. Go back to square one, like he’d done so many times before at the end of a drunk. He also needed to get back to work before people started asking too many questions. He put it in reverse and turned to back out.

      A patrol car pulled up on the gravel road and blocked his way.
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      The light fell low into the car. Lisa was parked beside the cathedral, lost in thought. In debate, actually, centered on a dilemma. If a psychopath couldn’t change, if he couldn’t love people as a result of defective genes, a bad upbringing, and other external factors, did it mean he didn’t deserve to be loved? And what happened to someone who loved this man anyway, whose emotions vanished into the psychopath’s black hole, who got absolutely nothing back from him? It was a disturbing thought.

      Lisa started the car. A shower had snuck in among the rays of sunlight and left sparkling raindrops on her front windshield. She’d taken a fifteen-minute break to buy a baby-blue teddy bear for a friend’s one-year-old son, and now she sang along with Kerli’s Walking on Air. The dispatcher broke in, and she listened while staring blankly at the cathedral’s brickwork. Then she turned and headed for Anja Mikkelsen’s apartment on Grønnegade.

      

      Mette opened the door to the apartment. “Thanks for coming so soon. I have a key, and I empty her mailbox. We’ll have to see how it goes later on. I can’t keep doing this, I live all the way on the other side of town.”

      Lisa followed her into a sunny room with a wood floor and so many plants that the place looked like a greenhouse. Lisa smiled at the sight of the meter-high window. She wanted one in her own apartment. A view of the stars and infinity, the stillness of night. A reminder to remain humble. But then she noticed the plants were plastic. Fakes. She shivered. To think that the animal activist wouldn’t even have plants—how extreme was she, really?

      “What is it you wanted to show me?” Lisa felt a bit uncomfortable, an uninvited guest in an apartment owned by someone in a coma.

      “Follow me,” Mette said.

      They walked into a small office with a tiny pine desk and blue-cushioned chair. Mette pointed at the desk. “That looks a little strange to me.”

      Lisa stared. The desk was covered with clippings about Maja Nielsen. One had even been taped to the computer screen. Lisa began reading. “Young Female Singer found Brutally Murdered in Århus.” “Twenty-One-Year-Old Killed with Hammer.” “Who Killed Maja?” And there were photos. Maja at different ages, the parents, Trokic in front of police headquarters, even the two officers who’d found Maja in the park. Plus, a school photo of Dennis Nikolajsen and a slightly blurry shot of Martin Isaksen. They had all been printed from the computer. Lisa recalled that Anja had been run over the evening of the day Maja had been found. Impressive what the media could come up with in so little time.

      “When I see this and remember her talking about all the money coming our way soon, I’m thinking she might have known something. And she might have been thinking about blackmailing someone. Maybe she’d already contacted whoever. Now that I think about it, she doesn’t usually get so excited about the donations we receive. Usually, it’s a few hundred crowns, maybe a thousand. Most people would rather donate to Animal Protection Denmark, so they can write it off on their taxes.”

      Lisa looked over the computer table and noticed a small note. “Louise—greenhouse?” She jerked back; was it a coincidence that Maja had mentioned a Louise to the salesman in the chat room? Hardly. But who was this person who’d been in contact with both Anja and Maja? A mutual friend? Or enemy? And what was this about a greenhouse?

      She could barely hide her growing excitement. “It’s possible you’re right. Of course, we’ll have to look into it, check her phone records and so forth. That can take some time. But wouldn’t she have told you if she was about to blackmail someone, or send them threats?”

      “Definitely not,” Mette said. “She’d keep that to herself.”

      “All right, I’ll take all this with me, and we’ll have to see what comes of it.”

      She fished a paper bag out of her pocket and carefully swept all the clippings into it.

      “I don’t really understand this business about blackmail,” Mette said. “Because if she was blackmailing someone anonymously, it doesn’t make sense that the person ran over her, does it? Unless he found out somehow who she was.”

      “Blackmail isn’t necessarily done anonymously. Do you think Anja knew Maja?”

      Mette shrugged and fingered her red scarf. “I don’t think so. Everyone was talking about Maja at the meeting, before Anja was hit, and I think she would have said something.”

      “No matter how this turns out, thank you for calling us.”

      

      Thoughts were flying through Lisa’s head as she drove back through town. Who could Anja have been shaking down or threatening? Lisa had the impression that Anja didn’t compromise. Would such an idealist be able to look the other way with a murder? If blackmail could raise enough money to fund several causes in the future? Mette’s list of suspects among the animal abusers now seemed totally irrelevant. She couldn’t wait to tell Trokic the news.

      She smiled when she checked her phone; just past midnight, they had arrested the man they’d been looking for since finding Maja in the park. He’d been extremely drunk, and he was sleeping it off in a cell. A developer. A man with considerable financial resources, perhaps?
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      It’s a well-known fact that the more a person feels part of a group, the more the person will accept, adapt to, and defend the norms and values of the group. And a group will often be able to commit acts much more evil than an individual ever would. It creeps in, and suddenly a person is in the grip of nationalism, fascism, or religion.

      Trokic was familiar with all this from the Balkan War. It was one of the explanations for the many horrific acts of cruelty that took place. He’d even had to acknowledge that he wasn’t at all immune to the phenomenon, as he gradually became part of a mindset, a reality in which everything was the fault of the Serbian bastards. Neutrality hadn’t been an option, for that would have meant turning away from those closest to him. And where would that have left him?

      Trokic had been thinking about all this when Kurt Egebjerg was brought into the room. After finally tracking him down and arresting him at the harbor several hours earlier, he’d spoken only in terms of groups. We. Ours. Everyone’s interest. Something bigger than himself was being threatened here. The survival of the group. But what exactly was the threat? And now there was another aspect to the case. Anja Mikkelsen might be involved in what had happened to Maja Nielsen. What did this man have on his conscience?

      

      They sat down in the interview room beside Trokic’s office. The sunlight entering the room revealed dust on every surface. Trokic scratched his arm, which was covered with small bumps and splotches that were spreading. The rash looked suspicious to him, but it had appeared out of nowhere, and it could disappear the same way. Couldn’t it?

      He spoke into the microphone, naming those present and the time, ten past ten.

      He turned to Kurt Egebjerg. The developer was in his early fifties, with a mouth drooping at the corners, reddish skin, and what once had been a carefully-combed part in his hair. The brown pullover covering his beach-ball gut looked just as shabby and tired as its owner. The man was sober, a condition Trokic suspected he seldom attained. Barely sober. He always wondered how deeply alcoholic a person could be and still seem to be functioning normally.

      “Start at the very beginning.” Trokic leaned back in his chair and relaxed.

      The past few years, he’d begun to appreciate interrogations. He used to hate them, and the patronizing comments from his boss about his interview-room talents hadn’t helped. He’d simply become better at it. Maybe he had matured. Become more patient. Whatever the reason, nowadays, he looked forward to some interrogations, because usually, more so than physical evidence, they held the key to solving a case.

      Egebjerg began slowly, hesitantly. “I’m working on our new harbor project. I got to work at the harbor around four-thirty, that’s when it’s just getting light out. Usually, we start at sunup. But I’m always the first one there; I make sure everything’s ready every day. The others show up at six.”

      Taurup butted in. “Your project? What exactly are we talking about here?”

      “Baysite.” The developer spat that out as if it explained everything.

      Now Trokic understood. The soil sample had been on the mark. The harbor area, so close to the center. The city’s new landmark, a visionary project of substance. In the next few years, a whole new district would be created at the harbor. Unique architectonic jewels embellishing the bay. A lively, diverse neighborhood would make the new city space an attractive place to live and work. Sun and harbor. Light, glass, asymmetry, air. Spectacular.

      “We’re aware of several parts of the harbor project, though the value of the land where you found her isn’t important to us. We’ll get back to that later, but first tell us how you found her.”

      “I saw her right when I got there, even though it was barely light. It was those light green flowery clothes she had on. Her legs were sticking out at a weird angle, and I knew right away she was dead. She was white as a sheet, and there were all those broken bones, plus she had blood in her hair.”

      “How was she lying?” Taurup said.

      Egebjerg appeared to think that over carefully. “Face down. Body turned to the east, the water. I walked down there to make sure she really was dead. Then I panicked; I couldn’t think straight. We only have two weeks to finish, and if we don’t meet the deadline, we’re talking daily penalties. It’ll be a tight squeeze as it is, and if the police barricade the area off for several days, well, we stand to lose a hell of a lot of money.”

      He swallowed nervously. “I put a lot of my own money in the project. All my equity. The way the market is right now, it won’t take much for the bottom to fall out. I’ll be ruined.” He held out his hands, as if what he was talking about should be obvious.

      “Do you remember if she was still warm?” Taurup said.

      “No, not at all. She was cold as ice, and a little bit stiff.”

      “Can you be more precise? This is vitally important.”

      “I don’t know what the hell else to say. But I did get the feeling she’d been laying there quite a while.”

      “Then what did you do?” Trokic said.

      “It still wasn’t really daylight, so I wrapped her in this blanket I keep in the car, then I loaded her up and just drove around. After a while, this new problem seemed just as bad as the old one. And I happened to drive by the park and the old gravestones there, and the street was practically deserted, so I stopped and drug her out as fast as I could and left her in the bushes. I mean, I wanted someone to find her, I didn’t want her to just lay around and rot. I just wanted to get rid of her, to get her out of the car. And move on. As fast as I could because I had to get back to work before six.”

      Trokic tried to keep a friendly look on his face. He didn’t succeed, not completely. He grabbed the thermos on the table. “More coffee, anybody?”

      Taurup twirled a pen around with his fingers. He shook his head, but Egebjerg held his cup out. The room was beginning to smell. Fear. The pungent odor of pheromones from an animal that perceives a threat, to warn the flock of danger.

      Trokic poured coffee and scratched his throat. “How could you do it, though? It’s not just a routine everyday thing you did, is it? Picking up a dead human being and carrying her off, getting all the blood and filth and everything on you.”

      The developer nodded desperately. He seemed to be on the edge of tears, as if he were reliving the unnerving experience with the dead woman.

      “But it didn’t change anything for her. I mean, she was already dead. It wasn’t really so horrible. And for our project to be ruined by her jumping off right where she did, I just felt that would have been a catastrophe.”

      Egebjerg shivered, and his hand shook as he raised his cup. The coffee sloshed around; having to steady the cup with his left hand embarrassed him. His face was gray as molten lead.

      “Did you see anyone there at any time?” Trokic asked.

      “No. I mean, I saw a few men farther down the harbor, working on some electrical installations. A few cars drove by. A drunk was stumbling around, or maybe it was a homeless person; I don’t know. Maybe he was lost. Or looking for somewhere to sleep. We’ve had a few of those.”

      Trokic thought that over. Hadn’t he read in a report that the ex-boyfriend, Dennis Nikolajsen, said he was an electrician working at the harbor? Trokic was almost sure of it.

      He turned back to Egebjerg. “But surely the construction site is fenced off?”

      The man shrugged. “Not that part of it. We’ve had fencing around the site most of the time, but we were about to start digging right next to it, and everything’s been open several days now.”

      He began a long, drawn-out explanation about layers of clastic sedimentary rock and bearing capacity and a lot of other technical stuff Trokic had no understanding of whatsoever. At the moment, he couldn’t care less about the earth underneath them, whether it came from four billion years of constant change or from somebody snapping their fingers.

      “All that doesn’t concern us. So, anyone could have entered the site without any problems?”

      “Well, yes, and a few snoopers have walked in, a few homeless people, poking around while everything has been open. There’s a lot still to be done, only half the windows are in, no kitchen or bathroom installations either.”

      Trokic tried another angle. “Did you, by any chance, know Maja Nielsen?”

      “I just told you what happened. Of course, I didn’t know her.”

      “But you might know her boyfriend, Martin Isaksen. Don’t all of you real estate people and developers around here know each other?”

      “I don’t know him personally.”

      “But you know who he is?”

      “Sure, yeah. Yeah.”

      “And you’re still sure you didn’t know Maja Nielsen?”

      “Yeah. It’s just a coincidence; I have no idea what she was doing there. How come you’re even asking me that? It’s not like I killed her or anything.”

      “It’s possible you did meet her, you liked what you saw, and somehow you got her to come down to the harbor. And you got mad when she didn’t want anything to do with you, and you pushed her off the building.”

      “That’s absolutely crazy.”

      “What were you doing Tuesday evening?”

      “Doing the books with my accountant.”

      “All evening?”

      “Until eight.”

      “And then what did you do?”

      “I watched Champions League on TV.”

      “Which match?”

      “Arsenal and Juventus.”

      Taurup nodded at Trokic. “Yeah, it was on.”

      “And is there anyone who can confirm you watched the match?”

      Egebjerg shook his head.

      “Did you go up to check for any sign that someone had been in the building?”

      He shook his head again. By now, he looked as if his project was evaporating right before his eyes.

      “Okay. Two officers are on their way out to seal the area off. One of them will make sure no one enters the building before our techs have finished.”

      A small wave of Egebjerg’s coffee slipped over the edge of the cup and onto the table. He set the cup down, hard. “How long will it take? We’re busy, you know.”

      Trokic’s brain froze a moment as he tried to take measure of this man’s utter insensitivity. He couldn’t. Egebjerg possessed zero empathy.

      “You have any sort of act of God clause in your contract?” Taurup said. Not that he looked as if he cared.

      “Yeah, but I don’t know if it covers this situation. I need to get ahold of a lawyer.”

      “Not right now, you don’t,” Trokic said. “Not for your contract. You’re under arrest, if you remember, and the only lawyer you’re going to see is the one dealing with that.”

      “But I didn’t kill her!”

      “That’s something we need to be sure about.” This bastard was going to sit in a cell as long as they could legally detain him, Trokic promised himself that. Down to the last second.

      “We’d also like to hear if you know a woman named Anja Mikkelsen.”

      There was something in his eye as he stared at them. Surprise? “I don’t know anyone by that name. Who’s she?”

      “A young animal rights activist who was the victim of a hit-and-run driver Wednesday evening. In other words, the evening of the day you were moving Maja Nielsen around. Where were you between eleven and midnight that evening?”

      “At home, playing cards with a buddy. He’ll confirm that. But you can’t hold me here very long.”

      That sounded more like a question than a statement. Trokic flipped down a photo of Maja Nielsen in front of Egebjerg, who jerked back in his seat. It was a close-up of her face, with blood at the corner of her mouth and hair that had been soaked in blood.

      “Take a good look at her. We’ve got plenty on you. Indecent interference with a corpse. And you’ve obstructed our investigation. You’re not going anywhere, not anytime soon.”

      “But there was something else.” Egebjerg was in full saving-his-ass mode.

      Trokic looked skeptical. “What?”

      “A business card in her coat.”

      “Where is it?”

      “I wadded it up and threw it in the water on the way to the park.”

      “For God’s sake, man,” Trokic said. “You are absolutely unbelievable. Can you tell us what was on it?”

      Egebjerg shook his head.

      “Then what good does it do us?”

      “I just thought I ought to mention it.”

      “Okay. You’re going back to your cell, and you’re going to do whatever it takes to remember what was on that card, or whatever it was.”

      

      The stench in the room lingered after Egebjerg was led away. Wind was blowing through the trees outside, and Trokic opened the window for some fresh air. His body was itching like hell. He pulled his thin blue sweater off and reached up underneath his T-shirt. They were everywhere. Big red itching splotches—what in hell was going on? Just what he needed! He wiped up the coffee stains on the table and gathered his papers. The interrogation had only added to the mass of confusion. Now they knew how Maja Nielsen had ended up in the park, but everything else was still a mountain of conjecture balancing on tiny mounds of facts. He put on his coat. Time for a look at the harbor.
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      Trokic rolled into the level space in front of the construction, just as the radio host of a debate program summed up the circumstances surrounding Maja Nielsen’s death. “A tragic case, and where do we stand, with the rising number of homicides in Denmark?” The man immediately moved on to a new segment, as if progressing from homicide to an invasion of a new Asian species of ladybug was perfectly natural. The marauder consumed the eggs and larva of other ladybug species, when devouring aphids wasn’t enough. This could be critical, the grave radio host intoned.

      All this about the Harlequin ladybug reminded Trokic of the case they had closed fifteen months earlier. The little boy who had been strangled and burned and dumped into Giber Creek in Mårslet had been fascinated by the small insects. The case had left Trokic with a sense of helplessness in the face of unfathomable evil.

      

      The harbor stank that day. The factories sent out waves of smoke, spreading the sickly-sweet odor of ground grain mixed with soy protein and vitamins and minerals over the city. An invisible blanket of hovering, heat-treated animal food stench. Trokic surveyed the roped-off area, a small piece of land with a stack of poured concrete elements. She’d been lying there. Like the sinners in Dante’s Divine Comedy, Trokic thought, lying face down on the fifth terrace. As punishment for their greed and prodigality. He recalled Maja’s broken nose, pushed all the way up into her brain, and suddenly he suspected that it hadn’t happened with the fall. Nothing there would cause such an injury. Someone had tromped on her head or slammed it against one of the concrete elements in a final gesture of rage.

      

      “You look like hell,” Jan said when he stepped into the building. “Like the victim of some rare blood disease.”

      “Or like somebody who just got pounded by a baseball bat,” Tønnies added, in what was for him a veritable explosion of humor.

      They howled with laughter; Jan even slapped his thigh.

      “Just shut up, okay?” Trokic said.

      “It’s hives,” Jan said. “Go to the doctor and he’ll give you a shot in the ass. Cortisone.”

      Trokic stared at him. “Hives?”

      “Take it easy; you’ll probably survive. It’s something you ate.”

      Trokic shrugged and tried not to scratch. “Why do you think it happened here, right here?”

      “Maja was lying right below. Almost certainly face down. She fell onto the concrete, that’s why so many bones were broken. From the angles involved, we’re assuming she fell from one of the apartments on this side, so it was just a matter of climbing up here.”

      “So, what did you find?”

      “Her shoe. The one that was missing when we found her in the park. It was over there where the entrance will be. Who would take one shoe off before jumping, is what I’d like to know.”

      “No one,” Jan said.

      “Right. And then there’s the fingerprint on the wall beside the window. I’m thinking it must be hers. It’s the only fingerprint, and it’s smudged, like she’d struggled, tried to hold on. Remember how cut up her fingernails were. I think there was a fight. Last but not least, there’s some blood with a few hairs on the wall. Like somebody slammed her head against it.”

      Trokic shuddered and nodded. Now they were sure. Maja Nielsen had been killed. “And that’s all?”

      Jan stared at him. “Is that all? Is that all? How about showing some humility here, respect for the art of forensics? We’ve just started; we need to sweep everything up. We haven’t even had time to admire the view.”

      It was true; the sea looked marvelous from there. Like a panorama over Århus Bay with a flotilla of small boats and marinas and a forest at one end. Someone should be living here, in one of the five major prestigious projects at what had been Denmark’s largest container harbor. The view was overwhelming, certainly one of the best in the entire country. He knew this project, Baysite, had been controversial. The building they were in was only the first stage; in addition to a block of apartment buildings, the plan was to build a section of office buildings and a mall. It should be possible for people to live, work, and shop within a short walking distance, the consortium had declared.

      He was about to go when Simon Møller, Maja’s cousin, showed up. Trokic bit his lip and considered what to do, but before he could tell the young policeman he shouldn’t be there, Møller said, “There was some trouble with the workers nearby. A few electricians got into it. I went over there myself. I wanted to see if Maja’s ex-boyfriend, that Nikolajsen guy, was involved. The bastard. It was him all right, but when we got there, they covered for each other. And then I noticed your cars here on the way back.”

      Trokic tried not to look too annoyed at the cousin for sticking his nose into the investigation. He felt for the guy. Apparently, Maja had thought of him as someone who would protect her, and it had to be hard knowing he’d let her down.

      “Maja probably didn’t commit suicide; it looks like she was pushed.”

      That startled the young officer. “Why is that?”

      Trokic described what the techs had found.

      “But her delusions…”

      “Yeah, I know. We’ll try to put all the pieces together.”

      Møller was still shaken. “I just came over to tell you about the electricians since you were here. But now I really think we should take a close look at Dennis. The man has a record for assault, and I’ve never liked him. He’s lied to me before; you can’t trust him a single inch.”

      He sighed and rubbed his temples. “I know, I know, I shouldn’t be getting involved. Sorry. I also came over because I wanted to see where she died. I heard over the radio.”

      “I understand. It doesn’t always help though. Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.”

      And he did. Several years earlier, he’d had a look at where his father had been killed during the first year of the Balkan War, on the Serbian border. He’d hoped it would give him peace of mind, but instead, it had reopened the wound. A father he’d never really gotten to know. Anger toward the Serbs. But he understood what Simon was talking about.

      “It haunts me,” the cousin said. “I think about that bank key all the time, why she left it for me, what she might have known. And since we know she was killed now, I wonder…did she maybe lay it out there as some sort of sign, a message?”

      “It’s not doing you any good imagining things that might not be true. We have to stick to the facts, and you need to clear your head. Even though I know it’s not easy. By the way, we picked up a man this morning, Kurt Egebjerg, and he confessed to moving her. We’ll have to check him out, see if he’s involved in any other way. It’s a little bit like banging your head against the wall, over and over.”

      Møller nodded. Trokic walked over to the window and looked out across the sea. “It’s a fantastic view from up here.”

      “The best in town. Being up here makes you feel like a king.”

      Trokic gazed at the water. What did this project have to do with the case? His gut told him it wasn’t a coincidence that she was killed here. And he knew exactly who could tell him more.
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      The Saga Invest office was located in a beautiful building in Brabrand. A year ago, Jacques Pascal had testified in an assault case; a lawyer had broken a colleague’s nose at a golf course near Skanderborg, after which he’d smashed the man’s car. The lawyer’s wife had been cheating on him. Pascal was one of the lawyer’s clients, and it pained him to testify. The lawyer was sentenced to five weeks in jail and two years on probation. Pascal found another lawyer.

      It was almost noon when Trokic stepped into the sunshiny, cheerful third-floor office and sat in a leather chair at a small conference table in the corner. Pascal poured coffee and loosened his tie, which was so big that it looked like it could sail away with him. He smiled at Trokic; his white, dazzling teeth were unusual for a man fifty-five years old.

      “To what do I owe the honor, Lieutenant Detective Trokic? I’m assuming you’re not here for a report on my corns and state of digestion?”

      Trokic smiled and shook his head. “I’m fine with skipping that. I need to know all about the harbor project, and I was hoping you could enlighten me.”

      “Chocolate?” Pascal nudged a full bowl over to him.

      “No, thanks.”

      “You don’t look all that healthy, frankly.”

      “I’m on my way to the doctor.”

      “Does this have something to do with Maja Nielsen?”

      “I can’t get into that, but let’s just assume that you’re not far off the mark.”

      His host smiled in satisfaction and unwrapped a chocolate. “I noticed you were heading up the case. So, what do you want to know?”

      “I’d like to hear a little about Baysite and about access to the buildings on the site but go ahead and tell me everything.”

      Pascal leaned back in his chair and webbed his hands over his chest, as if he were a schoolteacher about to recite the order of kings to a particularly dimwitted student. “This is a major project, very extensive. Long story short, several agreements have been worked out with the Århus Harbor Authority about partial transference to the district, and consequently, a number of plans were developed. Gradually, over a number of years, a vision formed, and it’s been divided into various stages.”

      He abducted another chocolate from the bowl, freed it from its orange wrapping, and stuffed it in his mouth. “Of course, the district wanted the harbor areas close to the city to be specially designed. Baysite won a fifth round of bidding; it presented an extraordinary project to the district with world-class architecture designed by Finnish architects. A stunning development of the harbor.”

      Trokic nodded as he thought about the many cranes towering over the harbor like gigantic yellow steel giraffes. “I was out there earlier.”

      “So, you know what I’m talking about. They’re already busy with various initial steps of the project.”

      Trokic tried not to stare at the stream of chocolates entering Pascal’s mouth. “So, what’s going to happen?”

      “Yes, that’s the question. Baysite is having problems financing all this, but that’s certainly nothing new nowadays. Just take a look in the business section of any paper; you’ll find articles about bankrupt real estate developers who bit off more than they could chew. Anyway, that passes problems on to potential buyers. It’s a vicious circle.”

      “I’m guessing that nobody wants to buy something that might not be built.”

      “Precisely. But really, what can I say? We’ve all been gorging ourselves economically, and now it’s time for us to go on a very strict diet.”

      “And Kurt Egebjerg—do you know him? He’s the project manager at Baysite, as I understand it.”

      “I don’t know him personally, but I believe he’s in charge of the residential portion of the project. It’s his responsibility to keep the construction on schedule, make sure the contractors are doing their jobs, and show up for meetings with the consortium and the district.”

      “So, delays in construction are his responsibility?”

      “Oh, definitely. Any delays and his ass is in hot water.” Pascal sounded almost gleeful. “Besides that, it seems he’s invested personally in the project, which makes the water he’s in even hotter.”

      “Wouldn’t it be completely idiotic to kill somebody at the site? I’d think that would put the whole project in a bad light.”

      Pascal shrugged and nudged the half-empty bowl of chocolates away in disgust. “That would hurt his pocketbook in a major way. The point is that everyone who’s thrown money into this will get burned if it collapses. There’s also a good deal of prestige involved; it’s about how the city of Århus will look in the future. It used to be that churches were the tallest structures on the skyline, but now it’s these projects, these financial Godzillas. Seriously, I can’t imagine anybody with money in this project doing anything whatsoever that would cause more trouble. There’s already been enough.”

      Trokic checked his notebook; it was filled to the brim. There were so many aspects to this, but at least now he felt he had a slightly better overview. He stood up and held out his hand. “Thank you, I appreciate you taking time to help me.”

      

      He walked down the hall lost in thought. He’d expected to learn something that would lead him further on, but now it seemed even more unlikely that Egebjerg would push Maja Nielsen off the Baysite building, given that he was an investor. And maybe, just maybe, they were back to square one.
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      Someone had hung new paintings on the wall in the briefing room. Trokic stared in horror. Who in the world had given the green light to buy five large landscapes with sheep? And what had happened to the five abstract watercolors in boring pastels that had taken him eight years to get used to? The other officers filing in also looked stunned. As a consolation prize, somebody had brought in a mound of pastry left over from their silver wedding anniversary party, and everyone was wolfing it down as they struggled to adapt to the new surroundings.

      “Good God, what happened to you?” Jasper said when he walked in. “I almost didn’t recognize you.”

      Trokic was already sick of explaining. “Hives. Hypersensitivity reaction. It’ll ease off in a day or so.”

      On the way there, he’d been to the doctor and had been given a shot in the rear end, exactly as Jan had predicted. A shot and a lecture about smoking and cholesterol, which would make him stop smoking and eating Croatian sausage for at least the rest of the day, maybe. The doctor had even dared to comment on Trokic’s blood pressure and level of stress. Nowadays, it was no fun at all to go to the doctor. You left there wondering about what was going to hit you next.

      “Is it catching? I really hope not, I have to—”

      Trokic tried his best to smile. “No. Take it easy; you’re not going to look like this unless somebody beats you up.”

      They waited for the room to fill. Finally, Trokic said, “This is now officially a homicide. We know where Maja Nielsen died, and we have a good idea of how it happened.”

      Somebody in the room piped up. “And we have a killer.”

      “We don’t know that. Up until an hour ago, I wanted to turn Kurt Egebjerg’s life inside out until we knew him better than his mother ever did. But we lack a motive, and it would have been bad for him, very bad in fact, to kill Maja precisely in that location. The project he’s involved in is in trouble already, the last thing they need is bad press. Not to mention sealing off the area and questioning all the contractors’ workers.”

      “But did you have the feeling you were talking to a murderer when you questioned him?” Lisa said.

      “No. We can’t rule him out as a suspect, but we’re going to have to keep looking.”

      Morten Lind looked smug. “We have a connection between the harbor development and Maja. Anne Marie and I talked to the lawyer who is doing her estate. It turns out she got an apartment from her parents a while back. Actually, it was an advance on her inheritance, after they sold their factory. Interestingly enough, it happens to be an apartment in the Baysite development. A three-room apartment, five and a half million crowns.”

      “It’s probably not a coincidence that her life ended there, no matter what exactly happened,” Trokic said. “Do we know who came up with the idea of buying an apartment in that specific place?”

      “The lawyer said it was Maja,” Anne Marie said. “He met with her just once, but she seemed happy about it, very happy.”

      “The parents did mention an apartment they were looking at,” Trokic said. “But they didn’t say it was a done deal.”

      “It wasn’t; the papers hadn’t gone through yet. Of course, the formalities have to be taken care of. So, technically, she didn’t own it yet, but she would have, very soon.”

      “But what does it mean?” Lisa said. “If she didn’t own it yet, nobody could profit from it. And if Maja was under the influence of some sort of drug, you’d think she knew the killer. Otherwise, why would she have gone along? Martin Isaksen could have handled it better.”

      Trokic took it further. “But why the harbor? There are a lot of other places and other easier ways.”

      “But Isaksen must have known the place, and he was close to Maja,” Jasper said. “And he knew the area. It was the easiest way. Tall building, nobody around. And it’s almost surely meant to look like a suicide.”

      “Wouldn’t it be less risky just to kill her and dump her in a lake?” an officer in the back row asked.

      “Okay,” Jasper admitted. “There are some loose ends here. But with this connection to the harbor project, I think we’d all agree it’s just a wee bit fishy that Maja’s boyfriend is a real estate agent.”

      “Agreed,” Trokic said. “We need to find out how his possible involvement in the project gives him a motive. There might be more to it than meets the eye.”

      “Really,” Jasper said. “On the other hand, it could also mean that Egebjerg got to know her better because of the connection. Maybe he had the hots for her, she stopped him while he was showing her around, something like that. That would explain the struggle Forensics says took place.”

      Trokic frowned, but several in the room nodded.

      “This Egebjerg guy, we need to squeeze his balls again,” Folle said. “Simple as that.”

      “But why was Maja acting so strangely?” Lisa said. “And what about the drug the chemistry department talked about? We don’t have any idea what she was taking, how it was affecting her.”

      “Chemistry hasn’t found out yet,” Trokic said. “And we’re not even sure they will. Maybe there was something else going on. If she’d been emotionally unstable, close to some sort of psychosis, maybe she took some pills we don’t know about. It could’ve been an act of desperation; she couldn’t get help fast enough.”

      An officer off to one side spoke up. “Yeah, and some people don’t ask a lot of questions about what they take. One girl out where I live died from swallowing some of her sister’s arthritis pills. She had problems with her kidneys, they gave out.”

      “Think about all the medicine made in some backyard in Africa, sold over the internet,” Jasper said. “We really don’t have a clue.”

      “Lisa, you had something on Anja Mikkelsen?” Trokic said.

      “Yes. The situation looks a bit different after what I saw earlier today.”

      She told about her meeting at Mikkelsen’s apartment and all the clippings. And the note about Louise and the greenhouse. “There’s a connection between the two; I’m sure of it. They must have known each other. But how?”

      Trokic smiled. “That’s for you to find out.”

      

      Back at the office, Trokic checked his email. A message had been sent the previous evening, and now he felt grateful to the faraway man who, with no ulterior motive, was helping him search for his cousin. How Delic had found the female Haag witness who’d known the two Croatian women, God only knew. She was twenty-nine now, and she lived in Hamburg with her husband and three children. Trokic was welcome to call her at a German number included in the email. He stared apprehensively at the numbers. The Bosnian-Muslim woman’s name was Maria. That was a good start. He grabbed his phone and called.
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      Trokic introduced himself and explained in Croatian how he had found her telephone number.

      “I’ve been waiting for your call,” Maria said. “I don’t know if I can help you. It was so many years ago. But, yes, I remember the two Croatian women with us that summer, it was 1995. We were about twenty women, crowded in a hall in a school in Kalinovic. Most of us were from the village of Jelasnica, that’s why I could hear right away they were from Croatia. And, of course, we asked them how they ended up there, so far from home.”

      “What did they look like?”

      “One of them had bleached hair and sort of a square face, a broad mouth, if my memory is right. The other had long dark hair, almost black. Not so tall, very thin. I think they were eighteen, nineteen years old. Their names were Ana and Sinka. I don’t remember which one was which. Oh, and the dark-haired girl was missing part of her little finger. And I think that’s all I can remember.”

      Adrenaline shot through Trokic’s blood, his heart began pounding. Kalinovic was very far from home, but this couldn’t be a coincidence. “I think the dark-haired girl was my cousin, Sinka.”

      Maria sighed heavily. “I’m sorry to hear you say that. It has taken me many years to be able to talk about this. I was lucky, I got married. Many of us weren’t so lucky.”

      She hesitated. Trokic knew it was a disgrace for a Muslim woman to be raped.

      “Did they say anything about where they came from?”

      “Zagreb. Both of them. They were traveling somewhere to go on vacation, and they ran into a Serbian patrol. Later, they were sent down to us. This was the time when Croatians were driving the Serbs out of Krajina. They were cruel to us all, but those two girls were treated especially badly.”

      Trokic swallowed. Any doubts he had left were being swept away. “But can you tell me anything about what happened to her? The dark-haired one?”

      “The same as with all of us. It was almost always in the evening, we were taken in for their entertainment, and they brought us back in the morning when they were finished with us. We were taken to apartments, burned-down houses, stores. Any place they could have their way with us without being disturbed.”

      “But didn’t any of the guards or police try to stop the soldiers?”

      “Yes, but then they would say they had a certificate from the police chief in the area, that they needed sex to keep the morale up at the front. No one ever asked to see the certificate.”

      “What happened later on, do you know?”

      “I think they killed her for what she did.”

      Trokic was getting frustrated at how slowly the conversation was going. “And what did she do?”

      “She knifed one of the guards to get away.”

      “Knifed?”

      “Yes, I think so. He screamed. We didn’t dare look, and anyway it was dark. But the next morning, we saw blood on the floor.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “I heard that the guard called some policemen near there. They came and dragged her away. I don’t know what happened to her. But one of the policemen treated us well. He always told us, don’t give the soldiers lighters or matches in the evening when they come for us. That was so the soldiers couldn’t see our faces and pick out the youngest. They all wanted the young ones.”

      Trokic’s heart fell. So few words, yet so much horror. All the stories he’d heard and everything he’d seen himself were buried somewhere deep inside him, but now the images rose and began streaming in his mind. “But did you see what they did to her?”

      “No. I didn’t dare look. But I can’t imagine the policeman was able to protect her. I heard some of the soldiers shouting, screaming.”

      All along, Trokic had hoped that knowing what had happened to her, ridding himself of the constant uncertainty, would be better. Now that the hopes of finding her alive were slipping away, though, he wasn’t so sure. “Do you remember the names of the policemen who took her away?”

      After a few moments, she said, “Borislav Kostovic, I think. The friendly one. The other’s name was Janko.”

      “Janko, that’s all?”

      “That’s all I remember.”

      “What did they look like?”

      “I don’t remember that either.”

      “But do you remember where they came from?”

      “No, but they were probably local police.”

      Trokic took a few moments to gather his thoughts. “May I call you if I think of anything else?”

      “Yes. I hope you find out what happened. Good luck.”
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      Trokic knocked on the door. His left hand held an enormous gift basket from the specialty grocers. Everyone in Department A had chipped in, and due to the fact that many of them were generous, and that Agersund was popular too, it took the grocer twenty minutes to fill the basket. Trokic was still shaken from speaking to Maria; he had the feeling more answers were coming that he didn’t want to hear.

      Agersund was clearly moved by the sight in front of him. “I don’t know what to say; this is so nice of all of you. Come on in; I was just reading the paper, but you’re a lot better company.”

      Trokic followed him into the cozy little kitchen and set the basket on the table.

      “You’re all out to fatten me up, I see!” Agersund laughed and pointed at the mountain of chocolates, cookies, and red wine. “I’m guessing you’d like a cup of coffee?”

      He held up the thermos.

      “You guessed right. How’s it going?”

      The corners of Agersund’s mouth fell as he poured coffee into the two mugs. He looked older than the last time Trokic had seen him. His skin was pallid, and his crew cut had been allowed to grow out a bit.

      “I’m doing okay. All the tests are boring as hell. But the doctors are optimistic, and I get to read a bunch of crime novels and watch a helluva lot of TV series. Come on, I want to hear about the Maja Nielsen case. I read the paper, but you know how far you can trust the press.”

      “For once, we have quite a bit of physical evidence to go on.” Trokic gave him a thorough account of the case that lasted two cups of coffee. Finally, he leaned back in the chair.

      “Just one thing,” Agersund said. “You said you met a Colombian in the Buller Bar.”

      “Yes, but I’m not so sure she could have known him. Apparently, she was affected by some drug we haven’t been able to identify. He didn’t look like somebody she’d hang out with, though.”

      “Most likely not, but I think I know who he is.”

      “How so?” Trokic said.

      “There aren’t many Colombians here in town. And none named Federico. It was before your time, when I was still a detective. He was young. Danish mother, Colombian father, as I recall. Thick accent, very thick.”

      “It hasn’t improved. What did he do?”

      Agersund scratched the pale skin under his chin. “I believe he was here on vacation, and he stole a car and drove it into a fence at a daycare center. Yeah, that was it.”

      “Not while there were kids around, I hope?”

      “No, it was late evening. But it wasn’t a pretty sight. The kid is bad news. Back then I spoke to a colleague with a Colombian wife, and he said the criminal world in the cities back there is really tough. A lot of pandillas, gangs with kids as young as eleven. You know, the usual gang things, the initiations of violence, staking out territories, fighting for recognition from the other gangs. They have no respect for life; they’ll kill you for nothing. And it’s easy for them to do, guns are available and very cheap. Easily paid for by selling drugs.”

      “But what’s he doing here?” Trokic asked.

      “Maybe he’s just visiting. But if I know him, he brought along some of his goods from back home. Have Narcotics keep an eye on him. He’s a product of the gangs and what he learned when he was a kid. They steal your soul and teach you to hurt others as you’ve been hurt. And you pay in blood when you have to.”

      “Sounds like it’s not a good idea to get in his way,” Trokic said.

      “No, and definitely not for you. Then there wouldn’t be anyone to take over for me.”

      Trokic nodded distractedly. Something told him they were on the right track with this strange Colombian. They needed to get ahold of him again.

      

      When he walked into the station, one of the office girls called him over.

      “You have a message. Detention called and said Kurt Egebjerg asked them to tell you that he remembered what was on the card he found on Maja, the one he threw away.”
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      “I think the bird has learned to say ‘fuck’ enough ways by now.”

      Lisa grabbed a cola from the fridge and stared pointedly at her niece as she handed it to her. Nanna often stopped by on her way home from school. She smiled through her curtain of black hair, which apparently was her new pride and joy, and picked up one of Flossy’s toys from the floor. Within the past year, the girl had grown from a rangy young teen to a young woman with a female form. But that didn’t stop her from trying to teach Flossy new ways of cussing.

      “Okay, Auntie Lisa, message received. Where’s Jacob?”

      “In Copenhagen, packing, clearing out the apartment.” Lisa sounded distracted. Which she was. She’d just learned that Kurt Egebjerg had remembered what was printed on the card he’d found on Maja: Atlantis. And it was her job to find out what it meant.

      “So, he’s really moving in?”

      “Yes. On the first.”

      “Cool. So, are you going to have children? Then I can babysit and earn some money.”

      “We’ll see.”

      The truth was that Jacob hadn’t yet shown any great interest in having children. As long as they lived so far apart, children didn’t make sense to him. But now they were moving in together, and she felt he avoided the subject when she brought it up.

      “Okay.” Nanna didn’t look all that interested in children either. “So, how’s work going? You’re home early, actually; I hadn’t counted on you being here, but anyway I’m going to a concert with Veto tonight, and no I won’t drink or take ecstasy or go home with some strange guy.”

      “Nice to know. I had to come home; somebody from the district heating is coming by to read the meter. So, it’s work at home this evening.”

      She laid her laptop on the kitchen table.

      “What are you working on?” Her niece knew very well that Lisa couldn’t say anything more than what the media already had come out with.

      “It’s the Maja Nielsen case. And right now, I have to find out what Atlantis means.”

      “What for?”

      “We’ve just learned that Maja was carrying a business card that named Atlantis.”

      “It’s this city on the bottom of the ocean.” Nanna drank half of her cola in one shot.

      “Right. You’ve had ancient history, then?”

      “Yup. It’s a great class for taking a little nap. Really, it is so boring.” She stifled a fake yawn.

      “I’m sure it is, but maybe before you dozed off you heard about Plato. He’s the one who told us about Atlantis. It’s a mythical land he used for a utopia. But like you say, the country or city or whatever vanished from the face of the earth in the tenth century B.C. Anyway, the name has popped up in our case, and I have a hard time seeing what a sunken city has to do with any of this.”

      “Mom and I were in Egypt once, and the travel bureau was called Atlantis. Maybe they have something to do with it?”

      “That’s not impossible. It could have something to do with travel, a trip.”

      “I’m going to crash on your sofa a few minutes, okay?”

      “It’s all yours,” Lisa said. She turned on her laptop.

      

      A half hour later, Lisa had googled Atlantis to death. Atlantis Travels flew to Egypt, Thailand, the Maldives, Zanzibar, and a number of other exotic destinations. After a short call to their office in Copenhagen, much of which was spent in convincing them to release information, she’d been told that neither Maja Nielsen nor Martin Isaksen had traveled with them, nor had they booked any future trip. A company called Atlantis that specialized in bathroom interiors had never had a customer named Maja Nielsen. A southern Sealand cover band was also eliminated, along with the space shuttle Atlantis and its many journeys between Earth and the space station, Mir.

      At last, she leaned back in frustration and stared straight ahead. Then she googled the names Anja, Louise, and Maja, a shot in the dark that missed completely. Nanna lay on the sofa, texting friends and leafing through advertisements.

      She glanced up from her phone. “There’s also a bookstore here in town called Atlantis.”

      “Now you tell me! Where’s it at?”

      “I just thought of it! It’s up on Ingerslev Boulevard. I ride by it every day on the way to school. It’s really small, doesn’t look so great from the outside. I don’t think it’s like a regular bookstore. It’s creepy.”

      Lisa stood up. “I’ll bike over there right now. You’ll lock the door when you leave, right?”

      “Sure. Can I have some chips?”

      “You may, just don’t eat the whole bag. Save some appetite for when you get home.”

      She grabbed her keys and bag and waved goodbye to her niece. And to the rest of her chips, most likely.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      If reading the Bible didn’t satisfy a craving for apocalyptic visions, Atlantis was the place to go. Just as Nanna had said, the place looked gloomy from the outside, but it was nothing compared to the pessimism lining the shelves. The owner of the store was apparently obsessed with catastrophes. For a moment, Lisa pretended she was just another customer as she glanced over the topics and book titles. The store seemed devoted to the idea of natural catastrophe as the foundation for the Earth’s development and the mass extinction of animals and humans. Comets, asteroids, and meteoroids all threatened us from space, and a single one of them could destroy all life on Earth from the dust and ash a collision would send up into the atmosphere. If calculating the chances of such a thing happening became too tedious, there were plenty of books about volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, tsunamis, and the greenhouse effect. Currently, the greatest threat was an asteroid that possibly could ram into Earth in the year 2042. Lisa did the math in her head; she would be sixty-nine. So maybe it was a waste of time and money for the world’s women to use so much anti-wrinkle cream.

      And if natural catastrophes weren’t enough, many other books covered the greatest viral and bacteriological threats, including the bubonic plague, the Spanish flu, AIDS, hemorrhagic fevers such as the Marburg virus and the avian flu. Also, a small row of books was dedicated to nuclear war and its consequences.

      The air inside was dry and dusty. Lisa seemed to be the only customer. In a corner, plastic cups and a thermos stood on a small green table with two chairs. The store’s employee, a young frail girl in her twenties wearing a lavender one-piece suit, seemed to be tallying up the day’s sales, which judging from the bills in her hand was very modest. She looked totally focused on the money, but suddenly, without raising her eyes, she said, “Is there something I can help you with?”

      “I’m with the police, Criminal Investigations. We’re looking into the death of Maja Nielsen, and we’ve stumbled onto the name Atlantis. I’m trying to find out if Maja had any connection to your store. Does her name ring a bell?”

      The girl froze while still holding the bills. She frowned at Lisa. “I read about Maja. How did you stumble onto Atlantis?”

      “Maja had one of your business cards.”

      “I think my brother knows who she is. He said so anyway. He must have given her a card for some reason.”

      Lisa held her breath. She’d found the right Atlantis. “Do you know where he knows her from?”

      She shook her head. “All he said was that he knew who she was through his job.”

      “What does your brother do?”

      “He’s an substance abuse consultant.”

      “Does he work at Transit?”

      “Yeah, I think he’s there once in a while.”

      Lisa nodded. They were on the right track.

      The girl flicked a lock of hair behind her ear. Her smile was crooked. “I asked him what she was like, and he said he didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “Why do you think he gave her a card?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he wanted her to come here. A lot of times he brings somebody in for a cup of coffee.”

      “What’s your brother’s name?”

      “Michael Tarp.”

      “Do you have his phone number or an address where I can get ahold of him?”

      She gave Lisa his number. “He’s in Berlin today and tomorrow, taking some course. But he said leave a message if I needed to get ahold of him, and he’d call back. You could do the same.”

      Lisa nodded. That’s exactly what she would do. And Michael Tarp was going to tell her what he knew.
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            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Mornings at police headquarters had their own atmosphere. Sounds normally drowned out were heard. A person’s own footsteps in the hall. A door shutting somewhere. A coffee machine toiling away. Only a few people were there at five-thirty, which provided an opportunity to think things over undisturbed. To dig deeper. Trokic had given up on sleep and driven into headquarters in a heavy white fog. Maybe he could at least get something done in the early hours. He read the daily incident report; so much had happened over the past twenty-four hours, and yet so little. There were moments when he felt that nothing they did mattered.

      Maybe it was all about accepting that the world had never been better and would never be better. Tiny splinters of change, in certain situations: that was all he and others could do. Was the sum of good and evil a constant, though? Maybe that was even necessary because the one defined the other.

      At seven, the phone rang.

      “I’m not going to tell you who I am,” the man said. “I have some information about a friend.”

      “Who?”

      “Kurt Egebjerg. I read in the paper that he’s a suspect in the murder of Maja Nielsen. But he couldn’t have done it.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s a touchy situation. We have an SM club out here in Egå. He was there the evening she was killed, from seven to midnight. He was with a girl, Ingeborg.”

      Trokic tried not to visualize Egebjerg whipping a woman in leather. Or seeing him being whipped.

      “Normally, I’d never pass on this kind of information, but he could go to prison. I’d rather not tell you my name; is that okay?”

      “We’ll have to see. I can’t promise anything. Can you give me the address?”

      “If I have to.”

      “You have to.”

      Trokic jotted down the address. “We’ll look into this. Thank you for this information.”

      

      Christiane sat on the edge of the table and pulled a sheet of paper out of her leather bag. Trokic followed her every movement; he sensed how she seemed to fill the room. She was dressed in black, except for her striped shawl in a rainbow of colors and a braided leather bracelet with a green stone. A hint of hippie. And sort of interesting. The sun was low, it bathed one side of her face in a soft light. A butterfly had fluttered through the window and clung with folded wings to a ring binder on a shelf. He was relieved that his hives were gone.

      “This is a report I pieced together with Henriette, whom you’ve met.”

      “Orange hair.”

      “Yes. It was quite a hunt, but we tracked it down with the help of a Swedish colleague from the University of Lund. I don’t know so much about it, really, but it’s been incredible being a part of this. I did most of the work on the paper, so they felt I should come in and present it to all of you.”

      Trokic stood leaning against the wall. “We appreciate that. Would you like coffee, tea, a cola?”

      “Do you have a cola? It’s a bit early, but…”

      “We do if Jasper hasn’t drunk them all. Let me check.”

      A moment later, he was back with two colas and a small bowl of chocolate chip cookies. The butterfly had spread its wings. A peacock butterfly.

      He opened the two colas. “Okay, so tell me about it.”

      She handed him two stapled bundles of paper and set her bag on the floor. “Here’s a copy for you. But I’d like to tell you myself what we found. It’s very interesting, by the way. We believe she was poisoned incrementally, that someone gave her small amounts of burundanga—devil’s breath, it’s called. It’s a drug common in South America, especially Colombia. It could also be devil’s trumpets, it has the same active ingredients, but we’re leaning more towards the South American devil because of the concentration of the poison.”

      So. Somebody knew about exotic poisons. South America. A piece fell into place: Federico Carlos. Trokic shuddered. He hated drugs, and the thought of a strange chemical seizing control of someone’s body and enslaving them was frightening, to say the least.

      “I haven’t heard of it,” he said. “And we’ve seen a lot. Why don’t we know about this?”

      Her grayish-green eyes smiled. “I’ll get to that. Devil’s breath is extracted from the borrachero tree, it has these big white cone-shaped flowers and fruits that resemble small coconuts. It’s manufactured by brewing tea from the roots or flowers, or by crushing the big seeds of the fruit. The tree is extremely common, it grows everywhere, even in the cities, which actually can be dangerous. People warn children about falling asleep under these trees. In other words, practically everyone there knows about this.”

      “So, it’s extremely poisonous?” Trokic said.

      Christiane stared straight into his eyes; he had the feeling she’d spent time and effort preparing for this meeting. She nodded gravely. “It is extremely poisonous, yes. Possibly one of the world’s most dangerous drugs, especially when treated chemically, like with cocaine.”

      “They know what they’re doing over there when it comes to that kind of manufacturing.”

      “Exactly. And the result is a white powder. A gram of it can kill ten to fifteen men, it’s that potent, and you really have to know what you’re doing to find the proper dosage to affect someone without killing them. You have to be an expert.”

      Suddenly, Trokic needed a cigarette. Badly. “So, what’s the point here? I mean…Maja wasn’t killed by the powder.”

      “It’s said that the powder in small doses takes away all your willpower; you’re unable to see that something’s wrong. It can cause hallucinations, you can’t tell the difference between fantasy and reality. It wipes out parts of your memory, and not only while under the influence of the drug, either. It can pop up again much later. A little like LSD.”

      Trokic nodded. Maja’s behavior suddenly began to make more sense. He shuddered; her inner life must have been pure hell. And all those small notes. She’d been trying to keep track of time and events. What sort of monster would send another person so far into a black hell, an endless nightmare?

      “And you could seem to be mentally ill to anyone who didn’t know you were under its influence,” he said.

      “Exactly. I’ve done some research on it; there are millions of stories about professional criminals and prostitutes who give the drug to someone and take control of them. The powder is tasteless, it can be mixed into a drink or sprinkled on food. Even someone wiping their nose with a handkerchief could pick up enough to have an effect.”

      “Something like a rape drug?”

      “Much more advanced. The victim doesn’t lose consciousness, but they can be ordered around, made to do things.”

      “Scary.”

      “It’s worse than anthrax, and the particles can even hover in the air. Conscious victims have been ordered to empty their houses of all valuables, or to withdraw money from an ATM machine. It’s like a type of chemical hypnosis. It turns people into the living dead, almost.”

      “Can this really be true, though?” Trokic said. “Could it be some sort of urban myth?”

      “A hell of a lot of stories would have to be lies. I checked on the net. The great thing about it from a criminal’s point of view is that the victim remembers nothing later on. And as I said, the victim can experience flashbacks, like bad trips. Dreams can become nightmares.”

      Trokic nodded and drank the rest of his cola. All this made sense. “But she’d been given small doses, you say?”

      “That’s what we’re guessing. We only found a little of it, and when I say a little, I mean a little. We were lucky to even find it, it breaks down so fast in the blood. And, of course, we weren’t supposed to find it.”

      “So, in other words, this is the newest thing in the drug world. I hope it doesn’t spread.”

      “But it’s not new, not at all!” Christiane said. “It’s been used in South America for thousands of years, according to some people. Like by South American tribes when a chief died. All the wives and mistresses were supposed to be buried with him, and of course they might not have been wild about that. So, they were given burundanga, and they voluntarily followed him into the grave, literally. They were buried alive.”

      Trokic felt nauseous. “That is so, so sick.”

      “And there’s more. It’s said that Mengele imported the drug to Europe during World War II, and he used it in some of his experiments. The CIA has also had its eye on it as a truth serum.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me all that much.”

      “The problem there was how the drug affects people’s sense of reality. Which naturally makes it useless, no matter how willing a prisoner is to talk.”

      “But how did you and your colleagues find out about it?” Trokic said.

      Christiane set her cola down, crossed her legs, and leaned a bit forward over the table. “The active ingredient in the tree is called scopolamine, and it’s used in the pharmaceutical industry. Like so many other poisons, it can be used for many things in very small doses. It’s simply a matter of how much.”

      “It was imported from South America?”

      “That’s my best guess, even though there are home growers around the globe, of course. They import the seeds and grow the trees. There’s always some idiot who’ll try anything for fun. But there’s absolutely nothing fun about this drug. It is simply so horrifyingly dangerous.”

      She held the papers up and waved them around. “Unfortunately, we can’t say for certain where it comes from. But South America is definitely the easiest place to get ahold of this shit. Especially if you have connections.”

      Trokic laid his copy aside on the table. “Great work, and a great presentation too.”

      She blushed.

      “So, you want to make a career out of forensic medicine, or maybe you’re more interested in forensic chemistry?” He sounded very curious. “You have one of Denmark’s best mentors right here, by the way.”

      She stared at him again, as if his question had some deeper meaning to be deciphered. She fingered her leather bracelet. “I have to finish medical school first, then we’ll see. It’s possible I’ll go for a Ph.D. there. But my biggest ambition is to live a year in India, do something in that part of the world. Then we’ll see what happens when I get home.”

      “Why India?”

      She shrugged. “Life is so much more open there.”

      “But it’s so much poorer too.”

      “We feel sorry for the poor, but maybe we’re the poor ones. Anyway, that’s how it feels being there.”

      She told him about old palm trees, red dust, distant cicadas, barking dogs, the growl of buses. The smell of elephants, cows, all the trash in the streets. About Easter celebrations and painted faces, an Indian who shouted “Bad karma” at a tourist who had swung at a thin, yellowish cow.

      And suddenly, he realized she was good company. That she told a good story, had so much energy, life inside her. Continents of life. And maybe, just maybe, it would have been really fun to see her dancing on the tables. Maybe.

      After a few moments, Christiane said, “We could go out and get something to eat later on.”

      Trokic stared at her in astonishment. There was no way that was going to happen. Not only did he suddenly see the hideous images from the past of a hysterically love-struck young teenager sending him stacks of letters; Torben Bach would skin him alive on the spot if he so much as sent a lecherous glance in his daughter’s direction. Not to mention that she wasn’t even thirty yet; he could hear his colleagues cackling in the cafeteria if they knew he’d spent a single moment with her in anything other than a professional capacity. It was impossible, absolutely the most insane proposition he’d heard in ages.

      “What did you have in mind?” Instantly, he regretted saying that. Panic shot through his body.

      “Just something light.” She looked completely neutral.

      “I’ll pick you up at eight this evening if you’ll give me your number.” He hoped she didn’t think this meant anything. “I have a meeting with my colleagues first.”

      “Of course.” She scribbled down her phone number and was out the door before he could change his mind.
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      The sun at its zenith glared down over the city’s buildings. The open window let a slight breeze through; the office’s only plant, a peace lily, fluttered. Jasper sat beside Trokic, fishing out “hot chicks”—licorice—from a bag of Matador Mix. Lisa clicked her pen and stared at Trokic expectantly.

      He’d spent the first part of the day on paperwork, which made him think again about whether or not he really wanted Agersund’s job. It would be a step up in salary, of course, but what did he need the extra money for?

      Jasper munched enthusiastically; for a moment he looked as if the homicide investigation was a low priority, as long as the bag wasn’t empty.

      Trokic handed them each a copy of Christiane Bach’s report. He leaned up against the wall and gave them a few minutes to look the material over.

      Finally, he said, “This looks like a dangerous drug. Very dangerous. It makes you think. I doubt it was meant to kill her, at least not directly. Just to set her up for it.”

      “Yeah, so it would look like she committed suicide,” Jasper said. “Strange behavior, and so on.”

      “It does sound plausible,” Trokic said. “So, let’s hang onto that a minute.”

      Lisa turned to Taurup. “Would you please, please stop that racket, crinkling that sack? It sounds like World War III. Or at least share some of it.”

      She wound her longish, blonde-violet hair around her hand and stuck a headband on it, all the while staring at her colleague. Jasper twirled the sack around a few times and held it out to her.

      “Here you go.”

      She swiped it out of his hand. “But how did he get ahold of this…” She looked down at the report. “Burundanga. I’ve never heard of it, must not be something the dealers here are selling. They’re not selling much of anything right now, actually. You have to look far and wide for anything other than the good old reliables.”

      Trokic nodded. “Somebody snuck it in somehow. Maybe just for this, for Maja. But it doesn’t look like something hard to smuggle; the dogs aren’t trained to sniff it out.”

      “But who?”

      “Federico Carlos, the guy we met at the bar,” Jasper suggested. “One bad hombre.”

      “I’m thinking the same thing,” Trokic said.

      “Who then sold it to the killer,” Lisa said, her mouth full of licorice. “Let’s bring him in and get it out of him.”

      “Or keep an eye on him and see who he’s hanging out with,” Jasper said.

      “But most likely Maja had somehow been close to whoever gave her the drug,” Trokic said. “It couldn’t have been that easy to get it inside her. Even though it’s tasteless.”

      “Somebody at Transit,” Lisa said. “At her work. Or Martin. Or maybe she was meeting secretly with her ex. Her jealous ex.”

      “Yeah, and while we’re on the ex-boyfriend, here’s something interesting,” Jasper said, waving a printout in the air. “We finally got the phone records from Maja’s provider.”

      “How far back?”

      “From the beginning of the year. You can see patterns, they mirror her everyday life, and they change as they go along. Most calls in January were made to Martin Isaksen. She’d just fallen in love, I’m thinking. And there are calls to her parents, some classmates, a few to Clara in the States, a few miscellaneous, like to Transit, information, taxi, her doctor, insurance, that sort of thing. February, it’s different. Fewer calls to her boyfriend, more to her classmates, probably because of a project she was working on. March is more spread out evenly, there’s also a call to her ex-boyfriend.”

      “If I remember right, he said he hadn’t had any contact with her,” Trokic said.

      “Yeah, he’s lying like a rug, because now we come to the end of March. Still a lot of diversity, the district, an old friend from high school, her grandmother. Nothing really of interest. But then she calls her ex almost every day until the middle of April. Long conversations, sometimes up to a half hour. And she calls her boyfriend less and less.”

      “Maybe they were getting back together?” Trokic said.

      Jasper shook his head and scratched the stubble on his face. “I had the same thought. But we need to talk to him again.”

      “Which we’ll do as soon as possible.”

      Jasper turned to the next page. “There’s also a prepaid card number that keeps showing up. Three long conversations. Who that is, we have no way of knowing. She hardly calls anyone the last three weeks of her life. A few calls to her boyfriend and the regulars. One apiece to her ex, her mother, and a classmate. I think we have a good idea about those conversations. Short, rambling. And two short calls to the prepaid number. The last week she doesn’t call anyone, period.”

      “And no blocked calls or unpaid phone bill?”

      Jasper shook his head. “Her cell phone was actually in her parents’ name. They paid for it, like they paid for a lot of her other expenses. She could call as much as she wanted, no problem.”

      Trokic raised his hand. “Okay, before we go too far, let’s get this up on the board to get the big picture. From the very beginning.”

      Jasper smiled and began tapping his pen against his leg. “It’s show and tell time, Daniel.”

      Trokic grabbed a magic marker from his drawer and rolled the whiteboard over so they all could see it. A photo of Maja Nielsen had already been put up, along with a number of names underneath. Connections to Maja. Anja Mikkelsen to the left. Trokic began drawing lines connecting them.

      “Maybe she was involved in something illegal?” Lisa said. “Dealing?”

      “But what the hell would a jazz singer who loved Sarah Vaughn, Lisa Nilsson, and homeless people be doing that was illegal?” Jasper said. Jasper, a man who was completely tone deaf. “I mean, she was just a student who was into her music and never had any problems with the law. Who didn’t need money, either.”

      Trokic frowned and studied the whiteboard.

      “Let’s get back to the boyfriend,” Lisa said. “He’s our most likely suspect. Could he have financed Maja’s apartment somehow and had problems with that, did she discover something about his business? Shouldn’t we be checking his financial situation?”

      “Jasper, you take care of that,” Trokic said.

      Jasper looked offended. “That’s about as boring as it gets.”

      “Maybe, but you’re the numbers expert here. The rest of us don’t have a clue.”

      Jasper grabbed his Matador Mix out of Lisa’s hand. “Better let me have that, Korny. All that candy isn’t good for you; you could go into sugar shock, get diabetes, all sorts of stuff.”

      Lisa blushed violently. “What’s it to you?”

      “Can we just get on here?” Trokic was getting sick and tired of their verbal sparring.

      Lisa stared down at her sneakers in silence.

      “Have either of you thought about how perfect it would have looked if Kurt Egebjerg hadn’t moved the body?” Trokic asked. “Maja starts acting strange. Maybe she’s under pressure at school or having problems with the boyfriend. She commits suicide. Several people had already seen the way she was; nobody would be surprised.”

      “But we’ve hit a dead end again,” Jasper said. “What about if we all put our thinking caps on and meet here again this evening?”

      “First we have to have another little chat with the Colombian,” Trokic said. “And I have a dinner appointment later on.” He hoped they would let that pass.

      Lisa and Jasper glanced at each other. “Dinner!” they said, in unison.

      “Who is it?” Jasper said.

      “Nobody.”

      “But what about us?”

      “What do you mean, what about you?”

      “Can we come too?”

      Trokic stared back at them. “No, you can’t come too.”

      They giggled.

      “Daniel abandons the sinking ship and desperate crew for a female Nobody,” Jasper said.

      “If we could just forget Daniel for a moment,” Lisa said. “I have this feeling that there’s something else underneath all this. I think we’re forgetting something—the email to Clara Jørgensen. Her dreams.”

      “But now we know this drug, the one I can’t pronounce the name of, causes nightmares,” Jasper said. “A mentally disturbed woman’s fantasies.”

      She told them what she’d found out the day before at Atlantis. And now she was waiting to hear from this Michael Tarp, who apparently knew something about Maja. “I left a message, but he hasn’t called back yet.”

      Trokic shrugged and sat back down again. “Clara knew her better than anyone. It’s not impossible that there’s more to this, that it means something.”

      Jasper shook his head. “I don’t get it. We’ve got this mysterious drug from South America, and now there’s all these horse predators.”

      Lisa was indignant. “All right, I’ll just check it out myself.”

      “Good idea. And here, you can have the rest.”

      He handed her the bag of licorice.

      “Keep it; I don’t want any more of that crap! There aren’t any more cola bottles left anyway.”

      Jasper looked astonished. “Matador Mix never had cola bottles in it!”

      “That’s not true; they used to, but they took them out.”

      “Okay now, listen. You are speaking to the foremost authority on the subject. And believe me, if one single cola bottle had ever even attempted to infiltrate a bag of Matador Mix, I would’ve known it.”

      Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure of herself. “It might’ve been a fried egg.”

      “This is fascinating. I hate to break it up,” Trokic said, “but it’s time to stop by Federico’s place and find out what he’s hiding.”
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      It was strange how habits could be so fixed. Almost indestructible. If you do something a certain way a certain number of times, it’s expected that this is how it should be done. Like serving pastry with coffee. Sitting in the same chair off to the side in the briefing room. The roles during an interrogation. These things almost become laws. The laws of small things. And now Trokic had run into another of these odd little unwritten rules, which ironically dealt with avoiding rules. It was an ancient habit by now, from all the way back when he and Jasper had been partners on patrol.

      They stood outside an apartment on Tordenskjoldsgade in Trøjbjerg, in front of a battered old wooden door, its paint hanging in strips. It wasn’t the town’s most exclusive neighborhood. The hallway smelled of urine and some vague odor, possibly from innumerable smoked joints and wet dogs. It had been a long, long time since anyone had bothered to wash the stairway, and someone had decorated the walls in several places with obscenities.

      “Rental apartments,” Jasper said. “Lisa called the building’s owner in Aalborg. He wasn’t happy to share information with us, but he did say he’s rented this apartment out for just one month. He didn’t know who was living here. They handed him eight thousand crowns in cash, which is definitely on the high side.”

      “Cash, no lease? He had to have been suspicious.”

      “Yeah, but Lisa says he took the money and asked no questions. By the way, these apartments are dirt cheap and for sale, if we’re interested.”

      “I think I’ll pass.” Trokic pushed the buzzer, a dark brown button that had seen better days. They waited a moment, listening for any activity inside. Nothing. Outside, a car drove over a manhole cover, and in the distance, someone was laughing loudly.

      “Maybe the buzzer doesn’t work,” Jasper said. He pounded his fist against the brown door, which shook with every blow.

      More silence.

      Jasper tested the doorknob and turned to Trokic. “It’s not locked. What do you think? Should we take a look inside?”

      “Why isn’t it locked?”

      “How should I know? Maybe he just stepped out for a minute. Down to the kiosk or something. Why don’t we stick our nose in for a second?”

      “Without a search warrant?”

      Of course, he knew that’s what Jasper was suggesting. And now his colleague proved that the laws of small things in this instance still prevailed when he put on a look of astonishment and said, “But we heard someone say, ‘Come in,’ clear as a bell, didn’t we?”

      Trokic hesitated. They’d used this trick a few times before to sniff around, until Agersund had made a pointed comment about the rare hearing defect the two officers seemed to have acquired simultaneously, immediately after becoming partners. Once they had waltzed right into a room in Viby, where a woman in her fifties was sitting buck naked on a mirror, focused on investigating her intimate parts in detail. The ensuing complaint had cured their hearing. And now he was sitting in for Agersund. He should keep his nose clean.

      Jasper was his usual optimistic self. “What do you say?”

      He had to admit, this was important. It was highly likely that Federico Carlos knew something about Maja’s death, something about the South American drug.

      He just couldn’t prove it. As far as Jasper was concerned, it was no coincidence that he was an excellent poker player, and not only because of his memory; he could look completely blank, unaffected, a talent that had saved them several times. God only knew what genes he’d inherited.

      He sighed. The hunger he’d felt shortly before was gone now. “Let’s take a look. A very quick look. We stick our heads just inside the door, so we can still hear someone coming up the steps. He knows who we are, remember.”

      “That’s my boy.” Jasper pushed the door open.

      

      Jasper gazed around the room in surprise. “Now here’s somebody who’s taken minimalism a little too far.”

      He was right. They’d stepped into a white-walled apartment consisting of a hall, bathroom, and one single square room that functioned as a kitchen and living room. Functioned was an exaggeration. The only furnishings were a computer table with an HP laptop and a stained blue office chair. An ashtray and a reddish-brown fleece blanket lay on the green carpet. The walls were bare, no rugs, no curtains. A small backpack with a few clothes sticking out occupied one corner.

      In the kitchen section stood a kettle, a cup, and a half-full glass of Nescafe.

      “Cleaning this place shouldn’t be a big problem,” Jasper said.

      Trokic opened the refrigerator. It wasn’t even plugged in. Empty shelves stared back at him. “Nothing here. You can’t live like this; he must have another place. Where are his clothes and all his personal things?”

      “I heard about this guy once who didn’t feel like washing his clothes. So, he went into a secondhand store and changed clothes whenever what he was wearing got dirty.”

      “Maybe there’s another room somewhere. Or a storage room.”

      Jasper pointed a thin finger at the laptop. “I’m more interested in that. What if he’s been communicating with our killer about this burundanga? They must have had some sort of contact and talked about the drug and its effects. And he has to know him from somewhere. I suppose we shouldn’t take it with us, even though the idiot left his door open. Can Lisa hack into it?”

      Trokic took a deep breath. “Don’t you think we’ve caused enough trouble for one day?”

      “Can she though?”

      “I don’t think that will fly. Unlike us, she has morals.”

      “Surely, we can help her get rid of them?”

      Trokic turned serious. “No, that’s out. We’ll have to try for a search warrant, get hold of it that way.”

      Jasper stared hungrily at the machine in front of them. They both hated to see potential evidence right under their nose and not be able to do a thing about it. This was exactly the type of situation that was too big of a temptation at times.

      “But you know we won’t get one; we don’t have shit on this guy.”

      Trokic sighed. He felt limp. “Yeah. I know. We’ll have to wait and see what shows up.”

      “And in the meantime, this laptop can be wiped seven times, or whatever it is Lisa says it takes to send a hard drive into digital heaven.”

      Jasper spoke from experience; Trokic knew that. He’d talked about his nightmares after selling his computer to an IT student, when Lisa had described how easy it was to resurrect what had been on it. And it wasn’t exactly squeaky-clean stuff Jasper had been looking at, either.

      “We’ll have to run the risk.”

      “What a bunch of horseshit.” Jasper swung his car keys; they whistled through the air, which startled him. “I want to find out who he sold the drug to. One of them is our man.”

      “Unless he gave it to her himself.”

      “We might as well get the hell out of here,” Jasper said.

      Suddenly, the building’s front door burst open, and someone started up the stairs. They hustled out of the apartment and closed the door behind them. The sound of the latch closing was way too loud, and Trokic’s brain worked frantically to come up with some excuse to be messing with the door. A female in her twenties with bleached, dirty hair and skin whiter than a maggot came up the stairs carrying a plastic sack from Netto, the discount supermarket. She gave them an evil look, the same one she probably gave to any undesirables who dared use the stairs. She stopped in front of them.

      “What the hell are you two doing here? Get out before I call the cops.”

      Trokic was about to tell her they were the cops when Jasper tugged his jacket and said, “We’re from the electric company. There’s been a complaint about bills, you having any problems with your meter?”

      Trokic groaned inside, but even though the woman stared at them testily, she seemed to accept that. He wanted to ask her a few questions, but now that they were representatives of the electric company, that was out. He’d have to have a serious talk with Jasper, and soon. There were limits to what they could get away with. Usually he was the one who bent the rules. Maybe it was catching?

      “Nah, I don’t think so,” the maggot said.

      “All right then, we’ll be back tomorrow.” Jasper sent her what was meant to be a friendly smile.

      “Whatever,” the woman mumbled. She tromped up to the next floor of the crummy apartment building.

      Jasper stared straight up as a door above them slammed shut. “Jesus, that was a close call.”

      They walked down the stairs.

      

      They sat for a while in the patrol car with the radio on, listening to The Cinematics, Asleep at the Wheel. Jasper turned the volume up all the way and pounded the dashboard in rhythm, all the while keeping a sharp eye on the street outside. Trokic caught himself humming along to the song, even though it wasn’t part of his repertoire, not even close. For a split second, he saw the two of them sitting there, totally focused on their work. Neither of them had much of a life. In fact, they were witnesses to each other’s lives, every single day, like two people in an arranged marriage who had learned to put up with each other’s habits and, as it now seemed, musical tastes.

      They saw the shadowy Colombian man at a distance, carrying a six pack as he strolled down the sidewalk toward the apartment building. He looked as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Jasper turned down the music. “So, he was out on a beer run. Not very exciting. What the hell do we do now? Go back and talk to one of our law boys and see what they think?”

      When in doubt, they usually laid out the details of a case to one of the attorneys at headquarters. It was frowned upon to go to a judge too often with little evidence. Only when an attorney decided they had a decent chance to obtain a search warrant did they knock on a judge’s door.

      “I just don’t see us getting a search warrant with what we have. It’s too late, anyway. We’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Jasper looked at the enormous diver’s watch on his wrist. “So, what do we do now?”

      “Wait and keep an eye on him. And then we’ll pay a visit to Maja’s boyfriend and hear what he knows about a certain South American drug.”
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      It seemed to Trokic that the deeper they dug into Maja’s story, the more complicated it got. Whenever one door shut, another one opened. A door that led to a maze of new avenues of inquiry. And it was difficult to cover everything with the resources at their disposal.

      Trokic and Jasper walked into the living room. A flashy brown suitcase lay open on the floor, revealing the mess inside. Apparently, Martin Isaksen was packing his things. A whirlwind of shapes and colors in the middle of the sterile apartment.

      “We’d prefer you sticking around for the time being,” Trokic said. “You’re still a suspect in what is now a homicide case.”

      “Maybe he’s not packing up; maybe he’s unpacking,” Jasper said in all his wisdom. He scanned the exclusive apartment.

      “Your colleague is right,” Isaksen said.

      The man’s arrogance seemed to have vanished for the most part. He looked nervous to Trokic.

      “I was with a bunch of friends in Moscow for a bachelor party last weekend, and with all that’s been happening, I haven’t had time to unpack.”

      “I see.” Now Trokic gazed around the apartment. Everything looked as if it’d been lifted out of some exclusive design store. The view was of Park Allé and the Town Hall across the street. Buses were lined up, and people hurried along with their eyes glued to the sidewalk. He turned and looked the real estate agent in the eye.

      “We have a few more questions for you,” he said, his tone friendlier now.

      “Have a seat then, I guess.” Isaksen looked as if he’d rather see them disappear, poof, into the Århusian air. “Coffee?”

      They both shook their heads and sat down on the black leather sofa. It nearly engulfed them.

      “Okay then, fire away.” So nonchalant now.

      “It couldn’t have been much fun for you, Maja being found over there behind your home.” Trokic nodded in the direction of Town Hall Park.

      “It wasn’t; believe me. But you didn’t find anything here. Your people looked around down in the courtyard for two hours.”

      They sat for a few moments, feeling each other out. Trokic wondered why the boyfriend seemed scared, different now somehow. Trokic was sure he was hiding something.

      “It looks like Maja was under the influence of some South American drug when she died. Does that ring any bells for you?”

      He and Jasper watched the real estate agent closely.

      “No. What drug? She wasn’t a junkie.”

      “We’re not saying she was. Just that she had a substance in her blood. An extract from a plant, it’s called burundanga, and it causes delusions and memory loss, among other things.”

      Isaksen seemed to mull that over. “I don’t know anything about that drug. It would explain a lot, but why in the world would she start taking something that crazy?”

      “We’re not sure, but we doubt she took it knowingly.”

      “Well, I didn’t give it to her.”

      “We were thinking that a man of the world like you, a globetrotter, might have connections. Or maybe you came up with an idea while you were traveling. Have you ever been to Colombia?”

      “No, never.”

      “What about South America, anywhere?”

      Pause. “I’ve been to Rio.”

      “When?”

      “Last year, in February.”

      “During the carnival?”

      “Yes. Me and two of my buddies.”

      “You could have found out about burundanga there,” Trokic said.

      “Listen, I don’t know anything about that drug, and if I did, I wouldn’t give it to her. Come on, she was my girlfriend for Christ’s sake, I cared about her, a lot.”

      “Who could it be, then?” Trokic said.

      His eyes darted off to the side for a split second. “I really don’t know.”

      “She was getting an apartment at the harbor, which you so kindly neglected to mention to us

      before. What do you know about it?”

      The look Isaksen gave them was icy. Close to absolute zero. “Nothing. I haven’t even seen it. A real estate agent I know showed her around out there. And why should I mention it? She didn’t have it yet, and anyway I was pretty shaken up that day.”

      Trokic took a different tack. “Tell us about the last time you were together. When was it, what did you do, how did she seem to you, things like that.”

      “It was about two weeks ago; I already told you that. But all right. I was with her, I fixed us a meal, we watched a movie, and I stayed all night with her.”

      “How was she doing?”

      “She didn’t seem all that bad when I got there. She didn’t eat very much, and she was pale; she said she wasn’t feeling well. But her head was clear enough, even though she just sat there and stared at the film like she wasn’t really concentrating. But then when we were about to go to bed, she started falling apart, had an attack. I told you about them; she’d just stare straight ahead. And she was confused. Then when she fell asleep, she had one of her nightmare episodes where she totally flipped out.”

      Trokic frowned. “And what about the next morning?”

      “The worst was over with, but she seemed really uncomfortable, just in general. She didn’t eat breakfast with me, she took a shower instead. When I was about to go, she started acting strange again, and that’s when I told her she had to see a doctor. I insisted, I told her she had to.”

      Trokic sighed and stood up. “What we said earlier about not leaving the area, that still goes. As long as this investigation is open, we want to be able to get ahold of you.”

      He nodded; he seemed less cocky now. And for a moment, he looked frightened again.
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      The big parrot turned one of the year’s first strawberries around in its claws, making smacking sounds as it kept an eye on Lisa. Jacob was back from Copenhagen, and apparently Flossy Bent P. had harassed him into giving it treats. Jacob had to be somewhere close by since the strawberries weren’t eaten yet. She scratched the parrot’s neck and stroked its long feathers with one hand as she texted Jacob with the other. The bird had once been a brutal reminder of a busted love affair, but the wounds healed, and she’d become attached to it. It peeped, a small sign of satisfaction, then it turned back to the strawberry that now was leaking red juice onto the sandy bottom of the cage. Flossy was happy. The bowl was filled with strawberries, ready to be eaten.

      She tossed her sneakers into the hall, laid a stack of books from the library on the kitchen table, and walked out to the bathroom and took off her clothes. She changed into a comfortable jogging suit and returned to the kitchen for a bottle of wine and a bag of peanuts. The apartment was a mess, which wasn’t unusual. In fact, Jacob had recently suggested they invite a physicist over to study the speed at which order becomes chaos. It could lead to uncovering great mysteries involving entropy.

      She sat on the sofa and stared into space. The parrot led her to thinking about South America again. Something was nagging at her thoughts, and she brought the books in from the kitchen. On a sudden impulse, she had stopped by the library and checked out everything she could find dealing with horses in legends. Now, she gazed at the stack of books in frustration. She read excerpts from a few of them, but nothing seemed to bear any resemblance to Maja’s strange horses. Her parrot ran through its repertoire of ring tones and Windows sounds in the background; for years it had been collecting them and now could spit them out with annoying precision.

      She tried to distract herself from the case and give her brain a rest by zapping TV channels. But reality refused to go away. Organic food was being criticized because crop yields were reduced by a third, while in other parts of the world, people were eating mud pies and corn oil. Paradoxes abounded, and ethical dilemmas poured out of the TV onto her coffee table. Zap. On to Iraq and Afghanistan. Suicide bombers, radical American foreign policy. She pushed the bag of peanuts away in frustration and landed in the middle of a rerun where someone applauded someone else who confessed to hitting his girlfriend. Finally, she shut off the TV and went back to staring into space. Michael Tarp from Transit kept popping up in her thoughts. Why the hell didn’t he call back, and what was his role in all of this? Did he have the hots for Maja? Or did he know something about her, some secret? Like, did one of the men in her life beat her? Could he be the killer?

      

      “Thinking things over, are you?”

      She’d fallen asleep before seeing his text.

      Jacob turned on the ceiling light, even though it wasn’t yet dark outside. He tossed his jacket over a chair.

      “Guess I zonked out. The case keeps buzzing around in my head.”

      He plopped down on the sofa beside her. For a second, she wondered if they would become another Mr. and Mrs. Denmark, a typical example of the consumer society. She hoped not.

      After a few moments, Lisa said, “You remember when I was at that seminar in Amsterdam on profiling? We were told it’s common that the more savage and personal a murder was, the more physical contact there’d been between the killer and the victim.”

      “Like snipers and hired killers, shooting from long distances, the opposite of that.” Jacob stuffed a handful of peanuts into his mouth.

      “Yeah, I’m thinking that shooting someone is impersonal, for example. But Maja’s murder is different. The killer was close to her. Had his hands on her. We’re also assuming that she was under the influence of burundanga, and that it was supposed to look like a suicide.”

      “But he didn’t need the drug; he could have just pushed her, and it would still look like a suicide, right?”

      “Yeah, but it wouldn’t have been so convincing. Plus, it looks like punishment. Like she was being made to suffer.”

      Jacob frowned. “But what exactly is it that’s bothering you? A lot of people could have been giving her that drug.”

      “In the first place, it was a bit risky to give her the drug, and a hassle, too. It’s a lot of work for something that could just as easily be taken care of with a bullet to the head if someone had a problem with her. And then there’s her nightmares, the ones she wrote about in an email to her friend Clara. Things keep popping up. These strange horses she kept returning to. What did they mean to her? I can’t help thinking the images or the idea of the horses was planted in her head.”

      “You mean that she was being manipulated?” Jacob looked skeptical. “Horses, though, it just doesn’t sound like anything significant in a young musician’s life. And really, why? What’s the point?”

      Lisa leaned back in the sofa and sighed. “Yeah, I know. It sounds far-fetched to me too, but I just have this feeling. That I’m on to something.”

      “Instead of all the symbolic gobbledygook, it could be something as simple as her riding horses when she was younger.”

      “But why that type of nightmare? They represent something negative, something bad.”

      “Maybe, but you could poke around, somebody must know about her and horses. Her family, old friends.”

      Lisa nodded. She was going to talk to Maja’s grandmother the next day anyway.

      “Okay then. Put some clothes on; we’re going to see a movie.”

      

      She’d just pulled on her jeans when her phone rang.

      “Hi, this is Michael Tarp. You talked to my sister at Atlantis, and I was told to call you.”

      Lisa clutched her phone. Finally, the call she’d been waiting for. “Yes, thanks for calling. We’ve been told you know Maja Nielsen from Transit, and we’d like to hear what you can tell us about her.”

      “A lot in some ways, not much in others. But actually, I don’t want to talk about this over the phone. It’s too private, and besides, I can’t be sure you are who you say you are. You hear so much about reporters, how they get people to talk. And this is a big case. Can you meet me somewhere?”

      Lisa frowned; what was it that Maja kept to herself? Why did she need to talk to Michael Tarp, an addiction consultant? Did it have something to do with her symptoms?

      “I’m at home now; you’re welcome to drop by.”

      He gave her his address, and Lisa jotted it down. It looked like the movie date would have to be the late show.
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      The greenhouse glowed faintly in the last gasp of sunlight. She’d found it, one of the missing pieces, something that connected Maja Nielsen and Anja Mikkelsen. And she was pumped.

      It looked like Michael Tarp wasn’t about to take a back seat to his catastrophe-loving sister when it came to bizarre, death-affirming hobbies. At least that had been Lisa’s first impression when she walked into the greenhouse filled with carnivorous plants of various sizes and colors of blossoms. The tall greenhouse took up half the yard, and the spring sun was already forming a warm, humid climate. The air was filled with the odor of mold and fertilizer. At first, she stood still, studying the man with the graying hair and lined face as he watered the plants. He might have been a very attractive person at one time, but now he looked sallow, and he moved stiffly. Lisa slid her hand lightly over one of the plant’s blooms, a red, butterfly-shaped flower that immediately closed at her touch.

      “That’s a Dionaea muscipula, a Venus flytrap.” Tarp set his green water can on the floor. “It was one of my first plants when I started ten years ago.”

      Lisa stared at the plant, completely closed now. “Why does it do that?”

      “It’s a type of reflex. If you’d been an insect, you wouldn’t be getting out. The leaf trap secretes nectar around its edges to attract insects. And it closed up because you touched the tiny hairs around the edge. Come here, take a look.”

      Lisa followed him over to the far corner. A hollow, Bordeaux-colored bloom hung from a leaf on a thin green plant. A type of long vase, white inside. Tiny red leaves lined the edge of the bloom’s mouth.

      “This is my pride and joy, one of them, a Nepenthes,” Tarp said. “When the insect falls into the funnel, it gets dissolved by a syrupy liquid in the bottom.”

      “Where does a plant like this grow?” She felt a bit queasy; the warm, humid air stuck to her neck. The plants seemed to be surrounding her, a claustrophobic feeling.

      “In the tropics.”

      “So, you know quite a bit about plants, maybe especially tropical plants?”

      The thought didn’t make her feel any better. Maybe she should have brought along a colleague. How many times had they been lectured about not being alone out on the job? He’d sounded so friendly on the phone, though. So open. Anyway, they knew where she was.

      “My knowledge of tropical plants is limited to the carnivorous variety.”

      “But maybe you know something about the South American burundanga?”

      Sunlight slanted in through the greenhouse plexiglas; Lisa felt the first drops of sweat on her face as she waited on Tarp, who was frowning studiously. Again, Lisa studied him. He did look harmless, but maybe there was a different Michael Tarp lurking underneath the surface. With other demons than those he’d obviously fought in his past. Was he capable of killing a young woman?

      He tilted his head and smiled modestly. “Burundaga? It sounds familiar. I think one of my plant-loving friends has talked about it. Is it in the Datura family?”

      Lisa stared at him as she nodded. “Something like that. Do you raise it here?”

      He slowly shook his head. “No, that’s entirely outside my area of interest. But you’re not here to talk about plants, are you?”

      “No, I’m here to talk about the murder of Maja Nielsen.”

      He sighed. “Yes, you mentioned that. Don’t worry; I’ll tell you what it was about. She’s dead now; I guess it can’t hurt.”

      He leaned over and scooted the water can away. “I saw Maja again a few months ago. I work for Transit as an addiction consultant, and she was there one afternoon when I came.”

      “Again, you say? So, you already knew her?”

      “Knew is an exaggeration. I met her once a long time ago. Here in the greenhouse, believe it or not.”

      Lisa’s skin felt prickly, as if something important was about to be said. “How did that happen?”

      “It was a summer evening, about eight years ago. I went outside to close the windows for the night, and when I walked back in, she was sitting there in the corner. She seemed to be in shock. She was around thirteen back then, filthy dirty, in riding pants and boots, with her legs curled up underneath her.”

      She felt a sense of dread again. Those evil horses. Why did they mean so much now?

      Tarp pointed to the other end of the greenhouse. “It was getting dark, but I caught a glimpse of her face before she ran out the door. She took me completely by surprise, and I didn’t have any idea who she was, but that one glimpse was enough. I never forgot it. I walked over to the corner, and one of the towels I keep out here was smeared in blood. At first, I figured she’d fallen off a horse. But that didn’t explain why she was hiding out in a stranger’s greenhouse. Then I thought maybe she’d had her first period, and she was too embarrassed to go home. But that didn’t sound right to me either. Nowadays, I don’t think girls feel it’s as shameful as they did in the past. Honestly, I didn’t know what to do; I didn’t even know who the girl was.”

      “And what about when you met her recently?”

      “I thought there was something familiar about her, that afternoon at Transit. And most likely she recognized me. She seemed uncomfortable, she avoided me, and finally I remembered where I’d seen her. It had turned into quite a mystery to me. I’d thought quite a bit about it. So, finally, I discreetly handed her my sister’s business card, there at the shop, and I told her I wanted to talk to her, asked her if she could meet me there one day. After all, she’d been in my greenhouse; you could even call it trespassing. I just felt she owed me an explanation.”

      “What happened then?”

      Tarp looked pale now, as if he suddenly felt nauseous. “I never saw her again.”

      He nodded and pulled a yellow leaf off a ground plant beside them. Lisa tried to remember; she’d read Maja’s medical records, but there had been nothing unusual from her early teenage years. She thought about the connection between the two girls.

      “Do you happen to know someone named Anja Mikkelsen? She was the victim of a hit-and-run driver Wednesday evening.”

      “No, I don’t recall the name.”

      She watched him carefully for a few more moments. His story sounded true to her. But Anja had known something about this greenhouse. She must have looked into it on her own. What had she found out?

      

      The sun was going down by the time she reached her small Ford and stuck her key in. Suddenly, chills raced down her spine; a car was passing by behind her much too slowly, and she whirled around. She watched the gray sports car creep by, saw the unfamiliar shadow of the driver stretched out on the street. She had the feeling he was looking for something. She hopped into her car, but the sports car took off and drove around the corner before she could catch the license plate. Didn’t Trokic say that Martin Isaksen had a gray Porsche? Lisa wasn’t up on cars, but something told her that the real estate agent had just paid a visit to Maja Nielsen’s old neighborhood.
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      Federico Carlos’s shadow fell in shifting angles as he hustled through stretches of light in the narrow streets. His sweatshirt’s hood covered his head. He breathed the fresh air deep into his lungs. It was late, but he was a night person. Even when he was little, he’d preferred the dark, had been impossible to chase into bed. Now, he was on his way to the airport, to catch his last flight. He would be going home a very rich man. He hummed as he walked up Paradisgade.

      The Latin Quarter was the oldest part of the city. A breath of history, cobblestone streets, shops with creaking wooden floors, atmosphere, charm. The buildings were from the 1700s, characteristic for the center of Århus, where any development was practically guaranteed to run into some sort of archaeological find. The buildings’ windows looked paper-thin, the walls were damp and dirty, but Federico Carlos couldn’t care less.

      The cafés and restaurants were silent now. No drunks shouting and carousing, the only sounds a faint rattling from a beer can dancing over the cobblestones, a door being shut somewhere, a car driving along Kystvejen, close to the harbor. Background, he thought.

      He was more than pleased with himself. The day would come when he would be complete, but he had a ways to go. The unfinished work of art hidden underneath his clothes, his enormous tattoo, still lacked some details. They were going to hurt, too, but pain didn’t scare him. He’d saved his face for last. The consummation. It would be expensive, but that was no longer a concern. He had the money, with more on its way.

      His laughter smacked against the surrounding buildings. He was the expert. The man in the know, who delivered the night. Thousands of years of wisdom handed down from an ancient civilization. And soon he would return. Someday, he would become one with the primordial force. A part of something much, much greater than this town, this little provincial dump. He was going back to the South American jungle. They were waiting for him. His people.

      As he walked along the Ditch, he heard someone faintly calling his name beside a courtyard entryway. It wasn’t much more than a whisper; for a moment he thought it was the wind. He wasn’t expecting anyone. Didn’t want to see anyone. A skinny cat scampered by. The raw cold rose up from the cobblestones under his feet. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a curtain moving. Then the sound again. “Federico.”

      He didn’t recognize the voice, but it knew him. A deep, authoritative voice. A twitch in his face bared his white teeth. Somebody wanted him badly.

      But he couldn’t trust anyone, could he? That’s what he’d learned in Bogotá. In his younger days, here in Denmark, the bikers had been after him. Stupid losers, with their markings sewed on to the skin of cattle. Took no risks. They showed up at the most unexpected moments, and it was by the skin of his teeth that he avoided a beating. Or worse.

      He felt for his knife still in its sheath, hidden under his long, orange sweatshirt. He walked confidently over to the entryway, and finally he could see the person hiding there. Though it was dark, he could make out the face, the sharp features that looked chiseled in stone. But even the nastiest people could help him reach his goal. He had himself a customer.

      “Who are you?” Federico said.

      Now, he was close enough to smell this person. So close that he didn’t see it coming. The barrel of a gun entered his mouth. He could taste the metal and gunpowder; the weapon had been fired recently, he thought. All this happened in a fraction of a second, and the person had yet to answer him. Federico Carlos thought of the jungle, the brilliantly-colored birds, psychedelic dreams, evenings in Bogotá, as the person cocked the pistol. Was it already happening now? He wasn’t finished. Not ready.
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            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      A creature with messy black hair lay in his bed. Trokic stared in disbelief at his comforter rising and falling in rhythm to his hangover. Last night, during a delusional attack of financial invincibility bolstered by a sudden boldness, and to express his appreciation for her efforts, he had officially invited Christiane Bach to Dauphine on Frederiksgade for a multi-course dinner. A place that poured wine in such quantities that even the most hardened of lieutenant detectives would have been knocked for a loop.

      As he most assuredly had been. The dinner had gone well. They had touched on all sorts of fascinating subjects. He’d even talked about his time in Croatia and Sinka’s disappearance, without her going all psychologist on him and digging around for more details. She had in turn told him about her difficult childhood split between two parents, and her need to get out in the world. Which had led, or at least he believed had led—here his memory began to get fuzzy—to her traveling all over the globe. What had happened later that evening was shrouded in fog. What should have been thanks, see you later, turned into a shared taxi, followed by the ripping off of clothes and a wild, uninhibited lust meeting him head-on.

      But. Now he recalled something, or thought he did, if his memory wasn’t playing tricks. A short sequence of events starting with the two of them kissing, walking up the street to the Town Hall Square to hail a taxi. Which was where an image of Lisa and Jacob popped up, holding hands on the way home from the movies. And there he was, Mr. Hotshot Lieutenant Detective, draped all over his young prey. Jacob’s smirk, now etched deeply onto the back of Trokic’s eyelids, was ample proof that this episode was far from over.

      Abruptly, he sat up in bed and fought to free his tongue from the roof of his mouth. The hammer inside his head held nothing back. The yellow monster sun infiltrated the Venetian blinds and trained its destructive force on his eyes. Aspirin and cola for breakfast was the only strategy he could come up with to return him to the outskirts of the land of the living, where soon they would once again be speaking to Dennis Nikolajsen, Maja Nielsen’s ex-boyfriend. He stared at the woman beside him. She was still asleep, breathing deeply and peacefully. Her long eyelashes threw tiny shadows on her pale skin, and her dark short hair lay scattered on the pillow. She would wake up before long, and he sensed that she would resemble what he in all his foolishness had brought home. No makeup, just a natural quality that was sparking another round of last night’s lust.

      Like a thief, he snuck past the mound of lace-infested clothes on the floor and out to the bathroom, where he hopped into the shower and stood under freezing water until he was more or less back inside his body. He fished some clean clothes out of the closet, looked for the painkillers in the medicine cabinet, grabbed a Coke out of the refrigerator, and wrote a note to her about the neighbor’s home-baked rolls in the cupboard, juice in the fridge, and cigarettes on the shelf. Then he raced out of the house.

      

      He sat down in the cafeteria with a cup of coffee and the daily incident report. The coffee was a major risk. Either his head would clear up, or he would have to run outside and sacrifice his breakfast, half a banana he’d found in his office.

      There was plenty going on these days. Several gay bashers were hunting for victims over in Memory Park, two gangs were at war somewhere in Hasle, and citizens expected to see police officers on the street, taking care of all the bad guys. The media was after the police for not doing enough.

      Lisa plopped down beside him with an unusually smug expression on her face. A shameless smile let him know she had not forgotten last night’s brief encounter on the street. To his enormous relief, she chose the diplomatic path and began telling him about the greenhouse and her idea that Anja Mikkelsen had known something.

      “I’m going to dig a little bit more into those girls’ past. I’ll try to track down Maja’s dreams about the horses.”

      Trokic nodded. He rubbed his temple, hoping it didn’t tip off too much about his condition. He thought about his own nightmares, all the rabbits. The fertilizer of his dreams. His nightmares were unreal too, yet they had a source.

      “Take a look at it.” Keep on her good side, he thought; otherwise, she might bring up the previous evening. “Jasper and I will take care of that lying ex-boyfriend Nikolajsen, the guy who forgot to tell us about all his conversations with Maja.”

      

      After she left, he found a message on his answering service. Capt. Dragan Delic had tracked down Borislav Kosvonic. The Bosnian-Serbian policeman lived now on the outskirts of Beograd. Delic had called him and said he’d been told that Sinka had been handed over to a group of policemen on their way to Beograd. He had no idea what happened after that. Before hanging up, Delic said he had a few ideas and would get back to him.

      Trokic went to find Nikolajsen, who was somewhere in the building.
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      Peter Laursen considered himself absolutely fearless. A man who would not shy away from any conflict in the Chess Club, who spoke his mind and never avoided a fight when the interests of justice were involved. And he had no fear of the city, even on the blackest of nights.

      There was one thing, however, that he did fear. Something he’d told no one in his entire life of forty-seven years. And very few had noticed. A phobia, most would call it. Ornithophobia, a fear of birds.

      Though that wasn’t exactly right, as it concerned only one specific type of bird: gulls. No matter how large or small they might be, he was terrified of them. Black hoods, silver feathers—it made no difference. These winged scavengers, rats of the ocean, simply scared the hell out of him. Which was a problem when living in a harbor town.

      Several therapists, even one specializing in phobias, had tried to help him, but in vain. To rid himself of his terror, he would have to confront his irrational fears, they all said. Face up to the monster. But gulls kept their distance, floating at dizzying heights, screaming hoarsely. Which was why he’d never managed to deal with the phobia. He avoided going outside in the early mornings, when they flew low in the streets, looking for garbage.

      As he drank his coffee late that morning at his window, he noticed how many there were outside. Far too many. Odd. Had the horrible creatures been hatching out their young? It was entirely possible. It was that time of year. Wasn’t it?

      There was another possibility. Something might be drawing their attention. Something in the street underneath his window. Suddenly, he panicked; if this something—the remains of gutted fish, probably, from a spilled bucket—wasn’t immediately removed, all the screaming birds would attract even more of their kind. Maybe he should ask a neighbor to investigate, but then he would have to live that humiliation down from now on. He had only one option: take care of this situation himself.

      Peter pulled himself up out of the chair, donned a thick gull-proof coat in the hallway, and walked down the long wooden stairway, shaking with fright all the way.

      The sun was still low over the city roofs, its rays peeking through to reach scattered parts of the apartment complex. Through windows he could hear plates rattling, a radio blaring out the news, a mother yelling at her kid to wake up.

      Now, he could hear them. The clattering of all their wings. The screeches echoing off the building’s masonry, sending waves of terror through his skinny body. And a smacking sound. He felt as if he were walking on the thinnest of cloth and any second could fall through into a bottomless pit. His stomach began knotting up.

      He noticed the strange figure in the corner of the courtyard. Behind the trash containers and a bicycle. Sunlight had yet to reach there, and he had to squint to get a decent look. It must be some drunk who stumbled over the bicycle on his way home last night and passed out. He was covered in trash that stank of fish. And sure enough, five gulls were right in the middle of it.

      His breakfast and coffee tumbled around inside his stomach like a centrifuge. He pulled his hat all the way down and looked for something to chase the birds away. He picked up a few rocks and tossed them at the gulls, who screamed at him angrily and flew up onto the cornice. Peter worked up the courage to walk over. And what he saw inspired more horror in him than a thousand gulls. A man in worn jeans and black T-shirt with an orange long-sleeved shirt underneath lay on his side. His hands were bluish and stiff, and flies were swarming on top of him.

      But that wasn’t the worst. What should have been his face was a bloody pulp. Splinters of bone and teeth covered the ripped-up meat, and two empty holes stared out at him from within the crater. Though the body was sullied by greenish-white clumps of gull excrement, and strips of meat, the gulls’ meal, lay around the body, Peter suddenly forgot his phobia. What for the past twenty years had been irrational anxiety had suddenly become something else: genuine reality-based fear.
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      Dennis Nikolajsen’s shoulders hung so low that they almost looked like an extension of his upper arms. Since being brought into the interrogation room, he’d been tapping his foot underneath the table, and the sound was grating on Trokic’s nerves. His face looked scalded; apparently Nikolajsen spent a lot of time in the spring sun. He was wearing a white T-shirt with a black sun printed on the front.

      “Yeah, some of us work outside in the fresh air,” he said, when he noticed Trokic staring at him a beat too long. “What am I doing here? You got any idea how embarrassing it was, your boys picking me up at work? Now, I’ve got one hell of a lot of explaining to do.”

      He smoothed his longish hair back and crossed his arms.

      “You can practice on us,” Trokic said. “Because we think you have a lot of explaining to do too, starting with why you lied to us.”

      Nikolajsen squirmed in his chair and pressed his lips together. “What do you mean?”

      Jasper waved the sheet of paper with Maja’s phone records. “This is way too stupid of you, Dennis. Don’t you watch the reality crime shows on TV? Jesus, surely you could have figured out we’d check her phone calls. And now here you are, in the hot seat because we know you’ve been lying to us. You told my colleague and me you hadn’t spoken with Maja for several months. This piece of paper says different.”

      He slammed the sheet of paper in front of young Nikolajsen. A long pause followed. The tapping underneath the table stopped. Maja’s ex-boyfriend looked very unhappy.

      “Okay. We talked a little bit together. I know I should’ve told you, but I was scared what you’d think.”

      “Well, how about that! So, you figured it would be a lot better if we found out about it ourselves?”

      Jasper was on a roll, and Trokic leaned back and let him run with it.

      “Not to mention the fact that you didn’t open your door the first time we showed up. So, tell us about these phone conversations.”

      Nikolajsen sighed and bit his lip. “We talked about my new girlfriend, or ex-girlfriend. She dumped me. So, I called Maja to talk to her about it. I felt like a loser, and I wanted her to tell me what I was doing wrong.”

      “So, she was your life coach? Is that what you’re saying? So you wouldn’t have to spend money on a therapist?”

      “Yeah, more or less.”

      “You’re working over at the harbor, right?”

      “Yeah, we’re doing the electrical installations on some of the new office buildings.”

      “And you know that Maja was killed down at the harbor, right?”

      Nikolajsen nodded and stared down at the table. “I read it in the paper. And that made me even more nervous.”

      “With good reason,” Jasper said. “Maybe you knew about the new buildings; maybe you were jealous and figured it would be a good place to do something about it. One little shove and away she goes, over the edge. No more pretty little songbird driving you nuts.”

      “But I’m not jealous!”

      “We’re always jealous. Aren’t we, Lieutenant?”

      “Definitely,” Trokic said, though he’d never actually experienced that emotion. He thought about it for a moment: would he want the wild lover he’d had last night to be all over someone else? Not really.

      “Okay then, let’s say I was a little jealous. That doesn’t mean I killed her.”

      “So maybe, just maybe these telephone conversations also had something to do with how you wanted Maja back?”

      It looked as if Jasper had nailed it. Nikolajsen sighed again.

      “And she wasn’t interested?”

      “No.”

      “Perfect motive. A classic.”

      “I didn’t kill her.” Nikolajsen looked small enough now to crawl out underneath the door.

      “You are now our prime suspect. You have a conviction for assault, you had the opportunity, and you have a motive.”

      Jasper threw out his arms. “I think you did it, simple as that. And, suddenly, we have enough on you.”

      

      It was cloudy and cool by the time Maja Nielsen’s ex-boyfriend was gone, and Trokic closed the window.

      “What about a late dinner at my place while we work?” Trokic said. “In a couple hours?”

      He checked his phone. No messages from Dragan Delic or Christiane Bach.

      “Sounds good, but you’re not having fish again, are you?”

      “No, I can fix up a mixed grill. I took some meat out of the freezer this morning. If the cat didn’t eat it, it should still be there. I have plum brandy, too, we can do some work after. A man has to take good care of his hangover.”

      Jasper grimaced. “Last time I passed out on your sofa, and it was like somebody was running a jackhammer in my head. I’d better think this over again.”

      “We can hold it down to a few sips.”

      Suddenly, the door flew open. Morten Lind, bursting at the seams.

      “What do you want?” Jasper said.

      “They found a body in a rear courtyard. And this one is going to be tough to identify.”
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      It was like driving all your life on Danish highways and suddenly finding yourself on the six-lane motorway around Frankfurt. Not only was Trokic heading up the investigations of two murders, but there was also a hit-and-run driver who in all likelihood had been blackmailed by an animal rights activist. And there was a lot more to keep track of in the other departments. Jasper sat quietly beside him, drumming his fingers on his thighs.

      Trokic drove down Kystvejen. He’d guessed they were one Rammstein number from where they were headed. Despite Jasper’s gnashing of teeth, he turned the volume up on Till Lindemann’s nearly subsonic voice, happy that he could drive with the windows down as his thoughts ping-ponged between the song and the Colombian.

      Their music had followed him ever since he’d seen a David Lynch film, Lost Highway, in 1996, after which he’d bought the soundtrack that included two of their numbers, “Heirate Mich” and “Rammstein.” They were still among his favorites, songs that made the past twelve years disappear. To his delight, the band had only gotten better, and in particular their last two albums, Reise, Reise and Rosenrot, had been played a million times. His attachment to the band wasn’t always met with the greatest understanding. “Nazis” and “glorifiers of violence” were common remarks. A shocked ex-girlfriend had left his living room after he showed her a DVD where Lindemann appeared naked from the waist down, wearing an enormous strap-on dildo that eagerly hammered away while spraying liquid on the back of another member of the band in chains. “Büch Dich,” was the number. So okay, maybe it wasn’t the wisest choice of DVDs. The girlfriend wouldn’t have hung around very long anyway.

      Now, however, Rammstein was only a musical background as he mulled over the new developments in the case. They’d found another body in the Latin Quarter, and if they weren’t very mistaken, it was the man they’d considered to be a suspect since yesterday. Federico Carlos.

      

      “It’s not a pretty sight,” Jan said when they entered the rear courtyard. The tech looked a bit queasy as he nodded over to what was left of the dark-skinned man.

      Kurt Tønnies took over. “He was shot several times in the head. Looks like an execution to me. This town’s turning into a war zone.”

      “How about the weapon?” Trokic asked. He had no desire to look at the blown-away face any longer than necessary.

      “Hard to say right now. We’ve only found one cartridge, over behind the trash container. I’m no ballistics expert, but it looks like something with some heft to it.”

      Tønnies pointed over at a spot marked by a small yellow arrow, where two dandelions had sprouted up in a crack in the asphalt. “That’s where we found it. Maybe the guy couldn’t find it in the dark, or maybe he suddenly got in a hurry. He must’ve taken the other cartridges with him. And there’s also a bullet in the wall here.”

      Part of a brick had been shattered, and a long yellow marker was sticking out of the hole to indicate the path of the bullet.

      Jan was enthusiastic now. “So, he must’ve been standing right around here.” He took two steps off to the side. “And then he dragged the body behind the trash container. There’s blood on the ground.”

      “What about the other bullets, are they in his head, or where?”

      “Do I look like a pathologist?” Jan smiled. “You’ll have to wait for Torben Bach or whoever gets sent out today.”

      The name made Trokic think of Christiane. He glanced discreetly at his phone. No messages. He would have thought there would have been one by now. One always came sooner or later when a woman was seeking a level of attention he was incapable of giving. And in her case, given her earlier obsession with him, he had expected something, if nothing else just a few words, a sort of invitation for him to write back. It wasn’t because he needed it; he wasn’t begging for anything, but surely, she could have at least thumbed out a short little message, nothing special. Maybe the story about the rabbits scared her off. He thought about their long night together. She’d been wild, passionate, and they hadn’t fallen asleep until the wee hours. And yes, she could send that message any time now.

      Trokic was exhausted. After the few hours of sleep he’d managed to get in, he’d woken up to a chirping, chattering choir of blackbirds and crows and other creatures only some ornithologist would recognize. The thought had crossed his mind that this birdy musical hell was the reason for the spring spike in the suicide rate.

      He studied the dead man on the ground. His sweatshirt had been pushed up a bit on the right side, revealing a tiny slice of a colorful decoration. Carefully Trokic bent down and lifted up the sweatshirt. The theme of the tattoos on the man’s stomach was very unusual. Cockroaches, spiders, and worms crawled over the thin man’s body in a symmetrical pattern. On his chest, a dragon spat out fire, his ribs were traced out in color, and several more insects wandered around. There were also a number of spiderwebs and the outline of a man in a cowl.

      “Lovely,” he mumbled to himself.

      “This doesn’t look like any of our other cases to me,” Tønnies said. “This looks more like a drug war.”

      Trokic nodded. “Kurt, we need a few of your people up in the apartment on Tordenskjoldsgade, too. The sooner the better.”

      “You must think we’re an army or something,” Tønnies mumbled. “We have to finish here first.”

      Trokic’s phone rang. Morten Lind. “I don’t have time,” he said.

      “Yes, you do. I’ve got some bad news, and I mean bad. We went over to seal off the apartment on Tordenskoldsgade, and it was completely, totally, absolutely empty.”

      A cold wave ran through Trokic’s body. “The computer? It’s gone?”

      “Gone. Everything’s gone. And it smells like soap and chlorine in there. The whole apartment has been cleaned, and I think Tønnies and Company are going to have a tough time finding anything.”

      “Crap!” Trokic ground his teeth. “This is really bad.”

      Jasper raised his eyebrows and shuffled his feet at Trokic’s cussing, knowing that something had to be terribly wrong. And it definitely was. For a moment, Trokic almost wished he’d let Lisa hack into the thing, if it really had been possible.

      “So, I guess we better hope you find something where you are now,” Lind said. He didn’t sound particularly hopeful.

      

      The phone rang again when he got back to his car. By now, the voice was familiar.

      “Dragan Delic. I think I have some good news for you.”

      Trokic fumbled for his cigarettes. “What?”

      “I had a brilliant idea,” the policeman said, sounding very proud of himself. “I checked the list of prisoners after 1995 in Padinska Skela. Padinjak, we call it. Beograd’s main prison, just north of the city. She was there at one time. She was released after three months because she was pregnant, and—”

      “Pregnant?” Trokic’s pulse shot up. “Is she alive?”

      “That’s what the record showed, according to the prison warden I talked to. Unfortunately, this happened to many of the women captured in Bosnia. They didn’t know what to do with her, and they didn’t want to let the world know they’d kidnapped her. So, they let her out the back door, I think is how to say it. Very quiet. Another woman picked her up, Helena Petrovic. She was easy to find; she’s a lecturer at the University of Beograd.”

      Trokic’s mind was racing. She was alive! A stream of images ran through his head, but one thought dominated everything: why hadn’t she come home? It was understandable why she might not have returned immediately, given she was pregnant, and transportation between the two countries was extremely limited during the war. But later on? Could she really have been so ashamed that she would let her family live in limbo, not knowing what had happened to her? Did she think it was better for them to believe she was dead than to know the horrible truth?

      Delic continued. “I called the professor an hour ago. At first, she didn’t want to talk about it, but when I said I was calling on your behalf, she loosened up. She agreed to give your telephone number and address to Sinka. So now, it’s simply a matter of waiting.”

      “I don’t know how to thank you,” Trokic said. And he meant it; he felt enormously grateful. In fact, his emotions on the whole were more intense than they had been for years.

      “Don’t worry about that. This has been a pleasure for me to do.”

      Trokic turned for a last look at the rear courtyard where they’d found Federico. And despite the news he’d been waiting for years to receive, despite his emotions, he was still a detective. His thoughts automatically turned to Dennis Nikolajsen, the man they’d just questioned. A man with a record. Assault. A man with access to weapons through the Danish Home Guard. What was hidden inside the man? Was he capable of pointing a gun at another human being and pulling the trigger?
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      The sea was a sheet of polished steel spanning the bay. Three years ago, here at the Eagle’s Nest ridge, with the forest in the background, Lisa had almost lost Jacob in a man-to-man fight with an unusually sharp criminal they’d been desperately hunting for a week. She’d been out there several times since, in summer sun and winter snow; she wasn’t going to let evil defile an area of such magnificent beauty.

      The Eagle’s Nest was deserted that afternoon, the nearby playground empty, the little kiosk not open yet. Too early in the season. The rows of benches were soaked after the recent shower. She glanced skeptically at the sky, all the clouds. But she wasn’t there for the view. She’d heard Trokic speaking in Croatian on the phone as she was about to leave, and she’d heard her name in the jumble of foreign words—the woman Jacob had been about to marry many years ago. And for the first time since she’d been working with him in the Århus Police Department, she sensed an emotional intensity underneath his normally stoic demeanor. No matter what information was being passed along, she didn’t like it. She left with a knot in her stomach.

      

      The building was one of the last old houses in Sabro. Its walls leaned, its thatched roof was covered with moss, and it gave off the strange odor of old straw, rotten leaves, and perennials. The apple trees were gnarled, and the elm trees in front of the house looked diseased. The lawn needed mowing, but the flowerbeds were neat and in good shape, and there were apples and fat balls on the bird feeder. A few places like that still existed in town, spread out in small neighborhoods. Relics from a time when the suburbs had been villages. Small time machines where you could stand for several minutes and let your mind wander through past centuries.

      The door opened, and she introduced herself to the old lady, Maja’s grandmother. The woman began to cry, the tears rolling down her wrinkled cheeks like a winding stream, onto the folds of skin on her neck, where they disappeared.

      “It’s not more than a week since I wrote down my funeral wishes,” Johanne Nielsen said after showing Lisa into her living room. “I thought about it for two days, exactly how I wanted it to be. The psalms, the flowers, the graveyard, my gravestone. And now, everything seems turned around. We’ll be burying her instead.”

      Lisa smelled coffee and various odors from things hidden away. The grandmother had most likely been living in the house a long, long time. There was no sign of a husband; possibly he’d died many years ago.

      Lisa sat down in the chair facing her; the poor woman was still crying, though she angrily wiped the tears off her face and pulled at her green, flowered dress.

      “We had our disagreements, but she was my granddaughter, and I loved her despite everything. She spent much time with me when she was a child.”

      She breathed deeply to get ahold of herself. “What a host I am. I haven’t even offered you a cup of coffee. It’s fresh, I’ll get a cup for you. And a piece of molasses cake.”

      Immediately, Lisa’s stomach rumbled. “Thank you, that would be nice.”

      After the coffee was poured, Lisa said, “I’m trying to get a clear picture of what was going on in Maja’s head. Recently, she’d suffered from nightmares, and she wrote some very disturbing emails to her friend Clara.”

      “Clara, yes. She was with Maja once in a while; they’d known each other for many years. A very nice girl. Her parents lived next door. Back then, they spent a lot of time together.”

      “Did you notice any changes in Maja recently?”

      “Hmmm. When she was here, she seemed to be herself. I didn’t see her the last month of her life. But that wasn’t so unusual. There were times when she was too busy to stop by.”

      She shook her head. “I doubt very much that anyone knew her the way I did. She was a very complicated girl. She gave me a good deal of trouble when she was younger, in fact.”

      “What sort of trouble?”

      “She was left to her own devices at home. That made her restless, and she was always testing to see what she could get away with. She could be cruel at times, do and say cruel things. She was always after her cousin Lotte, for instance. Lotte was a few years younger, and Maja lorded it over her. Once, I saw her shove the girl into a tree. Things like that. Then she would hide, always. She was not easy back then. But I do believe she turned into a sensible young woman.”

      “And in the past several months?”

      “I could tell she was involved in many new things. She spoke quite a bit about her school and her new job.”

      “We’ve also spoken to Clara, but she wasn’t really able to tell us much about certain parts of Maja’s life.”

      “Sometimes, you think you know someone, but then it turns out they have hidden depths, so to speak. Things you didn’t know about. For some reason, she never picked on Clara. But then you’ve seen her, a terribly pretty girl. You’d have thought Maja would have been jealous, but I do believe she admired Clara.”

      “What about a girl by the name of Louise? Does that ring any bells in connection with Maja?”

      “No.”

      “Have you always lived here?”

      “Since my parents died in the early seventies. I inherited the house. It’s from the 1700s, and when I’m gone it will probably be torn down. The rafters have practically rotted away, and the masonry outside is starting to crumble. It would be much too expensive to renovate.”

      “That’s so sad.” Lisa meant it, too.

      “It was very different back then. Though much has been preserved. The meadows and parks, there’s still red clover and lupines and buttercups, already on their way. Yes, but in general, the area has changed much. The traffic is so hectic.”

      Lisa listened patiently as the elderly lady’s mind wandered through the years. Her own grandmother seemed to be living in the past more and more, recalling places and the important events in her life. Maybe it was a gradual process during which a person’s long-term memory moved to the forefront. Maybe there was a purpose to it. To hand down wisdom and knowledge before it was too late, a mechanism to contribute to the survival of our species. At any rate, Lisa’s grandmother had led her to mull over the importance of memories. That there were colors, variations, meaningful events. Things to occupy our minds in our last years, as we sit alone for hours at a time.

      “There’s something we’ve been wondering about,” she said, after the woman’s recollections died out. “Some things that Maja seemed preoccupied with in the time before her death. Gray horses is one of them. She seemed to dream about them all the time. Did she take riding lessons when she was young? Her parents don’t seem to know anything about this.”

      Her grandmother thought for several moments. “No, not actual riding lessons. I never heard that. But for a period, she did spend time at a farm that had horses. The Horse Farm, it’s called; it’s not far from here. But I can’t imagine it held any particular significance. Girls do have a thing with horses, you know.”

      Now they both sat silently for a while, lost in thought.

      “But there is a tale around these parts that she knew about. It has to do with ghosts in the form of horses. It’s very old; perhaps that was haunting her in some way. The story goes that there was a barrow nearby with ghost horses, you could hear them in the evenings, when they came to drink water from a well. You had to be careful if you herded a flock of sheep by the barrow, and it was also said that the horses could pass through walls. And if you didn’t behave yourself, they would come for you in the night. Wells held some sort of significance for Maja, and I thought the old tale had scared her.”

      Lisa shivered. But had the story planted itself in Maja’s head? She was an adult. Surely, she wouldn’t be frightened by some Middle Age old wives’ tale. Or would she? Could a childhood terror be awakened by a South American drug? What if the darkness had taken control of her? If she’d suddenly begun living in her own world, unable to distinguish between reality and fantasy? The evil animals might have been real to her.

      “Children are frightened so easily,” her grandmother said. “I used to play down at the lake when I was a child. My parents told me a spirit lived there, and I believed them. When I grew up, I found out they’d told me that to keep me away from the edge of the water. But the memory of that lake spirit can still scare me.”

      Lisa thought that over as she munched on her cake. “Maybe the horses and the well are like your lake. A childhood terror. The type of thing that feels so near and real, and yet it’s so deep inside. When the memory pops up again, it’s like absolutely no time has gone by.”

      The elderly lady nodded thoughtfully. “Now that I think about it, she did read my books quite a bit when she was young. Or they would play a game about the horses when she visited. It scared her terribly. Simon especially loved to scare her. I had to give him a talking to about it once. It was a very mean game. But it wasn’t just him; she was just as involved. She egged him on, in fact. They were like brother and sister in that way. I just don’t understand. If she really was disturbed about this, why didn’t she come to me and talk about it?”

      Again, Lisa shivered, this time imperceptibly. “Maybe she didn’t want to worry you.”

      Or tell you the truth, she thought; all this about Maja was beginning to disturb her. She looked out the window at a squirrel sitting on top of a bird feeder, vigilant as it ate a nut.

      The grandmother spoke slowly now. She sounded tired. “It’s strange I didn’t hear from her this last month. But she was busy with her singing. And she was getting that apartment; maybe you know that. To be honest, I wasn’t all that happy about it. Children are given so much nowadays, and my other grandchildren haven’t ever had much. You can’t blame Maja’s father, of course. And yet. There was so much difference.”

      In the silence that followed, Lisa considered all she’d been told. Then, as she was about to thank her for the cake and coffee, she saw that the elderly woman was breathing slowly and evenly. Asleep. She carefully picked up her bag and slipped out the front door.
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      The forest floor was blanketed with anemones. Small white suns blazing upward. Most of the trees had leaved out, and for a moment it seemed as if the fog had lifted and spring had sprung. Trokic ran along the small paths through the forest, Storskoven, not far from where Anna Kiehl, a young anthropology student, had been found one late summer morning two and a half years ago, her throat slit open. A gruesome case that had almost cost the life of his friend, Detective Jacob Hviid, and shocked the local citizenry and even the police.

      Since then, he had reached the end of his fourth decade on Earth, and new cases, new events had pushed aside everything from back then. But he couldn’t sidestep his age. Lately it felt as if his joints and ligaments moaned at him when he began running. And the forest wasn’t going to help him, either. It had its own life to take care of. First the tiny birch leaves, soft as a baby’s skin, light and elastic, vital. Though, later on, they would stiffen and fall to reunite with the earth below.

      Evening was approaching. It was time to get home to the food in the oven and his colleague.

      

      Jasper was drinking a beer on Trokic’s front step, his backpack and an orange shirt on his back. In his beer-less hand he held several sheets of paper.

      “I thought you stood me up, then I smelled something by the window. I almost broke in to see if you’d had a heart attack. On the floor, frothing at the mouth, speaking some famous last words.”

      “Really?”

      “You never know. You work all the time, and at your age—”

      Trokic stuck the key in the door and unlocked it. “Oh, come on. I was just out for a run before it got too dark.”

      Jasper lifted his backpack by its straps. “I was also seriously worried about my dinner. In the time I’ve been sitting here, it’s started smelling just a wee bit burned. I didn’t come to eat charcoal.”

      They stepped into the kitchen, and Trokic peeked into the oven. True, the meat was turning brown, maybe too brown, but it wasn’t close to being charred. Not that close. He lowered the heat and brought out the marinated potatoes from the refrigerator. An easy dinner. His colleague seemed satisfied as he watched Trokic work.

      “What are those green things on the floor?” Jasper said.

      “Ant bait.”

      “Gross. I hate ants. Hey, there’s the cat. Hi, Kitty. We could make one fine little handbag out of you, you know that?”

      “It doesn’t like you.”

      It was true. The cat stared in disgust at Jasper. God only knew what unpleasant associations were being made in the animal’s head.

      “Yeah, I see that.”

      

      When Jasper was done eating, when peace once again prevailed in the house, Trokic brought up the subject that had been eating at him most of the day. “Our connection to the burundanga is gone.”

      “There’s nothing we can do about that now. Let’s concentrate on Dennis Nikolajsen. We both think he’s involved. He’s been working at the harbor, and we don’t believe in coincidence.”

      That was true enough. Coincidence was a mystery they’d spent countless hours discussing. Nothing seemed to be a coincidence, and their discussions had taken them far and wide, including into chaos theory and intelligent design.

      Trokic sighed. “We just have to keep bringing him in until he breaks.”

      Jasper pointed at a shelf with long, twisted bottles. Green, brown, opaque, blue, pink. “What, you collect glass? I’d never have guessed that.”

      Trokic shook his head. “Those are wine bottles I brought home from Croatia, the last few times I’ve been down there.”

      “Odd looking. But they’re beautiful.”

      “There’s a man who owns a small vineyard just outside of Makarska, down by the sea. Several years ago, business was bad, all the small vineyards were being gobbled up by the large wine producers, but he refused to sell, even though he could barely make ends meet. Then one day, he got an idea. His wife’s a glassblower, and she started making the bottles instead of using the usual boring ones. So now, they work together. Every day he loads up his little wagon and takes twenty or thirty bottles of wine into town to sell to tourists. They go like hotcakes, and everybody’s happy. Now they’ve expanded; they’ve trained another glassblower. You can buy Croatian aquavit and homemade marmalade from his wagon now.”

      “Is the wine any good?”

      “Just average, but then you have something really nice to look at while you drink it.”

      Trokic carried the dirty dishes into the kitchen. He heard Jasper yelling in the living room. “Yes! Now we got that dirty son of a bitch.”

      “Who?”

      Jasper couldn’t contain himself. “Dennis Nikolajsen. Forensics just sent the results a minute ago. The blood on the wall is Maja Nielsen’s, as we thought, but there were also a few drops on the sofa that Copenhagen took samples of. They checked the DNA records, and it so happens Nikolajsen is in there, from when he was convicted. And guess whose blood it is. We’re on the way out to pick him up right now. This time, he’s got some serious explaining to do.”
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      Nikolajsen waited in detention while Trokic sorted through a complaint. They’d called a dead man’s number, and it hadn’t turned out well at all. Specifically, they had mixed up two names and called a widow by mistake, accusing her of being an accomplice of a mentally deranged criminal who had escaped from a psychiatric hospital. The officers, acting in good faith, had given her a rough time until they realized the mistake.

      Now, the complaint stared up at Trokic from his desk. He pushed it aside in annoyance and wished for the millionth time that Agersund would return to his perch and take this godforsaken responsibility from him. Most of all, he saw no way he would be able to work with the department’s captain. It was hard to take seriously a man with the voice of a sparrow, whose favorite expression was, “A-OK and all systems go.”

      He reread his notes on the interrogation of Dennis Nikolajsen. Still, no message from Christiane, he saw. Why not? Maybe she was out partying with some of her neo-hippie friends and had forgotten all about him. He was tempted to text her, just a few words. He could ask if she made it home okay yesterday. But instead, he laid his phone down.

      Jasper walked in. “Nikolajsen will be here in a minute. Are you ready?”

      Trokic nodded.

      “How did the Colombian’s autopsy go, by the way?”

      “All I have is a preliminary report Bach sent over this morning. He was shot three times in the head with a semi-automatic weapon, probably 10 mm. Hollow points. Massive trauma. In other words, his face and brains were blown to bits. Or as Bach puts it, a nasty case. He says it was from close range with a ragged entrance wound. We’re talking about a regular execution here. Probably with a silencer since no one heard a sound.”

      “What about the shells?”

      “We’ve only found one at the crime scene; the killer probably picked the rest of them up. One of the bullets was still in the victim’s brain, and we dug two others out of the wall behind him. Forensics is having a look at them. We’re expecting a ballistics report that will pin down the exact type of weapon.”

      Jasper looked annoyed. “But does it have anything to do with our case?”

      “I don’t think so. The MO is completely different. It looks like drugs to me. Maybe he ripped somebody off. But it does mean that our connection is gone. We know where the drug came from, but he’s taking everything else with him to his grave.”

      

      If possible, Dennis Nikolajsen seemed even more cowed than the last time they’d seen him. Jasper looked ready, as focused as a Mikado player about to pick up the first stick. It was hot in the office, and the only sound was a wasp buzzing around at the window.

      “Seems like you keep showing up on our radar,” Jasper said. “And this time you have serious problems.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? I’ve explained everything to you for chrissake.”

      “We don’t think so. You see, we have technicians who took several samples of blood we found in Maja’s apartment. That ring any bells for you?”

      Nikolajsen shook his head defiantly, his longish hair whipping across his face, but his voice was almost inaudible. “I don’t know anything about that.”

      “Yes, you do,” Trokic said. “Fortunately, our technicians took samples from several spots on the wall. There could have been a fight in the room. And guess what, they found your blood, and that connects you with the killing. So, why don’t you start at the very beginning and tell us everything that happened.”

      Nikolajsen’s voice was trembling now. “It’s not what you think. She sounded strange on the phone the last time we talked, so I went over there.”

      “Let’s get everything straight,” Trokic said. “When did this happen?”

      “The night before she died.”

      “And you wanted to talk to her about what, exactly?”

      “About her sounding so strange and feeling so bad.”

      “But earlier, you admitted you were jealous, really jealous. You didn’t have an ulterior motive to go over there?”

      Silence. Nikolajsen was grinding his teeth with locked jaws. His thoughts were obviously darting around at supersonic speed.

      “Come on!” Jasper snapped at him. “Weren’t you jealous? Didn’t you want her back?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, we agree, that’s why you went over there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And then what happened?”

      “She didn’t open her door, so I just walked in. The apartment was like a pigsty; it stunk like hell. And then I went into the living room and got a real shock. There were scraps of paper all over the table, and Maja was over in the corner, cutting herself. I yelled at her, told her to stop, but she just stared at me like I wasn’t even there.”

      Nikolajsen shivered, almost as if he were freezing. “So, anyway, I flew over there and tried to take the razor blade away from her, but she just went wild, she swung at me. And that’s what happened. She got me in the arm, right here.”

      He rolled his shirtsleeve up and showed them a long, reddish wound on his upper arm. Slightly infected.

      “I managed to get the razor blade away from her, then I went out to the bathroom and tore the place apart looking for bandages for both of us.”

      Trokic thought about the mess the apartment had been in when they arrived. His story might be plausible. Might be. “Did she get cut while you were struggling with her?”

      Nikolajsen nodded. “Yeah, I think the side of her arm got cut, right when I got the razor blade out of her hand, when she was fighting to get it back.”

      “And you found a bandage, you say?”

      “Yeah, finally, and I put it on her. By then, she’d settled down. She was just sitting there on the sofa. But then, when I was putting it on, she suddenly looked up and asked me why I’d cut her. And I got really scared. I tried to tell her she did it herself, but then she went crazy again, told me to get out of there. I begged her, I mean begged, to get somebody to come over and stay with her. She wouldn’t do it. So, I stuck around for a few hours, then finally she seemed okay again. We checked her cuts, and they didn’t look like they needed stitches, so I just cleaned them and put a new bandage on. Then she wanted me to leave, and I did.”

      “She didn’t have any bandages on when we found her,” Trokic said.

      “She must’ve taken them off.”

      “Maybe. But why didn’t you call a doctor?”

      Nikolajsen buried his face in his hands. For a moment, Trokic thought he was going to break down, but then he raised his head.

      “I’ve asked myself that every single day since then. It feels like it’s my fault she died.”

      “What happened then?” Obviously, Jasper wasn’t buying the young man’s story. “Didn’t you make her go with you? Down to your car, down to the harbor? You came up with the idea while you were working down there, I’m assuming.”

      “Nothing more happened,” Nikolajsen said; he was desperate now. “I went home, and I haven’t been in that part of the harbor where Maja died.”

      ”That’s not what we think,” Trokic said. ”Your car is being examined, and we count on finding Maja’s DNA somewhere inside. Not to mention some evidence of running over Anja Mikkelsen. Because we’re certain the two cases are connected.”

      Nikolajsen let out a long breath. ”You won’t find anything. She hasn’t been in my car. And I didn’t have anything to do with that animal rights activist. I don’t even know who she is.”

      They sat for a few moments, trying to read each other’s minds.

      ”It must’ve been hard dragging her all the way up to the seventh floor,” Jasper finally said.

      ”But I didn’t do it, for chrissake.”

      ”Like hell you didn’t. All we need is to get the details straight.”

      ”Listen,” Trokic said. ”You can say you didn’t do it as much as you want, but the thing is, we have enough technical evidence to put you behind bars for a long, long time. The best way to help yourself is confess.”

      Nikolajsen shook his head. He looked wretched. ”You’ve got to believe me.”
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      It was quiet in the hospital room when Lisa walked in. Anja Mikkelsen’s mother, Henny, sat beside Anja’s bed; she looked like she hadn’t eaten in days. Her graying hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and her nails were bit to the quick. Anja looked about the same as the last time Lisa had seen her, and she was still surrounded by machinery, but the bandage around her head had been removed. Now she was just some pale creature, asleep.

      ”My husband is already back at work,” Henny said, after Lisa introduced herself. ”He’s a forest manager, he says he needs to be outdoors. He can’t stand sitting here waiting for what might be worse than death.”

      Lisa nodded sympathetically. She found a chair behind the door and carried it over. ”I’m sure your husband’s reaction is normal. This is a difficult time to get through. Do the doctors have anything new to say?”

      ”No, not really, she’s only a little bit better. She’s just lying here. But her condition is stable, her heart is strong, and she’s breathing by herself now.”

      ”It has to be difficult.”

      ”We wanted to move,” Anja’s mother said. ”Our other two children have moved away from home, so we don’t need to live in town any longer. We wanted to make a fresh start somewhere else. They say it’s nice living on Samsø. We could keep a few animals. But now we can’t leave. Even if Anja comes out of her coma, she almost certainly will need help the rest of her life. She had so much to fight for, and now she’s been robbed of what gave her life meaning.”

      Lisa sat with her hands in her lap, waiting patiently for the woman to settle herself. A few moments later, she said, ”Can you think of any connection between Anja and Maja Nielsen, the girl found dead in Town Hall Park?”

      ”Two officers asked me that same question a few days ago.”

      ”I know. But I’m wondering if you might have thought of anything in the meantime.”

      ”I would’ve called if I had. I can’t see any reason why they should have known each other. We’ve been living in Brabrand forever, so they definitely didn’t go to school together. And Anja is three years older. They never lived close to each other, and no one in our family knows anyone in theirs. There’s simply nothing that connects them. Except for the horses, that is.”

      Lisa laid her notebook in her lap as her heart began to pound. ”What about the horses?” An image of a young Maja sitting inside a greenhouse in riding clothes flashed in her head. Finally, here was the connection, she was sure of it, only it had never been mentioned. Somebody hadn’t thought it was important.

      ”Anja went to a type of riding school, it was more a farm than anything, just outside Sabro. When she was a young girl. I guess they might have met there and got to know each other. It’s not so far from where Maja lived.”

      ”Maja was at that farm too. And she did live in Sabro when she was a child.”

      ”Well then, there you have it.” Henny sounded happier now. ”But that officer I talked to the other day, the one with the high forehead, nervous hands, he just shook his head and said they had to go.”

      ”Morten Lind?”

      ”Yes, I think so, that was one of them.”

      Lisa bit her lip in anger. It was typical of Lind to do something like that, ignore information of no immediate use he could see. He’d written it off as irrelevant. But even the slightest hint about where the two girls could have met should have been in a report.

      ”That was also around the time Anja became interested in animal welfare.”

      Her mother swallowed and wrung her hands. ”Something went on at that farm once. A horse was mistreated. She talked a lot about it, but I don’t remember just what happened. It was back when she was seeing Martin. She broke it off with him afterwards.”

      Lisa stared at her. ”Martin? Do you remember his last name?”

      ”Isaksen, I believe. It didn’t last long between them. I’m fairly certain he was the big brother of one of the girls Anja was riding with. But do you think all this could have something to do with animal abuse?”

      Lisa kept staring at the woman, shaken now. ”I’m not sure yet just how everything is connected.”

      She spoke slowly, but her thoughts were racing. Why had Maja been found alone in a greenhouse back then, all bloodied up? Was it actually possible that the case had something to do with animal abuse? And was it really the same Martin who later hooked up with Maja?

      ”As I said, it was back when Anja started taking an interest in animals. She’d always been fond of horses and her own pets, but she got more fanatical. From one day to the next. I remember clearly the evening she said she was done eating meat, that it made her nauseous. And that every time she thought about it, she also thought about animals that had been stuffed.”

      ”Stuffed animals?” Lisa was bewildered.

      ”Yes. It sounded strange to me, too, we never had any in the house. I can’t think of anything else at the moment.”

      Lisa stood up. The blood on Maja’s clothes. Something had happened, and Anja had contacted Maja’s killer. Maybe Martin Isaksen. His photo had been in the newspapers. Possibly she’d remembered him and came to some sort of conclusion. But Lisa had no idea of what Anja had known.

      ”Thank you for talking to me. Here’s my card if you need to talk, or if you happen to remember something else. I have to go.”
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      Trokic stuck his phone in his pocket and stared at the car wash in front of him. Thoughts began whirling in his head.

      Taurup was standing beside him. ”The paint job on your Civitch is already dull, and it’s only two years old. You need to wax it. You know, the Sunday afternoon in the suburbs thing, wax on your cloth, rub it on. We really need to get back and have another go at Nikolajsen. Or maybe you’re getting an undercoating too?”

      Trokic was still thinking. Lisa had called to tell him that Martin Isaksen had known both Maja and Anja from a riding school they’d gone to when they were girls. It was the connection they’d been looking for. Martin had even had a short-lived relationship with Anja. Could he have abused her? Was that what she’d known about Martin?

      ”That was Kornelius on the phone.”

      The bad feeling he’d had when he hung up was still with him. ”She thinks Martin Isaksen might have killed Maja and ran over Anja.”

      ”Why does she think that, and what difference does it make now? We’ve got Nikolajsen in custody, and he’s got blood on his hands.”

      ”She talked to Anja’s mother. The problem is, it all sounds a little vague. She’s going to dig around some more. She mentioned something about stuffed animals, the trophy kind. I didn’t catch just why she thought that was so important.”

      ”Hold on here, how does all this fit in? That was a long time ago.”

      ”I don’t know what happened. But I want Martin Isaksen brought in again. You handle that, and I’ll go out to that horse farm with Kornelius and see what we can come up with.”

      ”But Dennis Nikolajsen has the motive. And it’s not from eight years ago.” Taurup wasn’t about to let the man he believed to be the killer off the hook.

      ”We can’t tie him to Anja Mikkelsen.”

      They waited while the car wash dried his car.

      ”Something else is bothering you,” Jasper said. ”You’ve been spacey since yesterday.”

      Trokic sighed. ”We found my cousin Sinka.”

      ”What, the one who disappeared?”

      ”Yeah. It’s a long story. But the short version is, we haven’t seen her for many years, and now all of a sudden she’s showed up. She has my phone number.”

      ”Has she called?”

      ”Not yet.”

      ”Are you scared she won’t call?”

      Trokic shrugged and scratched his black hair. He wasn’t comfortable talking about this. ”Sinka was raped during the war and got pregnant. She chose not to come back to us.”

      ”It has to be pretty intense to deal with being violated like that. It’s easier to forget it.”

      Normally they didn’t discuss personal matters like this, and they both looked trapped. Trokic thought about her for a moment; Sinka had been the first person he’d ever confided in.

      ”And I’m wondering how this is going to affect Jacob and Lisa when it gets out. He was really hooked on Sinka.

      Taurup nodded thoughtfully. ”Lisa told me once that all this about the girl, about Sinka, was like having a ghost around twenty-four seven, that their relationship wasn’t a hundred percent because of it.”

      ”Yeah, that’s how I see it too. But anyway. Right now we have our hands full, we need to get hold of Martin Isaksen and hear what he has to say about this new information.”

      He picked up his phone and called the officer on duty. ”Let’s keep a low profile on this. I’ll tell him we want to have a little talk, but I won’t tell him why. Then you go in and question him. In the meantime I’ll follow along with Kornelius.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The farmhouse was surrounded by several elm trees at the end of a long gravel drive. The afternoon sun slanted in over the landscape, but a cold wind swept away the heat. Fields, woods, and marshland lay nearby, while the nearest houses were far away. Three horses, two black and one tan, were grazing in a fenced-in pasture. A small colt with black and brown markings and a long stringy coat pressed against its mother, and unlike the other horses it watched Trokic’s blue Honda Civic approach. A girl around twelve years of age holding carrots in one hand and a halter in the other ducked under the fence. A track with lights lined the other side of the pasture. Another young girl was walking an enormous white horse, cooling it off after a run.

      ”This place is definitely out in the sticks,” Trokic said. He turned down the radio.

      They parked in a small clearing and got out.

      Lisa slammed the car door shut. ”Let’s start with that girl on the track.”

      The girl had just dismounted and run up the stirrups. She pulled off her helmet and shook her long red hair.

      ”Could we ask you a few questions?” Trokic said, as the girl left the track.

      ”What about?”

      ”We’re from the Århus police.” Trokic pulled out his badge to help persuade the girl to talk to them.

      She glanced at the badge. ”What’s it about?” she repeated.

      ”We’d like to talk to someone who was around here eight or ten years ago.”

      ”I was one of them.”

      ”So maybe you remember Maja Nielsen?”

      The girl turned white as a sheet as she squeezed the reins in her hand. ”Maja Nielsen? The girl who just got murdered?”

      ”Yes.” Trokic pulled out a cigarette from his inside pocket and lit it, thinking it might drive off all the swarming horseflies. ”We heard she took riding lessons here.”

      ”She did, yeah, even though this isn’t really a riding school. It’s just a private stable. But there were riding lessons twice a week. It wasn’t like real serious lessons, just some of the older girls showing some of the younger ones around how to ride. They stopped five years ago. Somebody built a riding school close to here, and that’s where the girls started going.”

      ”So you knew her?”

      ”Not well, but her name is sort of unusual, and yeah, I remember her. She hung out and helped curry the horses and take care of the harnesses, sometimes just to get an extra ride. But what does the Horse Farm have to do with the killing?”

      ”We’re looking for a connection between Maja Nielsen and the woman who was run over by a car last week, Anja Mikkelsen.”

      The cold wind carried the smell of horse and earth and sawdust over to them. The red-haired girl looked even paler underneath the track lights.

      ”Is Anja dead too?”

      ”No, but she’s in a coma at the hospital. It was a hit-and-run driver.”

      ”But it must be a coincidence?”

      ”That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Trokic said.

      ”I knew Anja too, a little bit better, she’s closer to my age. She rode Sampson quite a bit during the lessons. She even drops by for a ride once in a while. But I don’t know how well the two of them knew each other. I don’t remember ever seeing them hanging out together. Anja’s nice, but I never really liked Maja.”

      ”Why not?” Trokic’s perception of Maja Nielsen was gradually crumbling.

      ”She was bossy, not very nice to the young girls.”

      She patted the sweaty horse’s neck.

      ”We haven’t been all that lucky here at the farm,” she said, as much to herself as to the others. ”We’ve had some serious accidents the past few years. One girl fell off while practicing jumps and broke her back. And six months later another girl got kicked in the face, she broke her jaw. And then there was that girl who disappeared, and now this. I think I’ll find another stable for Samson.”

      Trokic glanced over at Lisa. ”A girl disappeared? Who was it?”

      ”She was pretty young. But I really don’t know much, it was before I started. I don’t remember her name, and anyway it didn’t have anything to do with this place, I don’t think. There’s not many weirdos around here. Mostly it’s us girls and the man who owns the place, and he’s over eighty now.”

      ”Do you know a Martin Isaksen? He’s the older brother of another girl who came here. She lives in America, and we can’t get hold of her.”

      ”Tina Isaksen, was his sister probably. I never met her brother, but I know he usually picked her up.”

      So. It was true. The real estate agent was also familiar with this place, and he’d lied to them. What else had he lied about?

      ”Did the girl who disappeared board her horse here?”

      ”Yeah, she had a New Forest. A brown gelding. She was getting too big for it. The horse is still here, matter of fact, one of the other girls bought it.”

      ”Thank you for your help,” Trokic said. ”Is it okay if we look around?”

      ”Sure. There’s not so much here, you can find your way around okay. There’s room for ten horses, and we run things ourselves, more or less. I mean, we take care of all the horses and keep an eye on the place. The owner almost never shows up, and as far as I know that’s the way it’s always been.”

      They walked over to the red brick buildings, likely from the 1920s, with the girl and Samson on their heels. There was a farmhouse, a stable, and what looked like a barn about fifty meters farther on. The air smelled of manure, horses, and the blossoms from two Japanese cherry trees on the edge of the parking area.

      ”There’s a little kitchen inside the house, and a place to change clothes. That’s where we hold meetings and plan things out. Then there’s the stable over there with all the horses. If you go inside, don’t stick your hand in that first stall, the tan mare. She bites.”

      There was zero chance of Trokic ever doing that. He pointed over at the barn. ”And that?”

      ”That’s where all our straw and hay is stored, and extra feed sacks, some other stuff we don’t use very often.”

      Trokic turned to Lisa. ”Let’s look around a few minutes before we get back to the station.”

      He strode into the stable with Lisa on his heels. Now the air smelled strongly of horses and oil from the saddles hanging on one wall. At the other end, the girl they’d seen earlier with her horse looked busy, and two girls the same age sat in a corner on a bale of hay, murmuring to each other. All three of them were too young to know about the farm back then

      Trokic spoke softly too. ”I don’t see anything that’s going to help us. And I’m having trouble imagining anything bad happening here.” The red-haired girl had left her horse outside and hung her saddle up, and now she was washing the bit under running water.

      ”Why don’t we check out the barn,” Trokic said.

      

      The barn was warmer than the stable, as it was insulated by all the bales of straw and hay stacked up along one wall. A slice of sunlight slipped through the skylight, revealing a heavy layer of dust. Lisa sneezed. The air was dry, and underneath the smell of hay lurked the faint odor of molasses, oil, paint, and earth. An old, beat-up tractor stood at the far end of the barn, along with a few big barrels of rusty screws.

      ”Definitely out in the sticks,” Lisa said. ”Not much going on late at night. Isn’t it a little bit scary that young girls run around here in the evening? Easy prey for an ambush from a predator. Would anyone hear someone screaming?”

      Suddenly chills ran down Trokic’s spine. ”Her name was Louise.”

      ”Who?”

      ”The girl that disappeared, I remember now. She was eleven years old. It was a major case for us, also for the media. I wasn’t on it, but I’m sure that’s the one. The parents must have come here looking for her. Surely we did too.”

      Lisa turned pale. ”It could be our Louise, the one Maja mentioned. The missing link. I don’t remember it, I was in Copenhagen back then. What happened?”

      ”After she went missing for a few days, everyone assumed she was the victim of a crime or serious accident. She never showed up.”

      Trokic thought it over. What if they were on the wrong track, what if Nikolajsen was innocent? If what he said happened in the apartment was true, and somebody else killed Maja? Isaksen knew about this farm because of his sister, he could have been involved in Louise’s disappearance. Maybe Maja learned some secret about him. Trokic shivered. He could have a motive. And he knew about the apartments on the harbor. But what actually went on here at the farm?

      ”We need to get back and have a look at the report,” Trokic said. ”Then bring Isaksen in again.”
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      Lisa cut the slices of pizza and slid them onto two plates. Trokic was circumnavigating his house, opening windows. The sun had been shining in all day, and it was 30°C in the living room. He changed into a blue T-shirt in his bedroom. They’d picked up the report at the station, but neither of them wanted to sit in the close quarters of his hot, humid office, so they’d decided to work in the peace and quiet of his small house while catching a bite to eat. No one had managed to find Martin Isaksen, and Trokic was afraid he’d left the country.

      ”Let’s sit out on the terrace.” Trokic grabbed the plates and went outside.

      They ate most of the two pizzas and washed them down with cola, then after they set their plates and glasses on the tiled terrace floor, they started in on the reports.

      ”Okay, here’s what we have,” Trokic said, his eyes on the stack of papers. ”On August 8, 2000, Louise Sørensen left home after dinner, around seven-thirty. She’d had an argument with her parents about a camping trip, she didn’t want to go because of her horse. When she wasn’t back by half past midnight, and after they’d called around to other family members and friends, they contacted the police. The police told them to wait until the next morning, and to call again if she still hadn’t showed up. At seven the next morning they called and said that they and family and friends had been looking everywhere they could think of. After being given a description of Louise, the police sent a dog patrol out and searched the neighborhood.”

      Trokic leafed back and forth among the papers. ”During the investigation the police also went out to The Horse Farm, where Louise’s horse was being stabled.”

      Lisa swatted at one of the first mosquitoes of the evening buzzing her eyes. ”Did they take the dogs along?”

      ”Yes, but they didn’t follow any trail out from the area. That evening she was reported missing on radio and TV.”

      ”How about witnesses, anyone see her?”

      Trokic thumbed through the papers. ”A neighbor mowing the lawn saw her biking away to the north. A couple farther down the street confirmed that.”

      ”Was it in the direction of the riding school?”

      Trokic checked the map. ”No, actually not. Maybe that’s why no one prioritized the farm that much.”

      ”But she could have changed her mind,” Lisa said.

      Trokic lit a cigarette and blew smoke up in the air.

      ”And no other witnesses?” Lisa said.

      ”No. But during another search, Forensics helped by gathering material with a possible connection to a crime. They didn’t find anything.”

      ”What about the lake behind the farm?”

      ”They sent a few divers in. Nothing there.”

      Lisa looked skeptical. ”I’m really beginning to wonder if this has anything to do with Maja. They happened to go to the same riding school, and it may be a strange coincidence, but likely nothing more than that.”

      Trokic shrugged. ”At any rate, she never showed up again. Something happened.”

      ”So what do we do?”

      ”We have to wait until we talk to Isaksen before we can draw any more conclusions.”

      She nodded. She looked at the cat lying in the shade underneath Trokic’s hedge. ”Nice little yard you have. But it looks a little bit like a churchyard with all the gravel out there, shouldn’t you plant some things?”

      Trokic stared at her. Did he look like a gardener?

      ”No, you probably shouldn’t,” she said. ”I’d like to go back to The Horse Farm, take another look around. Maybe some other girls have shown up, I could have a word with them too.”

      

      Fifteen minutes after Lisa had left, Trokic was still staring blankly, trying to make the pieces of this puzzle fit. Every time they followed a line of inquiry, the contradictions started piling up. Dennis Nikolajsen hadn’t known Anja Mikkelsen, and something about his possible involvement simply didn’t mesh. Martin Isaksen fit better into what they knew of the events in the case, but why had Maja been in that greenhouse with her clothes all bloody? Had she seen something?

      His phone rang.

      ”Taurup! Listen, Daniel! I just spoke to one of Isaksen’s colleagues, Isaksen had just been by the office, he’s going to Sabro to look at a house.”

      Silence.

      ”What does it mean?” Jasper said. ”It can’t be a coincidence that he’s on his way out to Sabro, can it?”

      ”There must be something out there,” Trokic said. ”Evidence he wants to get rid of. You remember Lisa saying she thought he’d been cruising around out there, the day before yesterday?”

      ”What could it be, though? Something about that girl, Louise?”

      After a few moments, Trokic said, ”Or he wants to get hold of the only other person I can think of who could connect him, Maja, and Anja together. Maja’s cousin. Who happens to live out there. Oh my God.”

      ”Would Simon have been aware of both of those girls back then? And would he even remember now?”

      ”Maybe not. But maybe that’s not a chance Isaksen is willing to take.”

      ”Simon might be in danger. Big time.”
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      Several young girls were out at the farm that evening. The final rays from the sun lit up the red buildings. A group of people with shaky legs were laughing and thanking one of the girls. Most likely riders not used to horses. They walked over to their parked cars. Lisa introduced herself to one of the older girls. She was extremely thin – anorexic? – with a slightly flat nose and two braids. While washing her hands under a faucet outside of stable, she managed to hold onto the lead rope on a tan mare. The water ran down onto the dry ground and disappeared in a grate. Finally the girl held out her hand.

      ”Sanne.”

      ”Who were those people? They didn’t look like they ride a lot.”

      ”Someone had a birthday, and they all came out for a group ride.”

      ”Do you do a lot of that out here?”

      ”Yeah, we have a deal, we can use each other’s horses, the guide gets fifty crowns and the rest goes for our yearly camping trip ride.”

      Lisa patted the horse; a faint cloud of dust rose around her hand. ”Where do you ride on these guided tours?”

      ”Different places. Most times we take them around the old apple orchard over there.”

      She pointed across the fields.

      ”Back and forth, sometimes a gallop along the fence line.” She smiled a bit impishly. ”If we think they won’t fall off.”

      ”Can you show me?”

      ”Just follow the old tractor tracks that start over there.”

      ”Is there anything special there?”

      ”Not really. It’s just a bunch of old apple trees, some of them got blown down in the storm back in ’99. So they have to walk the horses around the trunks, also a bunch of old bricks from the building that used to be there. It’s like an obstacle course.”

      The girl lifted the bridle off the horse, replacing it with a halter. ”Is this about that girl who disappeared, a long time ago?”

      ”Partly. One of the other girls said you’ve had a streak of bad luck out here.”

      ”Something really bad happened to me here, too. I had a horse when I was younger, and one Saturday morning when I came out it was all tangled up in barbed wire. Its head was cut off, gone. Some psycho who hates horses, I guess.”

      ”Barbed wire?”

      ”Yeah, we changed some of the pastures and took down some barbed wire fence. We don’t use barbed wire, we don’t want anyone to get hurt. But somebody must’ve forgotten to take a roll of it out of the pasture, and the bastard got my horse tangled up in it somehow. Nobody would admit they’d forgotten the roll.”

      ”But you must have reported it?” Lisa said.

      ”Of course, but the police never found the guy.”

      Lisa’s blood ran cold. The place had not only been victimized by bad luck, but also by a sick human being. ”That’s horrible. What about Maja Nielsen and Anja Mikkelsen, two girls who came here several years ago. Did you know either of them?”

      ”Yeah, I knew them both. Anja was the one who found my horse out there that morning. That was a real shock for her.”

      Lisa nodded. She had the feeling that Anja’s hate for animal abusers had begun right here. ”Did any of you consider that it may have been one of you?”

      The girl looked incredulous. ”Nobody here would hurt a horse.”

      ”And you say you knew Maja?”

      ”Yeah. We didn’t get along so well. I wouldn’t let her ride my horse. At first she did, it was like she was obsessed with him, she talked about him like he was hers. I didn’t like that, so I told her she couldn’t ride him anymore. After that she hated me, I mean really. Then after my horse got killed and its head cut off, it was like she was happy about it. She didn’t get along with hardly anybody, and then all of a sudden she stopped coming.”

      Lisa looked out over the fields. Was Louise’s body out there somewhere? Eight years had passed. Was there any chance at all of finding some answers here? It was getting dark, but a brisk walk wouldn’t hurt her one bit.

      ”Is there a flashlight here I could borrow?”

      ”Sure,” Sanne said. ”Just a sec.”

      A minute later she returned with an old, smaller model. Lisa pressed the button; it worked fine. She thanked Sanne and headed for the tractor tracks.
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      Just like the rest of Sabro, the small residential street was quiet. The sidewalk was slowly relinquishing the last of its heat, and small clumps of weeds stuck up several places between the slabs. Gnarled trees in the small yard swayed in the evening breeze. Except for a beat-up boy’s bicycle and a roll of plastic, the garage was empty. The house looked dark and closed up; Trokic was afraid he was too late.

      But the door was open a crack – should he ring the doorbell? That would tip off Isaksen if he was inside, and he might run out the back door. Trokic stepped back and looked around. Nothing. Then he checked out the yard and terrace behind him, but again, nothing. He listened at the door a few moments before nudging it open and stepping inside.

      He walked through the small entryway into a dim living room. Only a thin sheet of the day’s dying light made it past the closed heavy curtains. The room looked like it had been furnished thirty years ago without anyone touching it since then. Brown and gray, small porcelain knickknacks on the windowsill. A row of books from Gyldendal’s Book Club on a shelf. Simon probably hadn’t changed a thing since taking over the house from his mother. Maja had spent much of her childhood here. Abandoned by her parents.

      Trokic strode across the heavy carpet while glancing around at the walls. Apart from one faded painting, a landscape, they were completely bare. Suddenly he caught a faint whiff of aftershave; instinctively he reached for his Heckler & Koch in his shoulder holster and slowly pulled it out. He recognized the odor, and for a fraction of a second he heard Robbie Williams and Eternity in his head. It was the same aftershave he’d smelled when he first met the real estate agent. Martin Isaksen had been in this room, Trokic was sure of it – had he showed up too late?

      He walked through the dimly lit kitchen and back to the entryway, then he started up the dark narrow stairway. He cursed to himself when he rammed his foot into a hard riser. The second floor was engulfed in silence. He tried to filter out the odors; was there still a faint smell of Eternity, or was it a leftover from downstairs? Two doors stood open, a third one was closed. Cautiously he sidled along with his back to the wall and glanced inside the first room. A bedroom. The mother’s, apparently. Another thirty-year-old time capsule. The photo hanging over the dresser revealed a stern-looking woman with long gray hair and cold eyes. The bed had been neatly made, a yellow nightgown lay draped over a chair. The curtains were closed, and the room smelled stuffy, of old, scruffy rugs. He caught a glimpse of himself in the floor-length mirror, his tense expression, his gun raised and ready. Silently he walked out backwards and to the next room, where the open door revealed a white, cold bathroom. He walked past and grabbed the doorknob of the third door.

      The room was pitch black. He felt around to his left for the light switch and found it. The room was spacious, over twenty square meters, with thick curtains covering a window across from him. Trokic focused on the wide bed in the middle of the room. It had no sheets or comforter, which made it look hard and uncomfortable. Like a bare wooden bench. Then he glanced around, and his heart stopped.

      The room was filled with stuffed mounted animals. Shelves, glass cases, walls were covered with dull, dry fur and stiff limbs and tails. Owls, deer, squirrels, ermines, badgers. Glass eyes and yellow bared teeth. Like an evil biology class. Trokic shivered when he looked at the far end of the room. A gray striped cat and two dachshunds stared emptily at him, each with a ribbon around their neck. And at the end of the row was a stuffed head from what had once been a gray horse. Its teeth were barely visible. Suddenly he knew; it hadn’t been the horse from the local legend Lisa had described that had been haunting Maja. This room had a history. Where did this horse come from? Whose horse had it been? It was as if Maja’s nightmares were streaming out of the big brown glass eyes, yearning to tell him something. How could anyone sleep among all these stuffed animals, night after night? All the eyes following you around. Beloved pets, now stiff and unmoving. His throat turned dry. Whose pets?

      Then he remembered what Lisa had told about Anja. Her obsession with animals. She’d mentioned stuffed animals. The girl had been in this room. And something had frightened her.

      His mind wandered for a moment, only a few seconds, but long enough for him not to sense the movement behind him. He jumped when he heard the calm voice and smelled the aftershave, an overpowering odor now.

      ”This is really something, isn’t it?”
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      Twisted limbs and fallen trees cast the final shadows of the day over the orchard. Lisa veered off the tractor ruts and followed the path trampled down among the trees by the hooves of countless horses. The odor of earth and manure from the nearby fields hung heavily in the air as she wondered about how seldom she left the asphalt jungle nowadays. She glimpsed the growing city not far away; soon it would gobble up these fields and crowd out the last remaining small farms.

      She held onto the flashlight and followed the path farther into the orchard. Her thoughts turned to Trokic’s cousin. She’d wanted to ask him more while they were eating pizza together, but something held her back. Maybe she didn’t really want to know, maybe she just wanted to stay in her bubble as long as possible, living with Jacob. On the other hand, she would soon turn thirty-six. Last call for Diaperland, as her mother so considerately had called it last week. Lisa wasn’t going to waste her time on someone who didn’t want to have children with her.

      She began thinking again about the Maja Nielsen they’d found in the park not all that long ago. The journey of exploration they’d taken across her life. The Maja totally involved with her singing, a normal young woman, yet one full of secrets they’d only caught a glimpse of. Who was she, really?

      She was so lost in thought that she almost didn’t notice the old wall hidden behind a big thicket. Some old busted-up bricks, the girl had said. This must be what she’d been talking about. Suddenly Lisa felt like a kid again, playing in secret hideouts. But this time she wasn’t looking for treasure.

      She stepped through the tall grass and immediately cut herself on the thorny blackberry canes sticking out. Finally she made it through. The old wall was a remnant of what might have been a small house, left to crumble away. The roof was gone, and the concrete floor was covered with dead leaves, a few old beer cans, and a few pages of a porn magazine. Did the local kids play hide-and-go-seek here, was it the setting of imaginary adventures? It would have been for her. The old ruins seemed to blend into its surroundings. Climbing vines covered the walls teeming with snails and spiderwebs and ants. She looked around; if anything had happened here, unfortunately there was no way of knowing it now. She crossed over to the teetering remains of a door frame. By now she’d seen most of the orchard, and it would have been difficult to conceal anything done to Louise. Further on, another thorny cane caught her sweater and pulled her back. In her struggle to free herself, she lost her balance and fell into the blossom-covered, murderous brambles. The thorns pierced her clothes and dug into her thin skin.

      ”Oww! Goddammit!” The canes were stuck to her clothing, top to bottom and front to back. She swore she’d never go near a blackberry bush again, ever. As she was about to stand up, she noticed a rusty, round grate surrounded by ivy further in the blackberries. It covered a circle of old stones. Slowly she rose to her feet, the thorns leaving long red scratches on her skin, painful scratches, but her curiosity got the best of her. Though it was only two meters away, the brambles guarded it well.

      The sound of a large limb cracking startled her, and for a moment she froze. Were some other girls riding nearby? Or maybe an animal had stepped on an old, half-rotten limb? But she heard nothing more and turned back to the stones and grate.

      She studied the situation a few moments then pulled off the shirt she’d been wearing over a black top. She wrapped the shirt around her hand and began pulling blackberry canes aside to clear a path.

      

      The loose, rusty grate covered an old well. She remembered what the elderly lady had told her: Maja had been afraid of the horses and the well in the legend. But could it have been this well? A place where they might have played, might have believed a spirit lived? The thought made her shiver. She glanced around; the orchard seemed deserted. Her heart was pounding as she swallowed and trained her flashlight into the well. There was something down there.
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      Trokic whirled and looked straight into Martin Isaksen’s cool eyes, then he drew his pistol and pointed it at him. The sneering real estate agent held a large, heavy meat knife, and he looked tense. His black suit jacket was covered with cobwebs and dust.

      Trokic waved his gun at him. ”Drop it. Now.”

      Isaksen’s eyes gleamed with pure hatred. ”You’ve got this all wrong, but okay, I see you’re in charge.”

      He threw the knife down on the carpet.

      ”What are you doing here?” Trokic spat out. ”You’ve been lying to us, and now you’re poking around here with a knife.”

      Isaksen gestured around the room at all the stuffed animals. ”This must have been Simon’s room. Creepy, isn’t it? I think you and I share a common interest at the moment. Let me show you something.”

      He reached in under his jacket. Immediately Trokic feared he might have another weapon, but a moment later he brought out a photo of Louise Sørensen tied to a bed in that room, a rag stuffed in her mouth. Her eyes showed pure terror, and there was blood on her throat and one cheek.

      ”I found this when I was in here earlier. Let me show you something else.”

      He walked over to the far window and opened the heavy curtains. ”Take a look.”

      Trokic joined him and looked down into the yard. The sun was setting, and a film of dew glittered in the dying light. And there was something familiar beyond the yard: waving fields of rapeseed and farther on a few buildings with gray eternit shingles, surrounded by pastures. The Horse Farm.

      ”It’s true, I knew Maja when we were younger, but not well at all. She was only a kid back then. I saw her when I picked my sister up at the farm. When we started dating, I knew there was something familiar about her. It took me a while, but when I recently read the paper, I remembered they rode at the farm.”

      Trokic still was having problems understanding the horrible truth Isaksen was revealing. ”But why didn’t you tell us you were Anja Mikkelsen’s boyfriend at one time?”

      ”Would you have believed me? Me, who’d been involved with both girls? I was in total shock when I read that Anja had been run over. And what do you suppose the media would have done with that?”

      ”So what are you doing here?”

      ”After the shock wore off, I started wondering if the hit-and-run really was another coincidence. The obvious thought was that someone else besides me knew them both. Maja’s cousin, maybe. So I called Simon and confronted him with my suspicion. Of course he denied it. So then I thought I’d drive over here and look around. Luckily he wasn’t home.”

      Trokic took another look at the photo of the young Louise. The horror in her eyes sent chills down his spine. As a matter of routine he scanned the room. Was it possible there was still evidence hidden in the blue carpet? A trace of blood, fibers, maybe even a hair or two from the people who had been here. Fortunately there was a carpet instead of wood floors. Assuming the carpet wasn’t laid afterward, of course. Which was possible. Eight years had gone by.

      ”You should have told us,” Trokic said, still not totally convinced. Suddenly he remembered, Lisa over at the farm, seeing what more she could dig up. He didn’t at all like the thought of her running around there alone.

      He pulled out a set of handcuffs from his back pocket and tossed them over to the real estate agent. ”Here, put those on.”

      ”Are you arresting me?”

      ”I’m not taking any chances. You were holding a knife.”

      Isaksen sighed and put on the handcuffs. ”Okay, I understand.”

      ”Good. Let’s go down to the car.”

      He called the station and told them to send a few officers, Forensics, and Jasper Taurup. Then he called Lisa. No answer. His throat was dry as a bone.
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      The skeleton lay scrunched up in the tiny space five meters down. The stench rising from the well was unbearable, and even though Lisa knew it must be from rotten leaves, she imagined how the girl literally had been forced down into the sediment and had settled into the mud, only to rise again when spring warmed the earth.

      So this was where she ended up, eleven-year-old Louise. Stuck here where no one would look for her, the victim of some monstrous crime. But what happened? Had Isaksen had his eye on her, been tempted late one evening, assaulted her? Something was rustling in the bushes behind her, and she froze. The place gave her the creeps, and it was hard to make things out in the fading shadows. But again the noise stopped, and she turned back to what she’d found in the well. How had it happened? Three hundred meters to the west, the Horse Farm and the horses grazing in the pastures were no more than silhouettes. Beyond the yellow rippling field of rapeseed, the first city streetlights were appearing.

      Her phone rang. Good timing, because she needed to tell Trokic and her other colleagues what she’d found. It was late, but the area had to be secured and cleared.

      Suddenly something hit her arm, and her phone flew through the air and landed in the brambles. She whirled and barely managed to recognize the man before everything went dark.

      

      Lisa came to a few moments later. Simon Møller breathed heavily, his eyes glaring with hatred in the faint light from the flashlight on the ground.

      ”Why did you have to poke around here too?”

      He ripped the gun out of her shoulder holster and jammed it into the back of his pants. ”If you scream I’ll blow your brains out, right here and now.”

      Lisa swallowed the lump in her throat and made no noise.

      ”I have to admit, though, you’ve done a pretty good job, you’re pretty close to the truth. I can fill in the blanks for you.”

      Now he seemed almost friendly, as if he looked forward to finally sharing his secret with another human being. ”Maja and I were always tight. Like brother and sister, you could say. Or almost like lovers. Whatever made her mad, I took care of. Nobody bothered her, I made sure of that. And I don’t mind saying she liked my attention and everything I did for her. Like that stupid horse. It had to die, she wanted revenge.”

      Simon stared out across the trees and smiled. He looked almost nostalgic. ”Louise was a dumb little girl, she made Maja do all the shit work. Maja hated her more than anyone. So we got her to come to my house one night when we were alone, we told her we’d give her some tack. It was easy, she’d just had an argument with her parents.”

      He laughed. ”No way I could have come up with all the ways we humiliated her. Maja was a lot better at it than I was. But then things sort of got out of hand.”

      Now Simon stared into the distance. ”I got carried away. She felt light as a feather in my hands, fragile, I liked that. That and the fear on her face when I pressed the knife against her throat. And that distant look when she realized it was all over.”

      ”And Maja?” Lisa said.

      ”Maja stood beside me and watched, she got all excited too. She didn’t say anything when it was over, but anyway we had an understanding, you could say. Then we carried her across the field and dumped her here in the well. Maja got covered with Louise’s blood and flipped out. She didn’t want to go home, but finally she left.”

      And hid in a greenhouse to try to get hold of herself, Lisa thought. Though she was terrified, Lisa sensed how Simon loved sharing these details with her. Which terrified her even more; him telling her all this meant he wasn’t about to let her go.

      He seemed to be totally absorbed in his story as he leaned over the well and stared down at what he had tossed inside.

      Lisa spoke softly, almost a whisper. ”Why did Maja have to die?”

      ”It never was the same between us, but we kept what happened a secret. At least until some months ago. New Year’s Eve. She was drunk, and out of the blue she leaned over the table and looked at me and asked if there’d been a lot of others like Louise, asked me how I could live with it. I got really nervous about what she might say. Who she’d tell about what happened, later on at some point. And I know she would’ve given me all the blame, so this new little perfect life of hers would never end. I couldn’t let her do that.”

      ”But the key,” Lisa said. ”She laid it on the table for you, just like you’d agreed, if she was afraid something would happen to her. Did she still trust you?”

      ”Don’t you see, I ordered her to do that. She’d never have done it voluntarily, but in her condition she really had no choice.”

      ”That drug. How did you get her to take it?”

      ”That was the easy part. I mixed it in her toothpaste one day when I was over there, then it was just a matter of time. Federico promised she’d be in the palm of my hand. But it didn’t turn out quite that way. I had a terrible time getting her up in that apartment, then when we got there she fought like crazy. It was pretty bad. It was a hell of a relief when she finally fell.”

      Lisa clutched her pants. ”So it was supposed to look like a suicide.”

      ”Yeah, and then case closed. And those horses in her dreams became part of the story. She’s the one who brought them back, but it turned out perfect. Maja flips out, hallucinates, everybody’s worried – then she jumps off a building. Tragic.”

      ”It must have been quite a shock, finding her in the park.”

      Simon nodded. ”If it hadn’t been for that idiot Egebjerg moving her, none of this would have happened. Everything would have been perfect. And nobody would have snooped into the past.”

      Suddenly Lisa heard voices far away. Girls laughing loudly. Carried by the wind through the trees. Simon heard them too, and he tilted his head.

      ”Looks like I’m going to have to wrap this up a little bit earlier than I thought.”

      He stepped over and ripped the shirt off her hand. He tore it into strips and tied it around her mouth and head so she couldn’t scream. Then he walked around and grabbed her under the armpits. His cold hands pressed against her sides as he drug her backwards. Again the thorns shredded her skin, ripped her face, but the pain was overshadowed by the terror gripping her. She was going to disappear, like all the rest of his gruesome secrets.

      ”And Anja, that total bitch.” Dragging her wasn’t easy, he was breathing harder now. ”She thought she had it all figured out. She’s always been that way. Always better than everybody, ready to pounce on every little mistake. She suspected I did the horse. Actually she knew, I saw it in her eyes. And she kept sticking her nose in my business. Then when Maja died, she called me, said she knew what I’d done, she wanted money. She was bluffing, but I couldn’t take any chances.”

      Lisa wanted to say that Anja also somehow knew about the greenhouse, that she must have followed Maja that day, but the gag in her mouth made speech impossible.

      Simon let out something resembling a sigh and let go of her. Lisa tried to roll off to the side, but he simply grabbed her again.

      ”I’m really sorry about this,” he said. ”They’ll look for you, but now you know my little secret, I can hardly let you go. This place has been hidden for years, and people searched hard too. With a little bit of luck and a bunch of dirt, my secret will disappear again. And you too.”

      He sat on her and put his hands around her throat. The voices were nearer now. She noticed a wood ant crawling up his leg and wondered what it was doing there, when there were no fir trees around. Then she thought about back when she was a kid, when she hit one of her friends on the friend’s birthday; she was sorry about that. The last thing in her head before losing consciousness was an image of Jacob.
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            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Trokic had handed the real estate agent over to two officers, and now he and Jasper parked in front of The Horse Farm, beside Lisa’s red Ford - she was still there, it looked like, but her phone was off. He had a bad feeling about this; Lisa always called in, always followed procedure. And several hours had gone by since they’d split up.

      They got out and hailed a girl with a small backpack who was about to hop on her bicycle.

      ”I talked to her an hour ago,” she said. ”She was going to walk out to the old orchard over there. I haven’t seen her since.”

      They plodded along the tracks that Lisa had followed earlier.

      ”Nothing but trees and brambles,” Jasper said.

      They yelled her name, but no one answered.

      A half hour later, after following the horse path in the orchard, they stood again at the tractor ruts.

      ”Maybe she walked back and somehow we missed her,” Jasper said.

      When they got back to the farm, the car was gone.

      ”Yeah, we must have just missed her, she’s on her way to the station, or maybe she went home,” Jasper said.

      ”I don’t like this,” he said. ”Something’s wrong. I think we should hang around here a little while longer.”

      Jasper threw out his arms. ”What for? She’s not here, Daniel.”

      ”Let’s wait a while. Maybe she’ll come back.”
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      Lisa’s first thought when she regained consciousness was how strange it was that she didn’t feel alone. Sharp bones, rocks, and limbs were poking her everywhere. She also sensed the life in the rotting compost beneath her. But she wasn’t alone, because someone else here had shared what she was going through. She coughed and pulled off the shirt gagging her with one arm, but she wasn’t able to scream, the pain in her throat was unbearable, and she still had trouble breathing. He’d tried to strangle her, and some of the fragile cartilage in her throat felt damaged. Her left arm throbbed, and she tested it with her other hand; it was lying all wrong. She’d fallen a long ways, and it must be broken.

      The sky above her was black as coal, and she shivered from the cold. The voices in the orchard she’d heard earlier were gone, but she had the feeling they’d saved her life. He’d been in too big of a rush to finish her off.

      She lifted herself up among all the bones. Every part of her ached, and she knew how lucky she’d been not to break her back in the small well. Then she gasped when she remembered what he’d said. Both she and his secret were going to disappear, with a little bit of luck and a lot of dirt. A wave of terror swept through her; he was coming back to fill the well up and put an end to all his little annoyances.

      Lisa slid her hand around the rough stones and started to cry. Her colleagues might already have begun searching for her nearby, but her finding this place had been an incredible coincidence, and it wasn’t likely they’d find it too. She looked up; the top of the well was at least five meters above her, she could barely make it out. With her one good hand she felt around the stones lining the well and grabbed onto a root sticking out. Still crying, she pulled on it. The root was thick and tough, and she lifted herself up off the bottom, but suddenly it broke and she fell back down among the bones. Then she stood with her back against the stones and wedged herself by swinging her feet up onto the wall opposite her. She started wiggling and twisting her way up. The cold, rough stones scratched her back, and she was freezing, but she made progress. Her leg muscles quivered. She thanked herself for all the long runs she’d been taking. All the while, her rage kept building. He’d almost killed her and sent her down into hell, and he’d broken her arm to boot.

      

      Twenty minutes later, she lay shaking in the brambles, trying to catch her breath. The thorns almost felt welcoming now. Finally she stood up. It was blacker than black around her, but far across the fields she glimpsed a light. The city. How far away was she? And what if she ran into him on the way? She was afraid that tripping over one of all the roots sticking up would give her presence away. For a second she thought about looking for her phone, but he’d probably taken it with him. No, she had to get out of there as fast as she could, before he came back. She glanced around; should she head for the farm? But she wasn’t sure exactly where it was in this darkness, and besides, in her condition she wouldn’t be able to drive her car.

      The car. She felt around in her pocket for her keys, but they were gone. Trokic and her colleagues wouldn’t give up easily, no matter how dark it was, if they knew her car was there. He must have driven it away so they wouldn’t see it. But would they look for her anyway? Something told her that Trokic would.

      She heard a noise, and she crouched down into the blackberry bushes like a scared rabbit. Someone was coming toward her through the orchard, the branches whistling in the silence, and shortly after she heard him clear his throat and spit. A flashlight swept the area like a giant firefly. She pushed her fear as far down inside herself as she could. He reached the well, and she heard a thud, a spade knifing into the dirt, several meters from her. How had he planned to fill the well up without clearing out some of the blackberries or in some way drawing attention to the spot?

      He stepped over to the well and bellowed in anger when he saw the grate had been pulled off to one side. ”Liiiiiiiisa,” he yelled into the old trees.

      The flashlight darted around the trees and bushes. It was only a matter of time before he found her. A moth flew in her face, leaving a faint trail of dust that tickled her nose, and she almost sneezed. But suddenly he seemed to give up. In the glare of the flashlight, she watched him staring impassively into space. Lisa tried to follow his thoughts. He’d be thinking that she couldn’t have gotten far, that she was in a tight spot without her phone and car. He got down on one knee and did something with the grate. As she stared at his back, a storm of hate rose inside her. This man had killed at least two people and had nearly done away with her too. And if he found her, he wouldn’t hesitate a second to throw her back into the well, back to the skeleton. The memory of the stench down there flashed in her head; though she could barely make out the spade, she jumped over and grabbed it with her good hand. He whirled when he heard her moving through the bushes, but when he spotted her with the flashlight it was too late. She rammed the spade into his face, hard. Hard enough that she felt the impact all the way up her arm. Simon fell back, and his roar was the most terrifying thing she’d ever heard. The sound of wanting to destroy her. He stood and almost stumbled on a root, and she jumped at him with the spade raised.

      She hadn’t had time to imagine what then happened. Simon fell back again, but this time he stumbled over the grate, which clattered noisily. For a second he teetered above the well, then the big man fell with a hollow scream. Something cracked loudly, like a limb breaking in two. Then silence.

      Lisa backed off, shaking now. Her own violence shocked her, and the spade slipped out of her hand. Cautiously she picked up the flashlight and stepped over to the well. At first she was terrified that he somehow might be crawling back up, but when she shined the light down, she realized he’d never be crawling out of there, ever. He lay among the scattered bones, his neck at an impossible angle.
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            Chapter Fifty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Spring had morphed into summer within the span of a single flight. Zagreb had been a pressure cooker when he landed, hotter than normal for the season. He’d rented a car at Avis, and now he drove the narrow roads leading to the small town where his cousin and his cousin’s wife and son lived, at the foot of Medvednica, north of the capital. Where a woman was waiting for him, one he hadn’t seen in almost thirteen years. His pulse was off the charts, and his mouth was dry despite the cola on the seat beside him. What did she look like now? Had what happened changed her, was she a completely different woman? He’d spoken to her on the phone. First a short call, then a longer one, where he talked about what had happened during all those years. At first she’d held back, but gradually she began laughing at his small stories about the family. Finally it had been as if those years had never happened, and yet he knew that everything was different now. And there was a child now, too. A twelve-year-old boy.

      He’d told Jacob about his discovery, and his friend had said that it changed nothing. Sinka hadn’t trusted him to be able to handle the truth, she’d thrown away the love they’d shared. And he had another life now. Trokic was sure that Lisa would be so relieved, and regardless of what she thought, he was relieved too. A woman had shown up, but at the same time a ghost had disappeared.

      Trokic was worried about Lisa. She’d been taken to the emergency room, and they had set her arm, which had been broken in two places. The next day she had showed up at the station to explain what happened. She’d been given a reprimand for checking out the orchard without notifying her colleagues, but that didn’t stop the officers in the department from letting her know how much they admired what she’d done. Taurup presented her with a blackberry pie, a bit of dark humor that fell flat. She wouldn’t be getting a medal, but she’d definitely won points with her colleagues. She was sent home with strict orders not to show up for two weeks, though not before she’d had a long conversation with the police psychologist. Something Trokic felt was useless. Better to let time do its work, to establish distance to the shock she’d had.

      But now Simon Møller was dead, and even though it wouldn’t help the parents deal with their grief, at least the people of Århus and vicinity could breathe easier, knowing a killer was no longer on the loose. And Anja Mikkelsen was still in the hospital, but she’d begun coming out of her coma for short periods of time. The brain damage she’d suffered was most likely significant, but only time would tell. The techs had found blood and DNA from Louise in Møller’s room, and the fact that several years earlier Anja had told her mother about all the stuffed animals there was in itself a good indication of their connection. Statements from Lisa and Michael Tarp, the addiction consultant from Transit, tied up all the loose ends.

      Trokic had celebrated with a good bottle of red wine, and the case had given him an eminently relevant and timely excuse to call Christiane Bach. To tell her the news. Which ended in her helping him with the wine and hearing the story from beginning to end. When he woke up the next day, she was gone, a warm breeze that blew into and out of his bed. The space beside him had felt cold and empty.

      It was almost two in the afternoon when he finally parked the small rented Fiat in the driveway of the pink house. The oleanders were already blooming. He sat for a moment and let the silence fill him. This was also a home. He got out and shut the car door behind him.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for purchasing Songbird. I hope you enjoyed it.  

      

      The inspiration for this book came from different sources. One was my daughter being involved with an animal rights activist movement when she was a teenager. My subsequent research on industrial farming and meat production was the reason why I was a vegetarian for many years.

      

      Another source of inspiration was a documentary about the South American drug, burundanga, a.k.a. The Devil's Breath from the Borrachero tree. I thought that the idea of a drug which apparently could eliminate free will and wipe the memory of the victim was very interesting. To this date, I'm not sure how many of the mystic stories involving this drug are urban legends.

      

      If you would like to know more about this, I can recommend the VICE Documentary - World's Scariest Drug which is available on YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ToQ8PWYnu04

      

      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.
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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.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      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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